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Poverty is an elusive phenomenon. It is highly value-laden, and hence hard to determine 
theoretically, which makes it even harder to work with it methodologically. Legislative and 
governmental policies directly derived from research on poverty are, with the exception of 
a few singularised initiatives to implement the MDGs, practically non-observable. Why is 
that? This review article aims to endeavour on the theoretical examination of a 
problematic recurrence in the work on poverty, which, from the author’s perspective, is an 
analytical nebulousness in the distinction between a backward-looking (positive) definition 
of poverty as ill-being vis-à-vis its forward-directed conceptualisation of poverty as well-
being (definition ex-negativo). Through philosophical reasoning and introspective 
reflection the paper aims to highlight the usefulness for this explicit clarity in the linguistic-
semantic language on poverty, as it may promise to grant a more honest discussion on 
alternative options for pro-poor policy crafting. The paper should be considered as a 
thought-provoking impulse to scrutinise whether one’s personal conceptual match of 
poverty as well-being befits the contemporary understanding of poverty as a 
multidimensional phenomenon, that is, a scant living status in society.  
 

Introduction 

Poverty is inter-subjectively understood as a multidimensional phenomenon, that is, poverty does 

not merely comprise deprivation of income, but also takes into account human ends (enjoyment, 

knowledge and wisdom, work, health, participation, self-respect, inter alia) that have intrinsic values 

and vary with the diversity of individuals and cultures (Alkire, 2002: 85). Yet, the concept of poverty, 

the notion of how to evaluate multidimensional poverty, varies to a great extent. Most predominantly, 

poverty has been valuated from a resource-based or utility perspective; that is, poverty is 

conceptualised either in terms of the expansion of income and goods & services (commodities), or the 

expansion of utilities, such as pleasure, happiness or desire (thus mental)-fulfilments (Bentham, 1789).  

In addition to these classic concepts, which remain somewhat at the core in the dominant 

discourse in development practice (Stewart, 2007), the last 40 or so years have witnessed the 

emergence of alternative accounts offered for approaching poverty as a complex status, including the 

Basic Needs Approach (BNA) (Seers, 1969; Streeten, 1974; 1982), the Sustainable Livelihoods 

Approach (SLA) (Chambers and Conway, 1992; DFID, 2000), the UN Human Rights-Based Approach 

(HRBA) („UN Common Understanding‟, UNDP, 2008), Social Inclusion (the reverse of adverse 

incorporation/ social exclusion (AI/SE)), or the Capability Approach (CA) (Nussbaum, 1993, 2000; 

Sen, 1980; 1992, 1999). These developments indicate that poverty merges from being a phenomenon 

solely discussed in econometric terms, to a multidisciplinary study object.  

                                                 
1
 I would like to thank the anonymous referees for their useful comments which helped to strengthen the argument 

in significant ways. I‟d also like to thank Sarah Downey for her editorial assistance. The usual caveats about 
authorial responsibility hold. 
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In this paper I will trace and analyse the evolvement of the definition and concept of poverty over 

time and space in the predominant development discourse. This is done to illuminate firstly the 

interplay between a backward-looking understanding of ill-being and the forward-directed concept of 

well-being; and secondly to highlight the demand to personally scrutinize whether one‟s concept 

remains appropriate for the evaluation of the contemporary multidimensional understanding of poverty.  

In its endeavour to be thought-provoking in reviewing the complications of working with the term 

„poverty‟, the analysis may raise more questions and point towards areas for debate, rather than 

provide clear practical answers in resolving these complications. This is particularly the case for the 

first part of the paper („Problem creation‟), which will introduce and highlight those ambiguities and 

contradictions that confuse any deliberation on poverty, from my point of view. Some of those will be 

clarified in the second part and the conclusion of the paper. Ultimately though, the sole raison d'être of 

my explications is the provision of yet another attempt of interpretation of the current poverty debate 

from a strong theoretical perspective, through reviewing the main literature on the topic. 

 

Problem creation 

In “Defining Poverty in the Developing World”, edited by Stewart et al. (2007), the authors discuss 

one of the basic questions regarding research on poverty: Is the definition of poverty of concern for 

drafting policy? In 256 pages they conclude that it indeed is, against “a widely held view among 

development practitioners (…) that these (...) differences do not matter much in the end” (Fukuda-Parr, 

2009: 155). The observable defining issues are the monetary approach, the capabilities approach, 

social exclusion and participatory approaches. It is asserted that the way poverty is defined 

determines the course of policy action, which diverges fundamentally from one another.   

While I would certainly agree with the authors‟ line of argumentation, on the contrary I would 

argue in favour of a different fragmentation and labelling, and the incorporation of two further steps in 

between definition and policy, which concerns conceptualisation and categorisation of poverty. This 

paper thus departs from the notion that poverty needs to be distinguished between an:  

1. Inter-subjective (positional objective) definition/understanding of poverty as ill-being: Poverty is 

understood as the deprivations in multidimensional dimensions of (ethically) individual „well-being‟;  

2. Conceptualisation/ valuation of poverty as well-being
2
 (income, welfare, needs, rights, capability, 

social inclusion), which is certainly more disputed, as it deals with socio-economic/political ideas 

and notions; 

3. Categorisations of the severity and characteristics of poverty as ill-being (such as in absolute vs. 

relative, transitional vs. chronic, female, child poverty, inter alia), which are, in turn, inter-subjective 

(positional objective) agreed upon. 

