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A Critique of Poverty: Exploring 
the Underground of Social Philosophy 

Poverty is the primary focus of this paper; more particularly, 
the critique of poverty and not its mere description. It would 
not be an overstatement to say that one of the common 
grounds for poverty theories is that they describe the poor as 
those who systematically experience their lives in privation, 
namely around having the minimum when it comes to needs 
such as housing, food, health, education, free time, etc. The-
re is, therefore, a theoretical and socially accepted orientation 
that promotes the sedimentation of a deep affinity between 
poverty and the minimum. Based on this reasoning, what is 
set on the horizon is a kind of non-explicit acceptance that 
the overcoming of poverty can be achieved by granting the 
poor something beyond the minimum, however elementary 
that “something extra” may be. Thus, if the experience of 
poverty involves some sort of lack or privation, and if this 
condition can be fully filled by something that has already 
been socially produced, then what would justify the fact that 
some people are able to fully fill it while others (the poor) 
can only secure the bare minimum? In light of this, perhaps 
it would be better not to question the acceptable “mini-
mum” but, rather, to ask: Why would the notion of poverty 
be guided by this normative criterion? Therefore, a way of 

}



140

Hélio Alexandre Silva 

praktyka 
teoretyczna 4(42)/2021

describing my broader hypothesis on poverty would be to 
understand that it should be measured based on the level 
of denial of access to what has been socially produced. The 
further one is from accessing social wealth, the poorer one is. 
Finally, this tendency toward assimilation between poverty 
and the minimum engenders a depressive effect on demands 
for social change.  
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If, however, the theoretician and his specific object are seen as 
forming a dynamic unity with the oppressed class, so that his 
presentation of societal contradictions is not merely an expres-
sion of the concrete historical situation but also a force within 
it to stimulate change, then his real function emerges.
(Horkheimer 2002, 215)

I slept and had a marvelous dream. I dreamt I was an angel. My 
dress was billowing and had long pink sleeves. I went from earth 
to heaven (…). God, send me these dreams for my aching soul.
(Jesus 2015, 111)

Introduction

The main object of the present paper consists of contemplating poverty 
as a multidimensional social phenomenon. More specifically, it consists 
of showing that this multidimensionality coexists with a crystallized 
trend around a common form of assimilation theory between poverty 
and the minimum. I aim to show here some rates regarding this crystal-
lisation as presented in some of the most influential works about poverty. 
This will allow us to explore the hypothesis that striving to offer theore-
tical elements to fight poverty has been crystallized in such a way that 
part of the fight’s actual critical content has been lost. Thus, the quest, 
praiseworthy as it is, to guarantee the minimum as a way of fighting 
poverty has been translated in terms of a neutralization of the normative 
requirements that insufficiently exploit a decisive element in order to 
understand this social phenomenon, namely, the level of socially pro-
duced wealth. Accordingly, a way of describing my broader argument 
on poverty would be to signal that it should be understood based on 
the level of denial of access to what has been socially produced. 

Now, I must point out that it would be impossible, given this limi-
ted space, to carry out an exhaustive analysis of the most influential 
theories of poverty. Therefore, rather than presenting an inventory filled 
with theories and reports, what I propose is to retrieve some represen-
tative aspects that may strengthen the most structural outlines of the 
trend I intend to criticize herein. This appears to be an initial effort to 
shed light on the theoretical inclination of assimilating poverty and the 
minimum.1 Thus, my purpose is more to point at this general trend—

1  Although, in fact, “the way in which poverty is habitually defined by the 
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which marks a great deal of the most influential works on poverty—and 
less to rebuild and exhaustively analyse the details that support each of 
the theoretical paths and reports that I will present here.

However, I must disclaim any originality for the views I put forward. 
The main ideas are well known. My intention has been to organize them 
into general aspects by mobilizing some traits so that a critical argument 
of the assimilation between poverty and the minimum can be better 
appreciated.

It is worth noting, by way of introduction, that in his inauguration 
speech at the Social Research Institute in 1931, Max Horkheimer recalled, 
particularly in critical thinking, that considerations according to which 
the philosophical work must distance itself from the “specialized scien-
tific praxis” were outdated. The development of the sciences would have 
already crystallised this “idea of a continuous, dialectical penetration and 
development of philosophical theory and specialized scientific praxis” 
into an unavoidable prospect for critical work. In this sense, social phi-
losophy must be “capable of giving particular studies animating impul-
ses” while “at the same time remain open enough to let itself be influen-
ced and changed by these concrete studies” (Horkheimer 1993, 9). This 
is a way of presenting the more comprehensive spirit that will guide this 
paper.

The Background of a Social Phenomenon

In order to introduce the issue as such, it is necessary to highlight the 
fact that the growing industrialization that marked the beginning of 
capitalism was decisive for “workers to be assimilated to the poor.” 
Housing and health conditions, large families, behavioural traits, and 
physical appearance were some of the aspects that quickly made workers 
and the poor indistinguishable2 (Geremek 1997, 233). 

In this sense, when presenting some of the consequences brought 
by rising capitalism, Marx emphasized in his Economic and Philosophic 

social sciences and the image of it that prevails in society influence each other” 
(Rego and Pinzani 2013, 27), my interest here is less to investigate a kind of 
“habitual image of poverty” and more to point out to a common trend present 
in theories that deal with this social phenomenon.

