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INTRODUCTION: A VOICE FOR
THE INVISIBLE

In  1962,  a relatively unknown socialist
writer  named  Michael  Harrington
published  a  book  that  would  quietly
begin  to  reshape  the  Amer ican
conscience. Titled The Other America,
this  work  did  not  simply  document
poverty;  it  revealed  a  hidden  nation

within  a  nation—a  vast  landscape  of
destitution,  hunger,  and  hopelessness
that  existed  just  beyond  the  view  of
affluent  post-war  America.  At  a  time
when the United States was basking in
the  glow  of  economic  prosperity,
Harrington’s  words  were  a  sobering
indictment. He estimated that between
40  and  50  million  Americans—roughly
one-quarter  of  the  population—were
living in poverty, largely invisible to the
middle class and the media. This article
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explores the life of Michael Harrington,
the  core  arguments  of  The  Other
America,  its  profound  influence  on
public  policy,  and  why  its  message
remains urgently relevant today.

WHO WAS MICHAEL
HARRINGTON?

Michael Harrington (1928–1989) was an
American  democratic  socialist,  author,
and political activist. Raised in a middle-
class  Catholic  family  in  St.  Louis,
Missouri, Harrington attended Holy Cross
College,  Yale  Law  School,  and  the
University  of  Chicago.  His  intellectual
journey  led  h im  away  f rom  the
conservatism of his youth toward a deep
commitment to social justice. Harrington
became a leading voice for the American
left,  known for  his  sharp  moral  clarity

and  his  ability  to  frame  economic
inequality in terms that resonated with a
broad  audience.  He  served  as  a  key
advisor to labor unions and civil  rights
organizations  and  was  a  prolific  writer
for  publications  such  as  The  New
Republic  and Dissent.  However,  it  was
the publication of The Other America
that cemented his legacy as one of the
most  influential  social  critics  of  the
twentieth  century.

THE CORE THESIS OF THE OTHER
AMERICA

Harrington’s central argument was both
simple  and  devastating:  the  United
States  had  created  a  society  that
systematically  rendered  its  poor
invisible.  He  coined  the  phrase  “the
other America” to describe this parallel
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wor ld—one  where  peop le  were
disconnected  from  the  mainstream
economy,  excluded  from  the  social
safety  net,  and  trapped  in  a  cycle  of
poverty that was as much cultural and
psychological  as  it  was  economic.
Harrington identified several  key factors
that defined this hidden poverty:

Geographic segregation: The
poor, especially in rural
Appalachia, the deep South, and
urban slums, were physically
separated from the middle class.
Suburbanization and the
construction of highways had
literally paved over their
communities, making them easy to
ignore.
Cultural invisibility: The mass

media rarely depicted the realities
of poverty. Television shows and
magazines celebrated consumer
abundance, while the faces of the
hungry and the homeless were
absent from the national narrative.
Structural barriers: Harrington
argued that poverty was not a
matter of individual laziness or
moral failing. Rather, it was a
structural condition—a product of
an economy that had no place for
the unskilled, the elderly, the
disabled, and minorities.
Discrimination, automation, and
inadequate education worked
together to keep people trapped.
A culture of poverty: Drawing
on the work of anthropologist
Oscar Lewis, Harrington described
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how prolonged poverty could
generate its own set of values,
behaviors, and coping mechanisms
that made it difficult for individuals
to escape, even when
opportunities occasionally arose.

KEY GROUPS IN THE OTHER
AMERICA

Harrington  was  careful  to  show  that
poverty was not a monolith. He devoted
substantial  attention  to  the  specific
challenges faced by different populations
within the other America:

The Rural Poor
Millions of Americans in Appalachia, the
rural  South,  and  the  Midwest  lived  in
conditions that Harrington compared to

the  developing  world.  Their  homes
lacked  running  water  and  electricity.
Their  schools  were  underfunded.  Their
economic base—coal mining, small-scale
farming,  textiles—was  collapsing.  For
these  people,  the  post-war  boom had
simply never arrived.