                                                 
2
 In this paper I will use the terminology 'poverty as well-being' to discuss the concept of a good life. Despite the 

awkwardness of the term, it ought to become clear that discussions on poverty are often implicitly guided by the 
idea of what constitutes a good life, which has a direct effect on how poverty is understood as ill-being. The 
terminology thus differs from the general linguistic-semantic usage in the interdisciplinary academia, which usually 
distinguishes poverty from ill-being and well-being (see for instance McGillivray, 2006, or Narayan et al.: “From 
these discussions emerge local people‟s own terminology and definitions of wellbeing, deprivation, illbeing, 
vulnerability and poverty” (2000: 22)).  
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Poverty definition and conceptualisation are certainly mutually reinforcing, however, in my view, 

need to be separated, a notion which is different from those authors for instance of “Defining Poverty 

in the Developing World”, who do not explicitly distinguish between a definition of ill-being and an idea 

of well-being. I would argue that this omission is suboptimal, as it leaves the possibility open that 

reductionist and unidimensional thinking remains to be justifiably applied onto the now known 

multidimensionality of ill-being
3
. For instance, if poverty is defined (not conceptualised) in monetary 

terms, it is justifiably possible to propose a pure economic policy counteraction. Though the question 

then is, is this sufficient to answer all other identified aspects of ill-being, particularly those placed in 

the social, human and political spheres? Even more controversially, does this definition give 

permission to simply ignore them, strictly speaking? 

This first section will outline the reasons for my proposed differentiations in more detail, and will 

discuss how these differentiations can, in turn, greatly influence methodological preferences (how 

poverty is analysed, for instance, unidimensional or multidimensional, ethically individualistic or at the 

household level, quantitatively and/or qualitatively, among others, is greatly rooted in the 

conceptualisation of poverty as well-being). Finally, interlinkages will be established between this 

fragmentation and its direct consequences for subsequent policy prescriptions.   

The linear interlinkage between poverty definition, conceptualisation and categorisation 

To initiate the discussion with „what poverty is‟, its definition, it usually helps in research to trace 

the meaning of a word etymologically, in order to receive answers to this pressing question. Yet, the 

etymology of poverty is only helpful to a certain extent. The word poverty has its origin around 1125-75 

(ME poverte, OF poverte, L paupertāt- (s. of paupertās)), and only refers to “small means or moderate 

circumstances” (Random House, 2009). It doesn‟t hold any further clarification as of what constitutes 

small means or moderate circumstances, and basically hints towards both, poverty as means (input, 

such as commodities and income) and ends (opportunities and a status in society). Due to these 

ambiguities and under specifications, it is problematic to discuss this term in a manner which would 

deem the label invariantly objective, as in the notion that poverty exists ontologically independent of 

the conceptualisations of the human mind.   

 Therefore, poverty has numerous interpretations, which are caused by such diverse factors such 

as culture, space, time, philosophical worldviews, customs and conventions of society (Hobsbawm, 

1972 in Leonard, 2006: 1307). Spicker et al. (2007), for instance, dedicate a large proportion of their 

“International Glossary” on the analysis of the numerous definitions; thus, please refer to this and the 

work of Lister, 2004 and Odekon, 2006 if interested for such an anthropological and historical trace.  

Significantly, because of this, poverty transcends a wide disciplinary area, crossing, among 

others, the social and anthropological studies, economics, demography, political studies and 

philosophy. Ultimately however, poverty is a social issue, which summons the attention and emotion of 

every human being, so that poverty reaches arenas outside the academia as well, such as literature, 

theatre, and the arts greatly defined.   

                                                 
3
 A definition is fundamentally different from a concept. For a phenomenon such as poverty, it is crucial to 

dismantle the term into its components ill-being and well-being. The real question then is: what can be known with 
certainty, what is rather a notion or idea, and how can both meet?  
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As poverty “expresses many connotations and has always had a relevance to notions like 

deprivation, insufficiency, deficiency, and the like” (Oyen, 2003 in Leonard, 2006: 1307), it touches 

aspects of morality, ethics and human dignity as well, and crosses the boundaries of subjectivity and 

intersubjectivity, understood as a concept that bridges the intrapsychic and interpersonal school of 

thoughts. Greatly coined by Edmund Husserl at the early and mid-20
th
 century (Husserl, 1950), and 

later utilised by other academic authors outside phenomenology, such as Galtung (1996: 9), it states 

that “intersubjective experience plays a fundamental role in our constitution of both ourselves as 

objectively existing subjects, other experiencing subjects, and the objective spatio-temporal world” 

(Beyer, 2008). From a first-person point of view, intersubjectivity is achieved when a person 

undergoes acts of empathy, and it “occurs in the course of our conscious attribution of intentional acts 

to other subjects, in the course of which we put ourselves into the other one‟s shoes” (Beyer, 2008). 

Thus, intersubjective understanding is achieved when two or more individuals share a common 

comprehension of subjective states, that is, when “by and large the other subject structures the world 

into objects in the same style I myself do” (Beyer, 2008).  

The term intersubjectivity is disputed across philosophical streams, most importantly among 

philosophical realists and idealists, because in Husserl‟s understanding a precondition for 

intersubjectivity is the presupposition that “the spatio-temporal objects forming my own world exist 

independently of my subjective perspective and the particular experience I perform; they must, in other 

words, be conceived of as part of an objective reality” (Beyer, 2008). However, that “does not mean 

that the objective world thus constituted in intersubjective experience is to be regarded as completely 

independent of the aspects under which we represent the world” (Beyer, 2008). Objectivity in this 

sense doesn‟t need to be considered as a reality “outside human practices”, to the contrary, it is 

“determined by them” (Brown, 2008: 17). 

 This line of argumentation can be compared to other authors‟ writing on this subject, including 

Amartya Sen, who postulates a positional objectivity stance in regard to valuations of statements, 

which basically states that objective evaluations are possible, if objectivity isn‟t understood as 

invariance. As of this, evaluations can be labelled objective, whilst not necessarily true, if positional 

features, such as a person‟s background and other context specific particularities, are accounted for. 

