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ALTHOUGH a great deal has been written about poverty and the poor, the concept of a culture
of poverty is relatively new. I first suggested it in 1959 in my book Five Families: Mexican Case
Studies in the Culture of Poverty. The phrase is a catchy one and has become widely used and
misused. Michael Harrington used it extensively in his [1962] book The Other America, which
played an important role in sparking the [1964] national [War on Poverty] antipoverty program
in the United States. However, he used it in a somewhat broader and less technical sense than I
had intended. I shall try to define it more precisely as a conceptual model, with special emphasis
upon the distinction between poverty and the culture of poverty. ...

Throughout recorded history, in literature, in proverbs, and in popular sayings, we find two
opposite evaluations of the nature of the poor. Some characterize the poor as blessed, virtuous,
upright, serene, independent, honest, kind, and happy. Others characterize them as evil, mean,
violent, sordid, and criminal. These contradictory and confusing evaluations are also reflected in
the infighting that is going on in the current [US] war against poverty. Some stress the great
potential of the poor for self-help, leadership, and community organization, while others point to
the sometimes irreversible, destructive effect of poverty upon individual character, and therefore
emphasize the need for guidance and control to remain in the hands of the middle class, which
presumably has better mental health.

These opposing views reflect a political power struggle between competing groups. ...

As an anthropologist I have tried to understand poverty and its associated traits as a culture
or, more accurately, as a subculture with its own structure and rationale, as a way of life which is
passed down from generation to generation along family lines. This view directs attention to the
fact that the culture of poverty in modern nations is not only a matter of economic deprivation, of
disorganization, or of the absence of something. It is also something positive and provides some
rewards without which the poor could hardly carry on. ...

The culture of poverty can come into being in a variety of historical contexts. However, it
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wage labor, and production for profit; (2) a persistently high rate of unemployment and
underemployment for unskilled labor; (3) low wages; (4) the failure to provide social, political,
and economic organization, either on a voluntary basis or by government imposition, for the low-
income population; (5) the existence of a bilateral kinship system rather than a unilateral one;
and finally, (6) the existence of a set of values in the dominant class that stresses the
accumulation of wealth and property, the possibility of upward mobility and thrift, and explains
low economic status as the result of personal inadequacy or inferiority.

The way of life which develops among some of the poor under these conditions is the culture
of poverty. ... The culture of poverty is both an adaptation and a reaction of the poor to their
marginal position in a class-stratified, highly individuated, capitalistic society. It represents an
effort to cope with feelings of hopelessness and despair which develop from the realization of the
improbability of achieving success in terms of the values and goals of the larger society.

Indeed, many of the traits of the culture of poverty can be viewed as attempts at local
solutions for problems not met by existing institutions and agencies because the people are not
eligible for them, cannot afford them, or are ignorant or suspicious of them. For example, unable
to obtain credit from banks, they are thrown upon their own resources and organize informal
credit devices without interest.

The culture of poverty, however, is not only an adaptation to a set of objective conditions of
the larger society. Once it comes into existence it tends to perpetuate itself from generation to
generation because of its effect on the children. By the time slum children are age six or seven
they have usually absorbed the basic values and attitudes of their subculture and are not
psychologically geared to take full advantage of changing conditions or increased opportunities
which may occur in their lifetime. ...

The culture of poverty can be studied from various points of view: [1] the relationship
between the subculture and the larger society; [2] the nature of the slum community; [3] the
nature of the family; and [4] the attitudes, values, and character structure of the individual.

1. The lack of effective participation and integration of the poor in the major institutions of
the larger society is one of the crucial characteristics of the culture of poverty. This is a complex
matter and results from a variety of factors which may include lack of economic resources,
segregation and discrimination, fear, suspicion or apathy, and the development of local solutions
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example, in the jails, the army, and the public [welfare] system — does not per se eliminate the
traits of the culture of poverty. In the case of a [welfare] system which barely keeps people alive,
both the basic poverty and the sense of hopelessness are perpetuated rather than eliminated. Low
wages, chronic unemployment, and underemployment lead to low income, lack of property
ownership, absence of savings, absence of food reserves in the home, and a chronic shortage of
cash. These conditions reduce the possibility of effective participation in the larger economic
system.

And as a response to these conditions we find in the culture of poverty a high incidence of
pawning of personal goods, borrowing from local moneylenders at usurious rates of interest,
spontaneous informal credit devices organized by neighbors, the use of second-hand clothing and
furniture, and the pattern of frequent buying of small quantities of food many times a day as the
need arises.

People with a culture of poverty produce very little wealth and receive very little in return.
They have a low level of literacy and education, usually do not belong to labor unions, are not
members of political parties, generally do not participate in the national welfare agencies, and
make very little use of banks, hospitals, department stores, museums, or art galleries. They have
a critical attitude toward some of the basic institutions of the dominant classes, hatred of the
police, mistrust of government and those in high position, and a cynicism which extends even to
the church. This gives the culture of poverty a high potential for protest and for being used in
political movements aimed against the existing social order.

People with a culture of poverty are aware of middle-class values, talk about them and even
claim some of them as their own, but on the whole they do not live by them. Thus it is important
to distinguish between what they say and what they do. For example, many will tell you that
marriage by law, by the church, or by both, is the ideal form of marriage, but few will marry. To
men who have no steady jobs or other sources of income, who do not own property and have no
wealth to pass on to their children, who are present-time oriented and who want to avoid the
expense and legal difficulties involved in formal marriage and divorce, free union or consensual
marriage makes a lot of sense. Women will often turn down offers of marriage because they feel
it ties them down to men who are immature, punishing, and generally unreliable. Women feel
that consensual union gives them abetter break; it gives them some of the freedom and flexibility
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have a stronger claim on their children if they decide to leave their men. It also gives women
exclusive rights to a house or any other property they may own.

