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Unit One: Who are the poor and why are they poor? 
 

I. The socio-economic sources of poverty 
II. A brief history of the universe of poverty in America   

A. the impact of  the Civil War on black and white poverty in the South. 
B. the impact of immigration  
C. the economic strategy of developing regions (attracting new industry by 

offering low wage, low skill jobs, tax incentives, a anti-union climate) 
D. economic cycles (the depressions of 1873-79, 1893-89, l929-40) 
E. cyclical poverty vs. systemic poverty 
F. the role of ethnicity, gender, race, and class in American poverty                                            

III. A brief history of poverty in Alabama 
IV. The sociology of poverty 

A. the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor 
B.  “inside” and “outside” relief 
C. the poverty establishment and attitudes toward the poor: changes through the 

decades; social reform as social control; patronizing the empowering the 
poor 

 
Unit Two: How do we render the lives of the poor?  How do middle and upper class 
people comprehend the lives of the poor? 
 

I. Live with the poor, get inside their skins, see the world from their perspective 
II. Study, learn 

A. Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 
B. “To Render a Life” 
C. The relationship of economic indigence, political powerlessness, and culture 

(folk religion, art, music, story telling) 
 
Unit Three: How do informed people of good will help the poor? 
 

I. Charity 
II. Government (local, state, federal) welfare 
III. Systemic problems and systemic change 

A. reforming the 1901 Alabama Constitution 
B. tax reform 



C. education reform 
D. health reform                                                                                        

IV. Experiences of activists 
A. Scott Douglas, Greater Birmingham Ministries 
B. Kimble Forrister, Alabama Arise 
C. Linda Tilly, Voices for Alabama’s Children                             

 
Unit Four: What do religion and the Bible have to say about poverty? 
 
Unit Five: How does poverty look through the eyes of survivors? 
            Rick Bragg and Barbara Robinette Moss 
  
Notes on Readings, Writing Assignment and Final Exam 
 
The course will rely heavily on your reading to address the questions raised in the syllabus.  
You should read the books in the order in which they are listed: 
Wayne Flynt,  Poor But Proud, paperback edition 
Rick Bragg,  All Over But The Shoutin’ 
Barbara Robinette Moss, Change Me Into Zeus’s Daughter 
 
The writing component of the course (due Jan. l7 will consist of a l0 page analytical 
essay—no footnotes or bibliography necessary—about poverty in one Alabama county of 
your choice.  You should use the Alabama Poverty Project report, The Picture of Poverty, 
which is available online free-of-charge as PDF file at www.alabamapoverty.org, or in 
printed form ($20) from http://www.atlasbooks.com/marktplc/01577.htm. Whichever 
county you select, I want you to drive out into the county, especially down the back roads 
where poor people life.  I want you to put faces, houses, roads, places with the numbers.  
The data is rich and will provide insightful material for you.  But is there something you 
see while driving that helps you understand the world of the poor in this county? 
 
On January l9 I will administer the final exam, which will consist of five broad essay 
questions, of which you will write about three.  
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