While objectivity in this sense can be achieved, it isn‟t the „truth‟ which is uncovered, as biases of all 

actors involved are captured as well. However, if this is done, anyone who can (or at least tries) to 

share the position of the receptor (of the statement) “can understandably take much the same view for 

much the same reasons” (Sen, 2004: 469). 

 Both lines of argumentation, which are similar though shouldn‟t be perceived as the same
4
, are 

basically used by social science researchers, who, while in recognition that 'objectivity' and 'truth' are 

both illusive concepts in their field, nevertheless consider their work relevant. Thus, these positions 

                                                 
4
 Intersubjectivity ought to be distinguished between an intersubjective act of empathy (as in phenomenology), in 

which I personally put myself into the other one‟s shoes, which can be facilitated by a proper positional objective 
evaluation of the situation. An inter-subjective understanding is achieved in communication, when two or more 

people have established a common understanding of subjective states that are ontological dependent on the 
representations of the human mind. On intersubjective communication and “communicative rationality”, please 
see Habermas (1984; 1987) 
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aim to defend statement rejections with hindsight to 'subjectivity', and the danger this entails in regard 

to solipsism („ontological individualism‟) and relativism („anything goes‟ mentalities, the omnipresent 

danger of the post-structuralist and similar school of thoughts that greatly embrace philosophical 

idealism).   

 The relevant question for the study of poverty is, however, whether in the absence of one 

ontological independent world of the conceptualisations of the human mind (thus in absence of an 

ontological objective, invariant „truth‟ regarding poverty), enough common ground exists to 

intersubjectively agree upon a definition, concept, categorisation, methodological conduct and policy 

for it.  

As will be argued, for the definition of poverty and its categorisations, this is indeed possible, as 

ill-being, as I would claim, is empathetically easier to comprehend than the conceptualisation of 

poverty as well-being. Well-being is a highly individualistic notion and hence more sealed to 

empathetic reasoning, wherefore the discussion which concept of poverty is superior remains so 

disputed. As this has direct consequences on methodological preferences of researchers and 

analysts, and subsequently policy responses drafted by policy-makers, matching the understanding of 

ill-being with the notion of well-being is of great importance to adequately address the problem of 

poverty. 

  

Looking for an intersubjective common ground 

According to Oyen “most societies are, more or less, stratified according to some criteria”. Thus, 

“the consequence is that somebody always has to be at the bottom” (2003 in Leonard, 2006: 1307). 

Poverty defined as ill-being may be most easily understood as those strata at the bottom however 

context-specific defined. Because of this placement however, which constitutes a status in society 

more than the mere absence of means such as income or consumption, poverty discussions are 

almost always value laden about those who are considered left behind, while the fear of becoming part 

of this disadvantaged group at some point in time feeds in. This poses relevant questions in regard to 

the definition of poverty, and for its evaluative criteria. Not only is it important to understand what 

constitutes the criteria for these strata, but also to question what evaluative criteria are to be used in 

the end for the evaluation and judgement of individual well-being; these context-specific, yet still 

somewhat external ones to the individual, or intrinsic, yet utterly subjective ones to the individual. As of 

this discrepancy, poverty, pinched somewhere in the interplay of ill-being vis-à-vis well-being, is an 

elusive phenomenon, ideologically, politically and psychologically loaded.  

 Going further, for some there is a normative imperative involved, that is, if someone faces a 

person below one‟s own ranking on the social latter, one should aim to improve this person‟s 

positioning, or at least, there are parts of society who will take over the responsibility to fulfil this role. It 

has thus an innate justice dimension. Yet, the manner in which justice shall be restored is also 

controversial, and thus corresponds with the more disputed category of poverty as well-being 

concepts. For instance, should justice be restored through equal distribution of primary resources 

(Rawls, 1971), capabilities (Sen, 1996; 2009), or should a favouritist-patronage stance be adopted, 

which basically postulates affirmative action for those least able at converting resources (such as 



In-Spire Journal of Law, Politics and Societies (Vol. 5 No. 2 – 2010) 
 

 72 

income, goods of consumption or commodities) into functionings a.k.a. achievements of value, such 

as being well-nourished, employed, literate, inter alia (Sen, 1992)? 

 In this intertwined situation it may be worth focussing on what is somehow intersubjectively 

agreed upon, than to dwell on the differences. First off, a precondition that grants any judgement on 

poverty in any particular case is to be familiar with the specific way the given society is ordered or 

structured. Without knowing how the society is ranked, how can one be sure about placing people in 

the poor category at the bottom? Thus, there is commonly “consensus that any poverty definition 

needs to acknowledge particular social, cultural and historical contexts” (Ludi and Bird, 2007: 5). 

Another general agreement is that “poverty needs to be understood at the individual rather than the 

household level”, thus ethical individualistic. This doesn‟t entail regarding the individual as ontological 

individualistic, because any “insight into an individual‟s position within the household is essential in 

view of understanding dimensions and causes of disadvantage” (Ludi and Bird, 2007: 5). This notion is 

in line with Sen‟s positional objectivity demand, and additionally acknowledges, that whilst focussing 

on the individual, that this individual cannot be seen as an independent atom of its own detached from 

its socio-cultural environment (Robeyns, 2005: 108). 

 Going further, there is “also agreement that a person‟s poverty status is unlikely to be static and 

that people move in and out of poverty” (Ludi and Bird, 2007: 5). This has very much to do with the 

various categorisations of poverty, such as in absolute vs. relative, chronic vs. transitional, female, 

child poverty, upon which the academia can agree, and which will feature very much in any evaluation 

of poverty as ill-being, however conceptualised. Absolute poverty for instance will appear in a 

monetary evaluation as much as in a capability one. Yet, with the incorporation of „time‟ as another 

illusive phenomenon into the discussion on poverty, much recently published research concentrates 

on identifying the most appropriate placement and confinement of categories (Addison, et al. 2009). 

