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Johnston Public Library Book Discussion Questions 

 

Poverty, by America by Matthew Desmond 

 

Summary 

 
The United States, the richest country on earth, has more poverty than any other advanced democracy. 

Why? Why does this land of plenty allow one in every eight of its children to go without basic 

necessities, permit scores of its citizens to live and die on the streets, and authorize its corporations to 

pay poverty wages?  

 

In this landmark book, acclaimed sociologist Matthew Desmond draws on history, research, and original 

reporting to show how affluent Americans knowingly and unknowingly keep poor people poor. Those of 

us who are financially secure exploit the poor, driving down their wages while forcing them to overpay 

for housing and access to cash and credit. We prioritize the subsidization of our wealth over the 

alleviation of poverty, designing a welfare state that gives the most to those who need the least. And we 

stockpile opportunity in exclusive communities, creating zones of concentrated riches alongside those of 

concentrated despair. Some lives are made small so that others may grow. 

 

Elegantly written and fiercely argued, this compassionate book gives us new ways of thinking about a 

morally urgent problem. It also helps us imagine solutions. Desmond builds a startlingly original and 

ambitious case for ending poverty. He calls on us all to become poverty abolitionists, engaged in a 

politics of collective belonging to usher in a new age of shared prosperity and, at last, true freedom. 

 

Discussion Questions 
 

1. What was your experience reading Poverty, by America? What three words describe that     

experience, and why? 

 

2. Desmond defines poverty as “a tight knot of social problems,” breaking with conventional 

definitions that focus only on low incomes. What are the implications of this view? How would 

you define poverty? 

 

3. “We’ve been trained to see the poor as idle and unmotivated since the earliest days of 

capitalism,” says Desmond. He also writes that “these old tropes and stereotypes are dying.” 

When have you experienced these tropes and stereotypes? Do you think their power is in fact 

waning? 
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4.  “To understand the causes of poverty, we must look beyond the poor,” notes Desmond from the 

outset, “which makes this a book about poverty that is not just about the poor. Instead, it’s a book 

about how the other half lives, about how some lives are made small so that others may grow.” 

How does this focus deepen the author’s arguments and proposed solutions? 

 

5. Reflect on the statement: “some lives are made small so that others may grow.” What does that 

mean to you, and how does it relate to poverty in America? 

 

6. What did you learn from Poverty, by America that surprised you? 

 

7. In 1961, James Baldwin remarked how “extremely expensive it is to be poor.” What might that 

mean in 2023? 

 

8. “America’s poverty is not for lack of resources. We lack something else.” What do we, as a 

country, and as a citizenry, lack in this context? 

 

9. Poverty in America is often invisible, but it can also be very public. When you see a tent 

encampment, or homeless people sleeping on the sidewalk, what goes through your mind? What 

questions do you ask yourself? 

 

10. Through his research, Desmond discovered that billions of dollars set aside for assistance to the 

poor remains unclaimed. Why do you think this is? 

 

11. Race and racism are pressing issues in America’s poverty crisis. Desmond writes: “Anti-Black 

racism hardens Americans’ antagonism toward social benefits.” Do you see this antagonism in 

your family, in your social circle, in your community? How might you address it?  

 

12. Desmond writes: “Those who benefit most from government largesse—generally white families 

with accountants—harbor the strongest anti-government views.” Explain this disconnect. 

 

13. “As people accumulate more money,” Desmond writes, “they become less dependent on public 

goods and, in turn, less interested in supporting them.” What does this mean for public schools 

and public transportation? How does this translate toward feelings for government workers? 

What are the consequences of advancing privatization? 

 

14. Discuss the disconnect between our rising incomes and the deterioration of public investment. 

What does it truly mean to expand opportunity? 

 

15. Desmond found that “every year, the richest American families receive almost 40 percent more 

in government subsidies than the poorest American families.” Did this fact surprise you? Can 

you think of ways that your family benefit from government assistance that you’ve never thought 

of as “welfare”? Do you think differently about it now? 

 

16. Regarding public housing, Desmond writes: “Two things are true. First, most Americans want 

the country to build more public housing for low-income families. Second, most Americans do 

not want that public housing (or any sort of multi-family housing) in their neighborhood.” How 



 

 

 

do you think you and your neighbors would respond if your town considered building an 

affordable housing development in your community? Have you witnessed NIMBYism in your 

neighborhood or your town? What are ways we can counter theNIMBY position?  

 

17. “The I.R.S. now estimates that the United States loses over $1 trillion a year in unpaid taxes,” 

Desmond writes, “most of it owing to multinational corporations and wealthy families.” As part 

of the recently passed Inflation Reduction Act, Congress has appropriated $80 billion to go after 

tax cheats and evaders. Do you support these efforts? Why do you think our country has such a 

high tolerance for tax avoidance? 

 

18. Desmond urges us all to become poverty abolitionists. How does he suggest we do that? Which 

of these efforts do you think will make the biggest difference in reducing, if not abolishing, 

poverty? 

 

19. “Poverty abolitionism is a personal and political project,” Desmond writes. What are some ways 

you have considering making it a “personal project”? What sort of choices are you reimagining? 

How might you conduct a “poverty audit” in your own family, school, workplace, or 

community?  
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Discussion questions from PenguinRandomHouse.com 


