Definition Of Poverty In Sociology

What is poverty?

= Poverty - living on less than 60%

of the national median income

* Absolute poverty — based W me |
on a measurement of the

absolute minimum a person

requires for biclogical survival

= Relative poverty - comparing what you have to others
around you in your society

= Subjective poverty — what you feel you lack

Definition of poverty in sociology is a complex and multifaceted concept that
extends beyond mere financial hardship. Sociologists study poverty not only
as a lack of income or resources but also in terms of its social, cultural,
and psychological implications. This article aims to delve into the various
definitions of poverty in sociology, explore its dimensions, and discuss its
implications for individuals and society as a whole.

The Multifaceted Nature of Poverty

Poverty is often perceived through a narrow lens focused primarily on
economic deprivation. However, sociologists argue that poverty encompasses
several dimensions that interact with one another. Understanding these
dimensions is essential for grasping the full scope of poverty's impact.

1. Economic Dimension

The economic aspect of poverty is typically defined in terms of income and
wealth. Individuals or families are considered poor if their income falls
below a certain threshold, which varies by country and context. Common
measures include:

- Absolute Poverty: This refers to a set standard, usually defined by the
World Bank as living on less than $1.90 a day. It indicates a lack of basic



needs such as food, clean water, and shelter.

- Relative Poverty: This is defined in relation to the economic status of
other members in society. For instance, someone may be considered poor if
they earn significantly less than the average income in their community, even
if they can afford basic necessities.

2. Social Dimension

Sociologists also emphasize the social aspects of poverty. This dimension
examines how poverty affects an individual's social relationships and
standing within society. Key considerations include:

- Social Exclusion: Individuals in poverty often experience isolation from
social networks, making it difficult to access resources, support, and
opportunities for upward mobility.

- Stigmatization: People living in poverty may face societal stigma, leading
to discrimination and marginalization that can perpetuate their impoverished
conditions.

3. Cultural Dimension

The cultural understanding of poverty considers how values, beliefs, and
lifestyles shape the experience of poverty. This dimension addresses:

- Cultural Capital: Individuals from low-income backgrounds may lack cultural
capital, which includes education, skills, and social networks that are often
necessary for success in society.

- Norms and Values: Different communities have varying norms and values
regarding money, work, and success, which can influence perceptions of
poverty and the experiences of those living in it.

4. Psychological Dimension

The psychological impact of poverty can be profound. This dimension includes:

- Mental Health: Economic hardship can lead to stress, anxiety, and
depression, affecting individuals' ability to function and make positive life
choices.

- Resilience and Agency: Some individuals may develop resilience in the face
of poverty, exhibiting agency and resourcefulness that enable them to
navigate their circumstances effectively.



Theories of Poverty in Sociology

Several sociological theories seek to explain the persistence of poverty in
society. These theories provide frameworks for understanding why poverty
exists and how it can be addressed.

1. Structural Functionalism

This theory posits that society is a complex system whose parts work together
to promote stability. From this perspective, poverty can serve specific
functions, such as:

- Motivation for Work: Poverty may incentivize individuals to work harder to
escape their circumstances.

- Resource Allocation: It helps in the allocation of resources, as those who
are less productive may occupy lower economic positions.

However, critics argue that this view can overlook the systemic barriers that
contribute to poverty.

2. Conflict Theory

Conflict theory, rooted in the works of Karl Marx, argues that poverty is a
result of the struggle between different social classes. Key points include:

- Exploitation: The wealthy exploit the labor of the poor, perpetuating a
cycle of poverty.

- Power Dynamics: Those in power create and maintain systems that
disadvantage the poor, limiting their access to resources and opportunities.

This perspective emphasizes the need for social change and redistribution of
wealth to address poverty effectively.

3. Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interactionism focuses on the daily interactions and meanings
individuals attach to their experiences. In the context of poverty, it
examines:

- Personal Experience: How individuals perceive and react to their economic
situations can significantly impact their mental health and social
relationships.



- Labels and Identity: The labels associated with poverty can affect how
individuals see themselves and how they are treated by others, potentially
leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Implications of Poverty in Society

Understanding the definition of poverty in sociology has significant
implications for policy-making, social programs, and community initiatives.
Some key implications include:

1. Policy Formulation

Effective policies to combat poverty need to consider its multifaceted
nature. This can include:

- Comprehensive Welfare Programs: Providing a safety net that addresses not
only financial needs but also social services, education, and mental health
support.

- Job Creation Initiatives: Focusing on creating sustainable employment
opportunities that offer living wages.

2. Community Engagement

Grassroots initiatives can play a crucial role in addressing poverty.
Community-based programs can:

- Foster Social Connections: Building networks that help individuals in
poverty access resources and support.

- Promote Education and Training: Offering skills training that empowers
individuals to improve their economic prospects.

3. Raising Awareness

Public awareness campaigns can help combat the stigma associated with
poverty. Strategies may include:

- Educational Programs: Informing the public about the complexities of
poverty and the systemic issues that contribute to it.

- Advocacy: Supporting policies and initiatives that promote social justice
and equity.



Conclusion

The definition of poverty in sociology is a rich and nuanced concept that
encompasses more than just economic deprivation. By examining the various
dimensions of poverty—economic, social, cultural, and
psychological-sociologists can better understand its implications for
individuals and society. This understanding is crucial for developing
effective policies and initiatives aimed at alleviating poverty and promoting
social equity. As society continues to grapple with poverty, it is essential
to recognize its complexities and work towards comprehensive solutions that
address the root causes of this pervasive issue.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the sociological definition of poverty?

In sociology, poverty is defined as a social condition characterized by a
lack of financial resources to meet basic needs for living, such as food,
shelter, and clothing, often leading to social exclusion and limited access
to opportunities.

How does sociological perspective differ from
economic definitions of poverty?

While economic definitions of poverty often focus on income thresholds and
financial metrics, the sociological perspective emphasizes the social
structures, inequalities, and cultural factors that contribute to poverty and
its effects on individuals and communities.

What are the two main types of poverty recognized in
sociology?

Sociology typically recognizes two main types of poverty: absolute poverty,
which refers to a condition where individuals cannot meet basic life
necessities, and relative poverty, which considers individuals' economic
status in relation to the broader society, reflecting social inequality.

How do social factors contribute to poverty
according to sociological studies?

Sociological studies suggest that social factors such as education,
employment opportunities, race, gender, and access to resources significantly
influence an individual's or group's experience of poverty, often
perpetuating cycles of disadvantage.



What role does social policy play in addressing
poverty from a sociological standpoint?

From a sociological standpoint, social policy plays a crucial role in
addressing poverty by implementing programs and interventions that target
structural inequalities, provide support services, and promote access to
education and job opportunities to lift individuals out of poverty.

How is poverty measured in sociology?

In sociology, poverty is measured using various indicators, including income
levels, access to essential services, social exclusion metrics, and
qualitative assessments of living conditions, to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of poverty beyond just financial aspects.
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