„Identifying‟ who is poor and in what form, Amartya Sen‟s famous first step in poverty measurements 

(1976), became a challenge in its own right.    

Finally, and probably most importantly however, is the “consensus that poverty is 

multidimensional, encompassing all important human requirements” (Ludi and Bird, 2007: 5), which 

broadly entails income, work, education, health, mental well-being as enjoyment and emotions, socio-

political participation and having one‟s voice heard. This multidimensionality brings a multiple-vertical 

element into any poverty discussion, and conceptualisations need to have the ability to evaluate all 

dimensions accurately, regardless of the criteria (external or internal) that is applied. 

 However, people who experience deprivations in these multidimensional dimensions can only be 

labelled poor, if they fall below a horizontal, intersubjectively constructed poverty line. While the 

demand for a line is acknowledged, much debate regards its placement (static vs. fuzzy set). Thus, 

finding a benchmark of indicators against which one valuates and judges poverty as ill-being is 

problematic and disputed, as this must be done both, vertically and horizontally. Thus problems 

emerge addressing the following questions: 

1. How should multidimensional poverty as ill-being be conceptualised? 

2. By which criteria should this concept of poverty be then evaluated?  

3. Which research tools should be applied for examination? 
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 Leaving the common ground 

 The above questions are inherently disputed. There is literately no cross-spanning common 

stipulation on how to evaluate multidimensional poverty, and further, how to initiate „good change‟ 

(Chambers, 2004). For instance, should the driver for change be a competitive economic model 

(neoclassical economics; neo-liberalism), or a „solidary‟ welfare state, that provides either direct 

support in form of handouts, positive incorporation and social inclusion, or indirect support in form of 

capabilities and „freedoms‟ (a discussion that links directly to the justice discourse). The reason why 

these discussions are so disputed relate to the conceptualisation of poverty, thus question one, which 

can be best answered with hindsight to its importance. Conceptualisations of poverty act as a point of 

departure for evaluations, measurements and analyses, and thus subsequent policy 

recommendations, for actions deemed necessary, according to the author, to fulfil the normative 

imperative of improving the positional objective situation of the poor on the stratified latter of social 

arrangements. Therefore, any given choice of the concept of poverty will greatly determine the range 

of policy recommendations to alleviate the poor person‟s situation, and basically, to establish one‟s 

own idea of well-being and a good life. As Ludi and Bird write: 

the monetary approach might suggest income growth through overall economic 

growth or redistribution, while a capability approach might favour the provision of public 

goods such as health and education services. Applying social exclusion and adverse 

incorporation approaches will draw attention to addressing the structural determinants of 

power asymmetries, exploitation, patronage and exclusion (2007: 6). 

  

Thus, the relevant contemporary question in poverty studies is not so much how poverty as ill-

being is defined, or which categories have been identified. Whereas these concerns are important and 

in need of continuous investigation for detailed pro-poor targeting, it is imperative to address the 

question of how to conceptualise poverty as well-being (socio-economically/politically), in order to 

adequately match the contemporary multidimensional definition of poverty as ill-being. For instance, 

can the monetary approach of well-being (with income maximization as its goal) adequately address a 

poor person's currently acknowledged lack of voice and empowerment, or social inclusion into their 

community?  

There is also an apparent need to address the difficulty of how to bridge innate evaluative criteria 

with external ones, thus to appease subjective perceptions of poverty with those positional objective 

ones of the context-specific community, in the society at large.  

 

Recapitulation and outlook 

This first section aimed to introduce the reader into current debates concerning research on 

poverty as an object of study. This problem creation peaked in the demand to distinguish between an 

intersubjective definition of poverty as ill-being, and a concept of well-being for its evaluation, as the 

latter discussion is characterised by a higher level of disagreement. Further, it allured to the 
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complication of having a justice discourse unavoidably attached to poverty as a moral concern, and 

the challenge to choose between various kinds of evaluative criteria. It departs from the notion that 

any proposed concept ought to be able to evaluate all dimensions of poverty in its contemporary, 

multidimensional vignette. 

 In the next section the „problem creation‟ will be diachronically traced; that is, I will analyse the 

initialisation of perceiving poverty as multidimensional, and will give further details about poverty 

categorisations, and some considerations for choosing evaluative criteria.    

  

Understanding and conceptualising poverty: a diachronic theoretical analysis 

In the following narrative the most influential concepts of poverty, which predominantly sharpened 

the international debate from the 1960s onwards, will be presented. This point is intended to update 

the reader on the evolution of the current poverty discourse as presented in the previous section. It will 

become apparent that ideas/ concepts of poverty as well-being greatly shaped the term‟s 

understanding/ definition as ill-being, which, in turn, poses severe challenges for traditional evaluative 

frameworks of poverty and social arrangements at large, such as GDP per capita or utility expansions 

(the narrative is derived from Sumner (2007: 6-8)).  

 

 The concept of poverty and the consequences for its understanding: a narrative   

Table 1 presents a brief overview of the main concepts of poverty as well-being as emerged over 

time. Poverty as ill-being has been historically related to a deprivation in income, which still somehow 

remains at the core today. Whereas in the 19
th
 century „subsistence needs‟ were foremost, from 1900 

to the 1960s, poverty was mainly economically determined based on income per capita (GDP). This 

altered however with Seers (1969), who expanded the meaning of poverty as ill-being beyond 

economic means into the satisfaction of basic needs. Although still largely economic, basic needs 

comprised income, employment as well as physical necessities for a basic standard of living such as 

shelter, public goods and food. Various indicators and composed indices, such as the „levels of living‟ 

indicators of the United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD), subsequently 

emerged in the late 1960s, the 1970s and 1990s, among which the UNDP‟s “Human Development 

Index” is the most notable.   

