
 

Cornell Political Union 
Resolved: Should the U.S. Do More to Combat Domestic 

Poverty? 

 
Debate on 10/6/15 with Guest Speaker Jamila Michener, Assistant Professor of 

Government at Cornell University 



Speaker (Prof. Jamila Michener) 
Today, Jamila Michener, Assistant Professor of Government at Cornell University, joined 

the Union to discuss efforts by the United States to combat domestic poverty. Professor 
Michener argued that the current levels of government anti-poverty spending are adequate, and 
that additional spending would place an unnecessary burden on American taxpayers. 

Throughout her lecture, Professor Michener cited evidence that the federal government 
already spends a large amount of money, $370 billion, on anti-poverty programs. As a result, 
quality of life for poor Americans is good compared with other developed nations. Through 
programs such as SNAP, Low-Income Housing, TANF, and others, the poor in America have 
access to a variety of resources that help them to get by, and to eventually improve their lives. 
Professor Michener also explained that, in addition to the federal amount, states spend $519 
billion on anti-poverty measures. 

At the conclusion of Professor Michener’s argument, the Union engaged in a spirited 
debate to discuss whether the U.S. should do more, do less, or is doing the right amount to 
combat poverty. Supporters of the “do less” side focused their concerns on the national deficit 
and debt, arguing that we must first “get our fiscal house in order” before we can attempt to 
reduce poverty. Also mentioned was the fact that if the U.S. is forced to default on our debt 
obligations, the poor will be the ones hit hardest. Finally, those in favor of less spending cited 
their belief that ultimately the government can only do so much to prevent poverty, and that 
individuals need to take it upon themselves to improve their lives. 

Many members of the Union took the opposite stance - that the U.S. does not do enough 
to combat poverty. Those on this side of the debate primarily focused on administrative and 
organizational issues preventing federal anti-poverty measures from achieving their full utility. 
Debaters also touched on moral issues, such as the fact that poverty affects children the most 
severely. Additionally, some in attendance took a middle ground that the current amount of 
spending is just right. While members of this camp conceded that administrative capacities might 
be lacking, they argued that there are enough financial resources currently in the system to 
provide substantial assistance. 

In the end, the Union voted 85% to 15% to reject Professor Michener’s argument that the 
U.S. does enough to combat domestic poverty, resolving that United States should do more. 
 