The Urban Poor
In  cities  like  New  York,  Chicago,  and
Detroit, Harrington documented the lives
of  those  l iving  in  tenements  and
deteriorating neighborhoods. These were
often the working poor—people who held
jobs but  could not  earn enough to lift
themselves  out  of  squalor.  They  paid
more for rent and food than the middle
class, yet received inferior services and
goods. The urban poor, he argued, were
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the victims of a “ghetto economy” that
extracted their labor while denying them
opportunity.

The Elderly
Harrington  highlighted  the  desperation
of older Americans, many of whom had
worked  their  entire  lives  only  to  find
themselves  without  adequate  pensions
or  healthcare.  At  a  time  when  Social
Security  benefits  were  meager  and
Medicare did not yet exist,  the elderly
were  among  the  most  vulnerable
members of the other America. They
often  died  prematurely  from  treatable
conditions because they could not afford
a doctor.

Racial and Ethnic
Minorities
While  Harrington  devoted  an  entire
chapter  to  African  Americans,  he  was
careful to note that racial discrimination
compounded economic  hardship.  Black
Americans  were  the  “poorest  of  the
poor”—the last hired, the first fired, and
the  most  likely  to  live  in  substandard
housing. However, he also insisted that
poverty was not a Black problem; it was
an American  problem.  The  majority  of
poor  Americans,  he  pointed  out,  were
white.

THE IMPACT ON AMERICAN
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POLITICS AND POLICY

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of
The  Other  America  is  the  direct
influence  it  had  on  public  policy.  The
book is widely credited with helping to
inspire the War on Poverty,  a set of
landmark  initiatives  launched  by
President  Lyndon  B.  Johnson  in  the
mid-1960s.  According  to  a  well-known
story, Johnson was so moved by a review
of  Harr ington’s  book  by  Dwight
Macdonald  in  The New Yorker  that  he
ordered his advisors to begin planning a
comprehensive  anti-poverty  program.
While  the  historical  record  is  more
nuanced,  there  is  no  doubt  that
Harrington’s  work  provided  both  the
moral  urgency  and  the  intellectual
framework  for  programs  such  as:

Medicare and Medicaid: Health
insurance for the elderly and the
poor, directly addressing the crisis
Harrington had documented.
Food Stamps (SNAP): A federal
program to combat hunger, which
has since become a cornerstone of
the safety net.
Head Start: Early childhood
education for low-income children,
designed to break the cycle of
poverty before it could take hold.
Community Action Programs:
Local initiatives that gave poor
communities a voice in designing
anti-poverty efforts.
Supplemental Security Income
(SSI): Cash assistance for the
elderly, blind, and disabled.
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The poverty rate in the United States fell
dramatically during the decade after the
book’s publication, from over 22 percent
in 1960 to around 11 percent by 1973.
While many factors contributed to this
decline—including  sustained  economic
g r o w t h  a n d  t h e  c i v i l  r i g h t s
movement—Harrington’s work is widely
recognized as a catalyst.

CRITICISMS AND LIMITATIONS

No work of social criticism is without its
detractors, and The Other America has
faced  its  share  of  criticism  over  the
d e c a d e s .  S o m e  c o n s e r v a t i v e
commentators  have  argued  that
Harrington’s  definition  of  poverty  was
too broad, and that he exaggerated the
severity  of  deprivation  in  America.
Others  have  pointed  out  that  his

solution—a  vastly  expanded  welfare
state—fai led  to  account  for  the
u n i n t e n d e d  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
government  programs,  such  as  the
fragmentation  of  families  and  the
creation  of  long-term  dependency.
From the  left,  critics  have  noted  that
Harrington was perhaps overly optimistic
about  the  willingness  of  the  federal
government to address deep structural
inequality.  The  War  on  Poverty,  while
significant, was vastly underfunded from
the start, and it was never truly intended
to transform the distribution of wealth in
America.  Furthermore,  some  scholars
have argued that Harrington’s focus on
economic class sometimes understated
the  unique,  intersectional  nature  of
poverty experienced by women, people
of color, and other marginalized groups.
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Despite  these  limitations,  the  book
remains  a  landmark  achievement.  Its
greatest  strength  is  not  its  policy
prescriptions  but  its  moral  vision—a
demand that Americans look honestly at
the  suffering  in  their  midst  and  accept
responsibility  for  it.