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: The evolution of the poverty concept, 1960s – 2000s 
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(Sumner, 2007: 6) 

 During the 1980s though, in which the neo-liberal takeover of key positions in World Bank and 

IMF peeked, income deprivation was reinstated as the central focus, albeit work of Chambers (1983) 

on non-monetary well-being (social inclusion and empowerment) gained scholarly attention. Other 

aspects of well-being beyond income, such as nutrition, education and health were mentioned in key 

reports, (e.g. the Word Bank‟s World Development Report (WDR), 1980), however, economic 

deprivations tended to dominate the public and policy debate on poverty as ill-being. 

The late 1980s and 1990s witnessed the most influential period of scholarly discussion on 

poverty. Amartya Sen and the UNDP‟s annual Human Development Reports, first launched in 1990, 

posed as crucial challengers of the mere economic determination of poverty as ill-being. Sen, 

Nussbaum et al. and the UNDP encompassed poverty as „income poverty‟ (economic) plus „human 

poverty‟ (non-economic). Compared to the 1970s and 1980s, well-being was not based on „desire 

fulfilment‟ (consumption measured by the proxy of income), as this approach failed to take the 

individual physical condition into account. In lieu thereof well-being was defined as “the process of 

enlarging people‟s choices” (UNDP, 1990: 1) and “(…) opportunities for living a tolerable life” (UNDP, 

1997: 2; Vizard, 2001). Sen shifted the focus from „means‟ (such as income to buy necessities) to 

„ends‟ (such as being well nourished). Well-being is constituted by a wide range of conditions, 

including, among others, food, health, clothes, shelter and education. Sen placed the individual into 

the focus of policy, by assigning him entitlements, such as the command over commodities (goods 

and services). These entitlements were created through endowments (assets owned) and exchanges 

(production and trade by the individual). Many of these entitlements take place in the non-monetary/ 

non-marketed economy (in the subsistence). To achieve the set of conditions of well-being 

(individually defined), policies should focus on the enhancement of people‟s capabilities.  

 The work of Sen and the UNDP greatly redefined the understanding of poverty as ill-being, but 

was also influential on the choice of research methodologies for examination (traditional quantitative 

assessments reached their limit with the shifting focus away from income as an easy measurable 

(because continuous) variable). Yet, the „human poverty‟ challenge was responded to by leading neo-

liberal economists in World Bank and IMF in a timely manner: in 1990, the World Bank launched what 

would become the global poverty indicator, the new dollar-a-day measure. Poverty was 

conceptualised in the simplest economic way, based unidimensionally on income and expenditure. 

The measures‟ success and subsequent dominance was rooted in its simplicity. With this move the 

World Bank secured income poverty its place in what can be described as the „first among equals‟.  
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What followed were numerous UN poverty conferences, most notably the Copenhagen World 

Summit on Social Development 1995, which paved the ground for what should become the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs). The eight goals, although recognising the importance of incorporating 

economic and non-economic indicators, adopted the dollar-a-day measure and gave it the top 

position. The World Bank also granted concession to the overworked poverty definition in its 2000/1 

WDR, though, even here, social indicators primarily appeared in later parts of the report.  

At the end of the 1990s, the understanding of poverty as ill-being was severely challenged once 

again, which finally metamorphosed it into a multidimensional phenomenon. Income and human 

poverty were philosophically questioned through the debate of whether poverty is a universal or an 

individual phenomenon. In “Whose Reality Counts? Putting the Last First” (Chambers, 1997) and 

“Voices of the Poor: Can Anyone Hear US?” (Narayan et al., 2000), subjective perceptions of poverty 

as ill-being found scholarly attention, and revealed two “new” psychological aspects of it: vulnerability 

and risk on the one hand, and, importantly, exclusion and powerlessness on the other. Any 

subsequent research and conceptualisation on poverty has had to face the challenge of incorporating 

participation, social protection and empowerment as part of its remits (Sumner, 2007: 6-8).  

To summarise half a century of debate and presenting the current status quo, it can be said that 

poverty has merged from being a merely economical conceptualisation to an intersubjective 

understanding of it as a multidimensional phenomenon. This illustrates how understanding ill-being 

and conceptualising well-being are mutually reinforcing, and what it means to live in misery is 

determined within this interplay. Well-being can be broadly conceptualised, either with a focus on 

„ends‟, „means‟, „rights‟, „freedoms‟ or „needs‟
5
. These concepts are subject of a philosophical 

discourse across various ontological and epistemological schools of thought, such as universalism vs. 

individualism, transcendental idealism vs. internal realism, and essentialism vs. existentialism. These 

are challenges a researcher has to take into consideration when choosing to embark upon an 

evaluative framework to assess multidimensional poverty as ill-being, as well as his/hers analytical 

choice of research tools for solid examination. 

Multi-dimensional Poverty as defined by the World Bank and the UN: 

Poverty is pronounced deprivation in well-being. But what precisely is deprivation? The 

voices of poor people bear eloquent testimony to its meaning (…). To be poor is to be 

hungry, to lack shelter and clothing, to be sick and not cared for, to be illiterate and not 

schooled. But for poor people, living in poverty is more than this. Poor people are 

particularly vulnerable to adverse events outside their control. They are often treated 

badly by the institutions of state and society and excluded from voice and power in those 

institutions (WDR, 2000: 15). 

