
Mehl has atlacked the school 

system as part of an organized 
hurcaucracy \\ hich has contrilrntccl 
lo the popularization of the "cul­
ture or poverty". The conscquc>nce 
of this popularization or gcnPral ac· 
ccptance of the concept "culture of 
poverty" is n kind of unholy pre· 
dt•stination which influcnct•s and rl'· 
inforces tlw attitudes of all con­
cerned. For, lo be poor is to make 
tlw implications of po\•rrly inr\ i· 
table. A<lminislrators. lt•achers. and 
the poor thC'msclvcs apparently all 
ha\'C come lo ngn•c lo this prl'"UP­
position. Tlw basic clih•mma. accord· 
ing to Mehl, is the !'ollahoration of 
liberals and trnditionalists in their 
pfforts lo combat ignorance (and hy 
imp I ication 1•rime, <lisca~t·, sex, and 
\'ioll'nct• assoeialctl with po\•crty). 

This collaboration of librrals nncl 

traditionalists is not surprisinµ. Both 
groups arr critical of the system of 
whil'h they arc part. But surel r tlwir 
criticism~ arc superficial if only 

bccaUS<' lilwrals and traditionalists 
ha\'(' a stake in moderat1• rlrnngc or 

the system. Any radieal chang<· 
would jeopardize their own positions. 
and, thercforl', tlwy collaborate. In 
other words, I suspect, that c-on· 
fronted with the enormous implica­
tions of tlw "culturP of poverty" 
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they subconsciously perceive that on· 
ly radical, i.e. systemic, change can 
accomplish anything. Both groups 
reject that kind of change probably 
for the same reasons. 

Systemic chang<• means change of 
tlw syslem, means doing awa} with 
the "organizational dry rot" 
( ~ADEil). with Parkinson's Lnw, 

\\ith the s1·lf·pl'rp<'tuating efforts of 
lhc institutions. To illustrate what 
this may ml'an a refen·ncc to the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 
may he permittl'cl. A ppropiutions 
during !he current fiscal year total 
ahout S460 million "or an a\·eragc 
income pn reservation family of 
som1! 55600 if paid out in cash. 
(The averag1· family income is 
Sl 500 per annum)." (NADER in 
The Nt•w Rt•puhlic, March 15, 
1968). What 1s true for the 
hun·aucrncy of tht> BIA ct•rtainly is 
ali<o !rut• for tlw operation of the 
other welfare agendes in the US. A 
sizable portion of the population (ca 
~2 million) constitute a subculture 
aclminisll•rpd and perpetuatl'cl by 
organi:rations and institutions unwi(] . 
ing Lo work toward their own aboli· 
ti on. 

There set•m lo be at least L\\ o 
ways through whic.h the abolition cf 
the pre"ent welfar<' system can be 
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accomplishccl. The first would lead 
lo the integration of the poor into 
the affluent society. This is some­
what Mchl's solution. He wants to 
take off some of till' pressure of 
schooling h} rc\\nrcling poor s tu· 
1lcnts if they do reasonably well. {Do 
m•ll , I assume, by accepted, i.e. mid· 
die class, s tandards. ) Would this not 
constitute a gradual assimilation of 
the poor into the affluent society, so 
that they gradually accept the mid­
dle class valu1•s of learning? 

The second way would imply a 
fundamt•ntal rc-ori1•ntation of the 
whole sociC'ty. While the first could 
he accomplishe<I through a guaran­
teed annual income or a iwgativc in· 
come tax, the second, obviously 
wonl<l call for much more drastic 
measures. The first would he a step 
in th!.' right direction, but only one 
st<'p, while the secon<I would try lo 
anticipate a social structure dif­
ferent from the present one. Money 

alont' cannot do the joh. A diffcrl'nt 
social structure would also mean a 
different educational approach and 
philosophy. The communication of 
micldlt• class values, rewarding stu· 
dents when they do well, or rea­
sonably w1•1l , would no longl'T be the 
issue. 

Now the school system along 
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with the other "c(lucational" en· 
ll'rprist·s tlike TV. radio) is pri· 
marily intcrestc(I in propagating the 
American Way of Life. I am not 
sure what this way of life is. But if 
it means a dual system of justice, 
onr for thC' poor and one for the af­
flul'nl, if it mrans ch ii right~ for 
tho!'l' with political influence and 
humiliation and ~ccond rate citiZl'n­
ship for those without tht• mont•y 
and political know·how to ha\c in· 
fluenc!'. then the Amniean Way of 
Lif P must go. If tht• National Riflr 
A!'l'O!'ialion is po\1erful enough to 
1m•\ rnl l'nliµ:htl'ned leµ:islalion in 
Congri•!'s while millions of migrant 
lahon·r~ on both roast,; remain 
diH·nfranchi~cd, tlwn soml'thing is 
bn:.ically wrong. 

I nm suµ:g<•sting that attackinµ: the 
popularization of the concept 
"culture of powrty" is not enough. 
Any socio-political analysis of thl' 
culture of powrty may pro\'ide in· 
sight into the symptoms, and per· 
haps into th<• caus1•s of po\crly, 
hut th<· vt·ry nature of the np· 
proach to the problems rules out 
proposing a vision of soricty and its 
t•1lucationnl institutions rapablc of 
ovncoming the causes of poverty. 