2. When we look at the culture of poverty on the local community level, we find poor
housing conditions, crowding, gregariousness, but above all a minimum of organization beyond
the level of the nuclear and extended family. Occasionally there are informal, temporary
groupings or voluntary associations within slums. The existence of neighborhood gangs which
cut across slum settlements represents a considerable advance beyond the zero point I have in
mind.

Indeed, it is the low level of organization that gives the culture of poverty its marginal and
anachronistic quality in our highly complex, specialized, organized society. Most primitive
peoples have achieved a higher level of sociocultural organization than our modern urban slum
dwellers.

In spite of the generally low level of organization, there may be a sense of community and
esprit de corps in urban slums and in slum neighborhoods. This can vary within a single city, or
from region to region or country to country. The major factors influencing this variation are the
size of the slum, its location and physical characteristics, length of residence, incidence of home
and land-ownership (versus squatter rights), rentals, ethnicity, kinship ties, and freedom or lack
of freedom of movement. ...

3. On the family level the major traits of the culture of poverty are the absence of childhood
as a specially prolonged and protected stage in the lifecycle, early initiation into sex, free unions
or consensual [informal] marriages, a relatively high incidence of the abandonment of wives and
children, a trend toward female- or mother-centered families and consequently a much greater
knowledge of maternal relatives, a strong predisposition to authoritarianism, lack of privacy,
verbal emphasis upon family solidarity which is only rarely achieved because of sibling rivalry,
and competition for limited goods and maternal affection.

4. On the level of the individual the major characteristics are a strong feeling of marginality,
of helplessness, of dependence, and of inferiority. ... Other traits include a high incidence of
maternal deprivation, ...of weak ego structure, confusion of sexual identification, a lack of
impulse control, a strong present-time orientation with relatively little ability to defer
gratification and to plan for the future, a sense of resignation and fatalism, a widespread belief in

male superiority, and a high tolerance for psychological pathology of all sorts.



People with a culture of poverty are provincial and locally oriented and have very little sense
of history. They know only their own troubles, their own local conditions, their own
neighborhood, their own way of life. Usually they do not have the knowledge, the vision, or the
ideology to see the similarities between their problems and those of their counterparts elsewhere
in the world. They are not class-conscious, although they are very sensitive indeed to status
distinctions.

When the poor become class-conscious or active members of trade-union organizations, or
when they adopt an internationalist outlook on the world, they are no longer part of the culture of
poverty, although they may still be desperately poor. Any movement, be it religious, pacifist, or
revolutionary, that organizes and gives hope to the poor and effectively promotes solidarity and a
sense of identification with larger groups destroys the psychological and social core of the
culture of poverty. In this connection, I suspect that the civil rights movement among the
Negroes in the United States has done more to improve their self-image and self-respect than
have their economic advances, although, without doubt, the two are mutually reinforcing.

The distinction between poverty and the culture of poverty is basic to the model described
here. There are degrees of poverty and many kinds of poor people. The culture of poverty refers
to one way of life shared by poor people in given historical and social contexts. The economic
traits which I have listed for the culture of poverty are necessary but not sufficient to define the
phenomena I have in mind. There are a number of historical examples of very poor segments of
the population that do not have a way of life that I would describe as a subculture of poverty. ...

Because of the advanced technology, high level of literacy, the development of mass media,
and the relatively high aspiration level of all sectors of the population, especially when compared
with underdeveloped nations, I believe that although there is still a great deal of poverty in the
United States (estimates range from 30 to 50 million people), there is relatively little of what I
would call the culture of poverty. My rough guess would be that only about 20 percent of the
population below the poverty line (between six and ten million people) in the United States have
characteristics which would justify classifying their way of life as that of a culture of poverty.
Probably the largest sector within this group would consist of very low-income Negroes,
Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, American Indians, and Southern poor whites. The relatively small
number of people in the United States with a culture of poverty is a positive factor because it is

much more difficult to eliminate the culture of poverty than to eliminate poverty per se.



Middle-class people, and this would certainly include most social scientists, tend to
concentrate on the negative aspects of the culture of poverty. They tend to associate negative
[values with] such traits as present-time orientation and concrete versus abstract orientation ...;
yet some of the positive aspects which may flow from these traits must not be overlooked.
Living in the present may develop a capacity for spontaneity and adventure, for the enjoyment of
the sensual, the indulgence of impulse, which is often blunted in the middle-class, future-oriented
man. Perhaps it is this reality of the moment which the existentialist writers are so desperately
trying to recapture but which the culture of poverty experiences as natural, everyday phenomena.
The frequent use of violence certainly provides a ready outlet for hostility so that people in the
culture of poverty suffer less from repression than does the middle class.

In the traditional view, anthropologists have said that culture provides human beings with a
design for living, with a ready-made set of solutions for human problems so that individuals
don't have to begin all over again each generation. That is, the core of culture is its positive
adaptive function. I, too, have called attention to some of the adaptive mechanisms in the culture
of poverty — for example, the low aspiration level helps to reduce frustration, the legitimization
of short-range hedonism makes possible spontaneity and enjoyment. However, on the whole it
seems to me that it is a relatively thin culture. There is a great deal of pathos, suffering, and
emptiness among those who live in the culture of poverty. It does not provide much support or
long-range satisfaction, and its encouragement of mistrust tends to magnify helplessness and

isolation. Indeed, the poverty of culture is one of the crucial aspects of the culture of poverty. ...