 

Poverty has various manifestations, including lack of income and productive resources 

sufficient to ensure sustainable livelihoods; hunger and malnutrition; ill health; limited or 

                                                 
5
 Prominent CA analyst David Clark has argued though that the CA manages to bring together many of the 

concerns of basic needs theorists (Clark, 2006: 3). He therefore argues that the BNA has merged into the CA. 
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lack of access to education and other basic services; increased morbidity and mortality 

from illness; homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe environments; and social 

discrimination and exclusion. It is also characterized by a lack of participation in 

decisionmaking and in civil, social and cultural life. It occurs in all countries: as mass 

poverty in many developing countries, pockets of poverty amid wealth in developed 

countries, loss of livelihoods as a result of economic recession, sudden poverty as a 

result of disaster or conflict, the poverty of low-wage workers, and the utter destitution of 

people who fall outside family support systems, social institutions and safety nets. 

Women bear a disproportionate burden of poverty, and children growing up in poverty 

are often permanently disadvantaged. Older people, people with disabilities, indigenous 

people, refugees and internally displaced persons are also particularly vulnerable to 

poverty. Furthermore, poverty in its various forms represents a barrier to communication 

and access to services, as well as a major health risk, and people living in poverty are 

particularly vulnerable to the consequences of disasters and conflicts. Absolute poverty is 

a condition characterized by severe deprivation of basic human needs, including food, 

safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter, education and information. It 

depends not only on income but also on access to social services (UN, 1995) 

 

Categorisations of poverty as ill-being 

As of this narrative, labelling poverty as ill-being a multidimensional phenomenon is justified, 

intersubjectively agreed upon across various interest groups and epistemic communities. Even 

institutions that embark upon the monetary conceptualisation of poverty, such as the World Bank, do 

this with hindsight to the multidimensional poverty challenge. Other agreements concern 

subcategories of poverty, some of which are defined as such
6
: 

 Absolute poverty: A measure of absolute poverty quantifies the number of people 

below a poverty threshold. This poverty threshold is independent of time and place and is the 

same across all countries (Ludi and Bird, 2007: 4). The focus is thus on the poorest quarter of 

humanity, whose deprivations are absolute and thus life threatening (Leonard, 2006: 1313). 

 Relative poverty (Inequality): Classifies people as poor not by comparing them with 

a fixed poverty line, but by comparing them with others in the population under study (Ludi and 

Bird, 2007: 4) 

 Chronic poverty: Classifies people who remain poor for much or all of their lives, 

many of whom will pass on their poverty to their children (CPRC, 2004-05: 3) 

 Transitory Poverty: Poverty experienced in short term spells. Transitory poor move 

in and out of poverty (CPRC, 2004-05: 133). 

It should be noted that all subcategories are defined under an indefinite conceptualisation of 

poverty. Conceptualising each category variously is possible, for instance chronic poverty evaluated 

                                                 
6
 More subcategories exist and relate to gender, age, or time. However, they are omitted, as those mentioned are 

of most relevance. For an overview of the various subcategories, please consult Spicker et al. (2007) or Lister 
(2004) 
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under the concept of capability deprivation could be done as “the subset of poor persons whose 

capability deprivations endure across time” (Alkire, 2007: i). Indeed, it becomes interesting and 

complicated when categories of different conceptualisations are discussed in regard to their 

consequences for each other. As Sen and Foster point out, “relative deprivation in terms of incomes 

can yield absolute deprivation in terms of capabilities” (1997: 212). This can cause confusion in 

research on poverty, namely then when analytical and linguistic-semantic clarity is not established. 

 

Further concept of well-being: Social inclusion (the reverse of adverse incorporation/ social  

exclusion (AI/SE)) 

Another concept of poverty as well-being omitted in the above narrative, though worth mentioning 

as it is endorsed by the „Chronic Poverty Research Centre‟ (University of Manchester) and the „Centre 

for Analysis of Social Exclusion‟ (London School of Economics and Political Science), is social 

inclusion (reversed for poverty as ill-being is it adverse incorporation/ social exclusion (AI/SE)). While 

this has been done to a lesser degree due to disrespect for the validity of this concept, its omission 

has been rather due to its lesser significance in poverty practice so far (Woolcock, 2006: 334). AI/SE 

basically analyses the “processes and dynamics that allow deprivation to arise and persist” (Ludi and 

Bird, 2007: 4). Whereas monetary and capability analyses focus either on the individual or the 

household, this research strand focuses on “structural characteristics of society, the processes of 

exclusion and marginalisation and the situation of marginalised groups (e.g. ethnic minorities, the 

landless, lower castes)” (Ludi and Bird, 2007: 4). Additionally, it enhances the notion of social 

exclusion, and postulates the problem of prolonged adverse incorporation in exploitive social, political 

and economic structures, which leaves the poor with little or no choice of escaping poverty. It is 

argued that excluding the poor from certain (public) services will cause their adverse incorporation into 

dependent, exploitive relationships with „patrons‟ and the like. 

 This concept thus seems to have strong interconnections to the notion of power- imbalances also 

conceptualised in other disciplinary fields, such as in IR theory under neo-Gramscianism, and peace 

and conflict studies under Galtung‟s concept of structural violence (1996). AI/SE is greatly entrenched 

in the political and social sciences, in which social relations, human and social capital, rules and 

meaning systems, networks, culture and identify, and power-imbalances are discussed (analysed 

mostly qualitatively, either in form of ethnographic examinations, social critiques, or (critical) linguistic-

semantic discourse analyses).  