Any foreigner coming lo the US 
and observing the educational systt·m 
is struck by the extraordinary in· 
tcgrativP powl'r of primary anrl 
!'econdary school education. This in· 
tt•grati\•c power has traditionally 
been considered a great aclvantagt·, 
because it facilitated the absorp· 
lion of immigrant children into 
United States socit•ly. A different 
picture emt•rges in thr moment we 
arc confronted by groups unwilling 
or unabll' to use this inl<•grative 
system, A distinction must be made 
between poverty and culture. A 
culture, ewn though it may constitute 
a handicap in terms of social mohili· 
ty and integration, may be worth pre­
serving. On the island of Oahu in 
Hawaii WI' ha\'<' Samoan and 
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Hawaiian minorilit•s concentrated in 
certain areas. These minorities ap· 
parently cannot be integrated into 
society because thl'y reject the tradi­
tional school system and the \al ues 
which it espouses. 

A study of Polym•sian culture re­
\'cals that those people live accord­
ing Lo \!Cry diffrrml \1alues. Tllt'ir's 
is a relaxed. happy, no-care way of 
life. Now, contrary to l\fohl, I do 1101 

ha\'C the impression that "im·a!'ion 
of pri\·aq" i!' the issue. \Vhat is 
prh·ac) in Polynesian cuhurc? In Sa­
moa for <'xamplc? They arc scari•d or 
!'imply ignorant of ho\\ to react 
\\hen contacted h) IPachers. doctors. 
"cl farP \I orkcrs.- all rPpn•st•ntati\es 
of institution~. Their knowledge of 
En!!'lish may prPvenl them from fill­
ing out a form, or an application, 
ancl they arc slunned \\hen the) arc 
held accountable for their failure lo 
rnmply \1 ilh rules ancl regulations 
which most of us ha\'e acceplc1l as a 
nccC$sary drudger}. They sl'em lo 
lack th<> conct•pts of fai lun• anrl stw· 
ecss, and thus the "nPcl'!'sary" dri\c 
Lo compPte. So they do not conform, 
they bccomr fail ure!I, and to hr a 
failurr iii unpatriotic. 

I have heard of a man who wants 
nothing more than to liw with his 
family in a small !must• on the beach 
on tlw island of Kauai. All he wants 
lo do is fish. But sor iety \I ill not 
1•ermit him lo "drop out" like that. 
To fish all clay is nol considered 
"productive" C\'en though that way 
of life might make for a happy, 
close-knit family. 

Apparently, U. S. society is inca­
pable of or unwilling to accommo­
datt• culturally autonomous groups 
in its midst (Indians, Samoans, 
Hawaiians). We middle class people 
~uffcr from an identity l'risis, yet we 
force people with a strong cultural 
i<l1•ntity lo surrender this identity so 
they can be like U!;, without a real 
identity, but with lots of pretended 
idt>ntity. I am proposing that the 

child of affluence a1ul the child of 
po\'erty ~and minority culture) both 
sufft•r equally from the inadequacy 
of the school S) stem { Lf. statistics on 
i.chool drop out~ from wcll·tO·do 
families). The child of affluence 
through his pan•nll' is clifrl'rcnt from 
the other childn•n onl} because his 
parents effecli\el~ k1·cp up the ap· 
p1•arance of normalcy. If Mehl is 
right in criticising the in\'llsion of 
privary of the poor. it is abo true 
lhal Lill' privacy of c\'ery child is 
in\'Uded wlwn he is forced to conform 
lo standards which he <'\ t•ntuall} can­
not or will not affirm (cf. the stu­
dPnt revolution and its taust•::). Cul· 
tural and personal diffcrcnct•s in 
thinking, l'nlues. styles of life must 
be encouraged not smotlwre1I by tea­
chers, welfare workers. etc. '\'\'e arc 
trying to turn out "adjul'ted" 
children wht•n we ha\'e no idea of 
what Wl' adjust them to, and, more 
imporlant, when \IC have our own 
secrl'l doubts about whut is normal, 
lwalthy, llUMAN. 

We have to remember that the 
\\ orld is Oj\ E, that to ~peak of other 
nations as fur off and different, 
cn•ales the illusion of distanc!' \\ hich 
110 longt•r e:-.i~ t~. World politi<'s is 
domi•slic politirs, in otlwr \lords. 
Our school!' must rcflcC' t this fact in 
their curriC'ulum and their approach. 
To apply this lo the problem of a 
culture of po\ erly means that mak· 
in!! the poor affluent, middle class, 
patriotic Americans may lead to 
another kirHI of impO\'crisation 
unless Wl' arc prepared to make 
c\ er} chil<I proud of hie: heritage 
\\halt•\"t•r it is, of thl'ir different 
rnlut•s, styles of lift', fo short, unless 
\\C arc prepared to acrcpt them as 
di//1•re11t and equal. 

The purpow of all l'<lucation is to 
emancipate. In this context cduca· 
tion means 1•mancipation of l'\ery 
child within his O\\ n culture and in 
the context of all otlwr cultures. 
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