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The Politics of Poverty in America 
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This summer, UN special rapporteur on extreme poverty Philip Alston presented his 

observations on the state of international poverty to the UN Human Rights Council. 

https://www.counterpunch.org/2018/07/06/the-politics-of-poverty-in-america/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23243&LangID=E
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The country at the center of his most recent report wasn’t a developing one — it was the 

United States. In one of the wealthiest countries in the world, Alston found, many 

Americans live without access to water and public sewage services. 

More alarmingly, at a time when 40 million Americans live in poverty — including over 5 

million experiencing “developing world” levels of poverty — congressional Republicans 

and President Donald Trump are jeopardizing access to the social safety net for millions, 

the report concluded. 

Exacerbating poverty won’t “Make America Great” for anyone. 

For instance, health care, which is already prohibitively expensive, could become more so. 

A new ruleallowing small businesses to buy plans without certain “essential health 

benefits” required by the Affordable Care Act (ACA) is expected to increase insurance 

costs for people who need those benefits. 

Even now, ACA premiums are increasing thanks to the president’s decision to stop 

sharing costs with insurers. 

Rising out-of-pocket costs and premiums could either push the poor out of the market or 

force them to contend with even higher medical expenses. And by encouraging people to 

opt out of pricier plans, that leaves those who remain insured confronting higher costs, and 

subsequent financial insecurity, themselves. 

Lack of insurance either drives the uninsured into hospital emergency rooms, where they 

face more expensive treatment they have no hope of affording, or promises an amplified 

public health crisis. In a December report, Alston recalled encountering poor Americans 

who had lost all of their teeth because they lacked access to dental health care. 

The social safety net, which plays a crucial role in reducing poverty among children, is 

also under threat. 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) alone kept 3.8 million children 

and 2.1 million children out of poverty and “deep poverty,” respectively, in 2014. The 

Center for American Progress calculated that childhood poverty alone stunts economic 

output by $170 billion each year and deprives the economy of $500 billion each year. 

More importantly, poverty is morally reprehensible, subjecting children to a lifetime of 

harm. It portendsadverse health consequences, limited educational achievement, and lower 

rates of employment. Yet SNAP is on the chopping block for the House Farm Bill. 

Poverty has also been shown to make communities fertile breeding grounds for abuse by 

law enforcement. 

http://undocs.org/A/HRC/38/33/ADD.1
http://undocs.org/A/HRC/38/33/ADD.1
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2017/demo/P60-259.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/24/opinion/poverty-united-states.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/24/opinion/poverty-united-states.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/business/wp/2018/06/19/house-gop-plan-would-cut-medicare-social-security-to-balance-budget/?utm_term=.e609f4a7fe53
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/02/12/trumps-budget-hits-poor-americans-the-hardest/?utm_term=.1feaf8be96db
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/19/us/politics/trump-affordable-care-act-health-insurance.html
https://www.healthcare.gov/glossary/affordable-care-act/
http://money.cnn.com/2017/10/30/news/economy/obamacare-premiums/index.html
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/why-you-should-care-if-your-neighbor-doesnt-have-health-insurance#4
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2017/07/03/who-pays-when-someone-without-insurance-shows-up-er/445756001/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=22533&LangID=E
https://www.cbpp.org/research/policy-basics-the-supplemental-nutrition-assistance-program-snap
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/snap-helps-millions-of-children
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2007/01/pdf/poverty_report.pdf
http://www.childrensdefense.org/newsroom/child-watch-columns/child-watch-documents/TheHighMoralandEconomicCostofChildPovertyinAmerica.html
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/65766/2000369-Child-Poverty-and-Adult-Success.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/65766/2000369-Child-Poverty-and-Adult-Success.pdf
http://undocs.org/A/HRC/38/33/ADD.1
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America’s homeless have been among those most vulnerable to this abuse. Instead of 

addressing homelessness with increased access to affordable housing, however, the Trump 

administration has suggested cuts to rental assistance programs. These cuts could push 

more Americans into homelessness — and then into the criminal justice system. 

Across the country, homeless Americans are arrested and hit with an avalanche of fines 

and fees simply for trying to survive. The criminalization of homelessness deepens the 

poverty of the homeless and creates a criminal justice system that discriminates against the 

poor. No one benefits. 

Fortunately, such hostility to the poor has been met with a wave of progressive activism. 

Only a day after Alston presented his report, the Poor People’s Campaign rallied in front 

of the Capitol Building to cap six weeks of anti-poverty advocacy. Lawmakers are already 

following the campaign’s lead: Several influential senators and representatives recently 

heard testimony from struggling Americans. 

Anti-poverty measures also featured prominently in the winning campaign of Alexandria 

Ocasio-Cortez, who is likely to become the next congresswoman for New York’s 14th 

District. 

As Republicans pursue policies that make American poverty a global concern, at least 

some progressives are preparing to fight back. 

 

https://www.npr.org/2018/02/13/585255697/white-house-budget-calls-for-deep-cuts-to-hud
http://undocs.org/A/HRC/38/33/ADD.1
http://undocs.org/A/HRC/38/33/ADD.1
https://www.poorpeoplescampaign.org/
https://www.vox.com/2018/6/22/17494070/poor-peoples-campaign-rally-revives-martin-luther-king-william-barber
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2018/06/poor-people-united-and-protesting-across-the-nation/563681/
https://ocasio2018.com/issues
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2018/6/26/17506970/alexandria-ocasio-cortez-joe-crowley-primary-new-york
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2018/6/26/17506970/alexandria-ocasio-cortez-joe-crowley-primary-new-york