Whilst these are important discussions as they bring „social theory‟, „power-politics‟ and the 

„political economy‟ back into the poverty discourse (which remains to be characterised though by a 

high degree of „neutral‟ „ill-being‟ research for painting the most appropriate picture of the „poor‟ for 

policy targeting
7
 (O‟Connor, 2001: 4)), its rather group focussed base has rendered it problematic 

regarding the individualistic turn in the understanding of poverty as ill-being (inequalities within 

subgroups of societies and households (Haddad and Kanbur, 1990); socio-cultural oppression of 

                                                 
7
 By looking at, among others, educational, nutritional, housing, infrastructural characteristics; examining asset 

and livestock situations; or by taking „life history trajectories‟ to decompose the complexities beneath a person‟s 
(or group‟s) poverty status.  
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individuals within subgroups, especially of women in paternalistic and machochistic societies 

(Nussbaum, 2000)).  

Further, policy prescriptions based on social inclusion theory alone are likely to be redistributive in 

the „outcome‟ space (Ludi and Bird, 2007: 5), such as asset redistribution or affirmative action on the 

labour market (especially when the focus is on absolute and chronic poverty). This factor distinguishes 

it from other status-based concepts, such as the CA, that demands distributive justice and affirmative 

actions in the opportunity space (Alkire, Deneulin, 2009). Basically, CA analysts may address adverse 

incorporation in the power phrase „poverty as unfreedom‟, in the notion that appropriate social 

inclusion is best achieved with empowered agents equipped with „opportunity freedom of value‟, such 

as the freedom of appropriate political and economic participation.  

Thus, although strongly interconnected, the slight difference between the two approaches can be 

found in the focus group and the way justice shall be restored. However, as both concepts are 

frameworks rather than closed theories or dogmas, flexibility and context-dependent rendering is non-

excluded. 

  

 Distinguishing evaluative criteria 

Another point of ambiguity refers to the nature of evaluative criteria. In cultural anthropology and 

social-behavioural science it is common to conduct research and data collection either under etic or 

emic frames, a notion revitalised in poverty studies by Robert Chambers‟ work on empowerment and 

participation. Emic, defined as the expression of views, concepts, categories and values of insiders 

(Chambers, 2007: 11), is acknowledged and possibly prioritised over etic expression of views and 

such, by outsiders. The contemporary challenge posed by this differentiation is to find a fine evaluative 

balance between the following combination possibilities: 

1. Emic notions of the individual (subjective poverty) 

2. Emic notions of the social context (most likely the community) 

3. Etic notions of the social context (most likely the community) 

4. Etic notions of the researcher/ practitioner/ development professional or policy maker. 

 

 While the view of individuals will always be entirely emic (subjective), and the view of outside 

academics always etic, it is the ambiguous role of the context specific community which is certainly 

emic, whilst being etic to the individual living in that community. This is, because as socio-

environmental particularities of communities are indeed the ontology to depart from in any evaluation, 

they have in turn been identified as particular obstacles in the effort to escape of poverty in many 

cases, or to frame it in the terminology of the capability approach, as very „real‟ unfreedoms to the 

individual (i.e. race or sexual discrimination, household violence, girls and women suffering from 

arranged marriages, obligatory dowry payments, or female genital mutilation, just to a name a few).  

 This poses severe challenges for any evaluation, and judgement calls are inevitable. As a rule of 

thumb it is intersubjectively agreed upon to focus, if possible, on the emic notions of the communities 

over etic notions of development practitioners (captured through Participatory Poverty Appraisals 

(PPAs) for instance). However, these emic notions need to be carefully scrutinised when viewed in 
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contrast to emic notions of the individual. While there is no definite answer on how to prioritise in each 

individual case, which poses severe problems for concepts which are outcome orientated and that 

depart from perceiving ill-being as a manner of status (such as the AI/SE, BNA, CA, or HRBA), it is, in 

turn, almost undisputed that sole input (means) oriented frameworks, such as those of monetary and 

utility kinds, will have even greater difficulty in adjusting to this revitalised anthropological concept and 

its acknowledged importance in contemporary poverty research. 

 

Conclusion: Coming full circle 

This paper departs from the notion that poverty ought to be explicitly distinguished between a 

(positive) definition of ill-being on the one hand, and a highly individualistic concept of well-being on 

the other. This is a clarification which is often blurred in the literature, as they are mutually reinforcing. 

Only by reflecting upon what it means to live well one is able to understand what is meant by living ill, 

and, to a certain degree, vice versa. It might be a tedious task to carry out, but a simple “reversing the 

negative” is hardly a satisfying answer. A lack of income as one dimension of ill-being reversed into 

material abundance is hardly sufficient to postulate with certainty a person's well-being. On the other 

hand is it almost certain that a lack of income, through empathetic reasoning
8
, constitutes partly a 

person's ill-being and, in most societies, a low ranking on the social latter.      

Thus, while understanding/ defining poverty should rather be seen as the accumulation of a 

problem analysis and academic „inventory‟ on ill-being, concepts are much more forward-oriented, by 

hinting towards policy action and targeting to establish a person's well-being. Admittedly, this is a 

complicated task to work on, as it is not only a highly politicised area, but also as it strives towards the 

achievement of the well-being of an ethical individual, in an non-solipsistic world (which might explain 

the absence of an intersubjective common understanding in this discussion). 

From this angle, ill-being analyses are backward-looking and to a lesser degree politicised or 

moralised; instead, they aim to provide appropriate problem assessments by analysing the 

characteristics of the poor and the idiosyncratic reasons for their status. Well-being, on the other hand, 

tends to be defined at the individual level, with varying ideals nonetheless. Notions of living-well differ 

and interchange, not only interpersonally, but also intra-personal during a life course. At times people 

strive for utility, monetary wealth and independence, or search for freedom of body and mind. These 

ideas often conflict, and pose problems for each other, e.g. a highly liberalised lifestyle of person A 

may inhibit the well-being of person B. Achieving well-being relies on the complex interplay between 

the physical and intrapsychic conditions of the individual with influential external factors. Due to this 

complicated interplay, specifying what it means to live well, through empathetic reasoning, causes  

greater difficulty than understanding (hence defining), what it means to live in misery.  