THE LEGACY OF THE OTHER
AMERICA IN THE TWENTY-FIRST
CENTURY

In  an  era  of  widening  inequality,  the
return  of  visible  homelessness,  and  a
fraying  social  safety  net,  The  Other
America has never been more relevant.
The economic boom of  the 1990s and
the  financial  crisis  of  2008  both
demonstrated  the  same  pattern
Harrington  identified  in  the  1960s:
prosperity can be invisible to the poor,

and  poverty  can  be  invisible  to  the
prosperous.  Today, the poverty rate in
the United States hovers around 11 to
12  percent,  stubbornly  resistant  to
improvements  in  the  overall  economy.
Millions  of  working  Americans  live
paycheck  to  paycheck,  unable  to  afford
housing,  healthcare,  or  emergency
savings.
Critics note that the “other America” of
the twenty-first  century is  perhaps even
more  segregated  than  the  one
Harrington  described.  The  spatial  and
digital  divides  have  deepened.  Many
low-income communities lack access to
broadband  internet,  fresh  food,  and
quality healthcare, while the affluent live
in gated communities of abundance. The
gig economy has created a new class of
precarious workers who are not covered
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by  the  labor  protections  and  social
insurance  programs  that  were  the
proudest achievements of the New Deal
and the War on Poverty.
Harrington’s  concept  of  invisibility
remains  especially  potent.  In  a  media
environment  saturated  with  curated
images of success, the daily struggles of
the poor are often reduced to statistical
abstracts or, worse, ignored altogether.
The  COVID-19  pandemic  briefly  brought
the realities of poverty and precarity into
sharp  focus,  as  millions  of  Americans
were suddenly thrown out of work and
faced the threat of eviction and hunger.
Yet, as the crisis recedes, so too does
the public’s attention. The lesson of The
Other  America  is  that  this  cycle  of
amnesia is itself a part of the problem.

WHY READ MICHAEL
HARRINGTON TODAY?

Reading The Other America  today is
not an act of historical nostalgia; it is an
a c t  o f  m o r a l  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l
engagement. Harrington’s prose is clear,
passionate, and grounded in both data
and lived experience. He writes not as a
detached academic but as an advocate
who  believes  that  a  better  world  is
possible.  His  work  challenges  the
comfortable assumption that poverty is
inevitable or that it  exists only on the
margins. Instead, he insists that poverty
is  a  feature  of  the  economic  system
itself—and that it can only be addressed
through collective, democratic action.
For students of history, the book offers a
window  into  a  pivotal  moment  in
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American social policy. For activists and
policymakers, it provides a reminder that
progress  is  possible  when  facts  are
married  to  moral  conviction.  And  for
ordinary  citizens,  it  is  an  invitation  to
look  more  closely  at  the  communities
and  people  around  them—to  see  the
invisible and to hear the silenced.

CONCLUSION: THE UNFINISHED
JOURNEY

Michael  Harrington’s  The  Other
America  was never  meant to  be a final
word.  It  was  a  beginning—a  call  to
awaken  a  nation  to  its  own  hidden
failures and to summon the political will
to  create  a  more  just  and  inclusive
society. The book helped to launch a war
on  poverty  that,  while  incomplete,
improved the lives of millions. Yet more

than sixty years after its publication, the
other America still exists. It is found in
the crowded emergency rooms of rural
hospitals, the shuttered factories of the
Rust  Belt,  the  underfunded  schools  of
inner  c i t ies ,  and  the  homeless
encampments  that  have  sprouted  in
nearly every major city.
Harrington’s legacy is not that he solved
the  problem  of  poverty,  but  that  he
refused to let America pretend that the
problem  did  not  exist.  In  the  best
tradition  of  social  criticism,  he  held  a
mirror up to the nation and demanded
that  it  see  itself  clearly.  As  long  as
poverty persists, his book will remain a
vital  resource  for  understanding  its
roots, its costs, and the moral imperative
to  overcome  it.  The  other  America
endures, but so does the possibility of
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change—a  possibility  that  Michael Harrington  helped  to  keep  alive.