                                                 
8
 Empathy can have at times distinctive advantages over alternative modes of gaining knowledge (der 

Erkenntnisgewinnung), such as empiricism, where truisms are usually formed based on observables alone. For 
instance, assuming that deprivations in community health are currently not an identified problem (or a non-
observable) of ill-being, it carries the inherent risk of classifying investments in public health systems a low 
priority. Hence, the concept of poverty as well-being is oriented after what can be observed, which may put 
people at risk of being more vulnerable to unforeseen shocks. This risk may be limited once empathetic 
awareness is established. This will, most likely, give deprivations in health (and the vulnerability to suffer from it) 
always a sufficient amount of attention, and hopefully, a priority stance in a person's well-being concept.  
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Thus, to keep the discourse on poverty within a manageable spectrum, it might be more 

convenient to define well-being as the mere though continuous absence of ill-being (hence, to define it 

almost entirely ex-negativo, that is in demarcation to what it means to live ill, which, on the other hand, 

can be „positively‟ defined). It goes without saying that this alone would be a tremendous achievement, 

as it would assure the poor with human achievements (or 'ends'), such as being well-nourished, 

clothed, emancipated, at peace, or educated. 

 Despite the tediousness of the task to embrace such (admittedly abstract) thinking, its 

advantages should become apparent in light of the challenges the contemporary, multidimensional 

definition of poverty as ill-being poses for established evaluative frameworks of well-being. How will 

utility and monetary concepts of poverty, the dominant evaluative frameworks in development practice, 

adequately respond to the sensitivities of the poor having their voices heard, ensuring their 

empowerment, participation in decision-making, or feeling of being cared for? Is this even possible 

with money, consumption or any form of desire-fulfilment? What about aspects of life considered 

important, though not incorporated in either of those frameworks, such as personal and social 

commitments? And probably most importantly, will they assure that investments in human and social 

capital are continuously advancing into policy areas such as education and health systems, to ensure 

a sustainable and long-term focus of pro-poor policies that stand their argumentative ground even in 

times when politicians, academics, the media or others are questioning the exigence of these 

investments?   

 This paper provides only constrictive answers to these questions, mostly because it lacks 

preposition as to which concept or concept mixes are the most appropriate ones for „well-being‟ 

assessments. This was not the intention! Instead of simply declaring my preferred choice I aspired to 

provide mental stimulus and animation for the reader to scrutinise whether one's own concept of well-

being and a good life matches with the empathetically achieved understanding of multidimensional ill-

being.  

Certainly, each concept of well-being has its strengths and weaknesses to address 

multidimensional ill-being, e.g. the HRBA is strongly focussed on social protection and works well 

within a legal framework, whereas the SLA appears appropriate when applied in rural communities. 

Some may be perceived by connotation as more expedient than others, i.e. neglecting a poor person 

the basic human right of „freedom‟ is fundamentally different than perceiving her as „needy‟, „socially 

excluded‟ or even „outlawed‟.  

 However, the two main points of this paper were these: firstly, whether one chooses to embrace 

upon one model, or adopts a rather pragmatic stance by taking elements from the various concepts, is 

subordinate as long as the proposed interventions which emerge out of this thinking addresses ill-

being holistically, and remain, if possible, empirically observable
9
. For instance, the monetary 

approach should empirically scrutinize whether economic redistribution is quantifiably verifiable and 

qualitatively observable, although it should also question whether this is sufficient as an intervention to 

                                                 
9
 In the output and outcome phase of policy making empathetic awareness should take the sideline, as impact 

should be indeed empirically observable. This is certainly different to a problem analysis of ill-being, in which 
empathy and empiricism should function jointly together.   
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match the multidimensional understanding of poverty, which perceives ill-being as a context-specific 

status rather than a lack of means. On the ground however, choosing a concept will certainly enjoy a 

pragmatic handling, as many are indeed overlapping (e.g. AI/SE is strongly linked to the „relative 

poverty‟ category, Amartya Sen‟s work on „entitlements‟, and the „vulnerability‟ approach by Robert 

Chambers (de Hang, 1998: 14-15)). 

Secondly, concepts that artificially reduce the understanding of ill-being in order to achieve an 

analytical „fit‟ deserve to be critiqued. For instance, to continuously claim poverty as a mere lack of 

income in order to produce econometrically sound applications of quantitative research avoids 

analysing other pressing problems which have been identified in years of (mostly qualitatively) 

research on ill-being. The same accounts for those concepts that overemphasise social and human 

dimensions of poverty to the detriment of economic poverty, which can be observed, at times, with 

radical advocates of the post-colonialist and post-modern theory, which is characterised by a fixation 

on cultural cultivation, and, in its radical form, by an exaltation of material scarcity, and the dangerous 

condemnation of economic growth as a pathway out of poverty. Thus, the acknowledged 

multidimensionality of poverty poses challenges for both, its conceptualisation and for the research 

methodologies to be applied for examination. Mixing quantitative with qualitative research tools in a 

meaningful way has to be the definite answer to at least the second demand. 

In sum therefore, it should be clear that the crucial socio-economic/political discussion on well-

being will basically determine how „good change‟ in development can be crafted. Nowhere is it as 

important to apply clear and explicit language as on analytical value-laden phenomena such as 

poverty. By distinguishing whether a discussion's focus is on poverty defined as ill-being, 

categorisations of such ill-being, or conceptualisations of well-being, it will hopefully be possible to 

arrive at a more honest and nuanced dialogue about alternate pro-poor policy actions. 
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