2  It is worth pointing out that “poverty as a mass phenomenon” arises only 
by the end of the medieval period and upon the transition to capitalist societies 
in which the “agrarian structures” gave way to industrial structures (Geremek 
1997, 11).
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Manuscripts that salary levels always tend to be very low when compared 
to the wealth produced. For this reason, a worker’s salary was usually 
“compatible with common humanity” in such a way that their lives were 
similar to a “cattle-like existence” (Marx 1988, 20). This means that 
most times, the worker was treated as a mere “working-animal” or even 
“as a beast reduced to the strictest bodily needs” (ibid., 29).

The reason that I present these remarks is less because they serve as 
a starting point to debate elements of philosophical anthropology or 
based on a specific conception of a good life, but more because they can 
help build intuitions that are capable of illustrating a common pheno-
menon in the “poverty theories,” namely, the symbiosis between poverty 
and the minimum. Such proximity can be associated with the type of 
experience that Marx called a “cattle-like existence.” This way of living 
not only reduces workers to mere working animals, in Marx’s terms, but 
it also considers the guarantee of the bodily needs and immediate survi-
val as virtually the sole aim. Here is an example of the movement of 
theoretical approach between the worker and the poor, and also between 
poverty and the minimum.  

These approaches gain even greater relevance when some of the results 
presented by recent research on current levels of social wealth are con-
sidered. According to the Global wealth report produced by the Credit 
Suisse Research Institute, we saw a record level of world wealth in 2019.3 
More precisely, the report stated that “Aggregate global wealth rose (…) 
to USD 360.6 trillion, representing a growth rate of 2.6%. (…) Never-
theless, it exceeded population growth, so that average wealth grew by 
1.2% to USD 70,850 per adult, an all-time high yet again” (Crédit 
Suisse 2020, 6). These numbers become even more decisive when appro-
ached from the point of view presented in Thomas Piketty’s recent work. 
According to the French economist, the period between 1980 and 2020 
showed an increase in inequalities, headed by a “particularly radical form 
of neo-proprietarian ideology” (Piketty 2020, 20).4 If there was indeed 
an increase of the poor, of the middle classes and of the rich, in averagely 
rich countries, the inequality in this growth is remarkable. In numbers: 
the poorest 50% had a purchasing power increase ranging from 60 to 
120%; at the same time, the richest 1% experienced an increase ranging 
from 80 to 240%. Although the estimated range lacks precision (60-120; 
80-240), it is possible to state that “inequality between the bottom and 

3  It is expected that this growth sets new records: “Global wealth is projected 
to increase 27% in the next five years, reaching US$ 459 trillion by 2024” See 
https://www.cshg.com.br/publico/conteudo/global_wealth_report_201910.

4  For a summary of Piketty’s major arguments, see Silva 2020.
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middle of the global income distribution has decreased, while inequality 
between the middle and top has increased” (ibid., 26) corroborated this 
scenario by showing that, between 1980 and 2018, the poorest 50% 
captured 12% of the growth, while the 1% on the social top accumu-
lated 27% of the growth produced in the same period. It is worth 
mentioning, however, that being anchored to the results of these works 
is not merely a way of listing information as if the sum of several data 
would be sufficient to make arguments strong; neither is it a way of 
preventing the shift of the analysis to an “imaginary scenario” or ideally 
projecting a certain desirable state of things. In fact, the results of these 
works allow us to point towards potentials that can more precisely illu-
minate the referring issue we are approaching herein. 

In any case, two aspects interest me regarding the results provided 
both by the Global Report and by Piketty’s work: firstly, respecting the 
last 40 years, economic growth has proven to be a fact, especially in 
more developed countries; secondly, this growth went hand in hand 
with a tendency to decrease in the “middle layers,” thus expanding the 
distance between two extremes composed of an increasingly smaller 
group, the rich, and an increasingly larger group, the poor.5 One of the 
obvious conclusions drawn from this scenario is that the common stan-
dard of living would be higher for the vast majority of people, especially 
for the poor, if access to wealth was not brutally unequal.

However, I do not want to discuss more accurate outlines of this 
potentially new “common standard of living” here, nor am I going to 
follow the trail of redistribution theories. What matters is that we try 
to understand, at a time when global wealth has never been greater, the 
consequences of naturalising the understanding of poverty as being 
linked to the minimum, especially in a society that has been prone, in 
the last 40 years, to extreme polarization when it comes to having access 
to what has been socially produced. Based on this framework, it is 
essential to define the central objective that I intend to develop here: if, 

5  This trend has been detected by authors of different theoretical affiliations 
since the beginning of the 1990’s. Douglas Coupland assumes that “Brasilfication” 
is “The widening gulf between the rich and the poor and the disappearance of the 
middle classes” (Coupland 1994); Dardot and Laval, more recently, called about 
“extreme polarization between rich and poor” (Dardot and Laval 2013); in the 
same way, the economist and anthropologist Jason Hickel states that “It is easy 
to assume that the divide between rich countries and poor countries has always 
existed” but “the gap between the real per capita incomes of the global North and 
the global South has roughly tripled in size since 1960” (Hickel 2018, 2). Then, 
theoreticians from different perspectives are in agreement that tendency towards 
hyper concentration in the hands of a few and increasing deprivation for most.
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in fact, the poorest are the ones who suffer the most, as they are the ones 
who experience the lowest levels of access to wealth, would this require 
that a theoretical approach to poverty be primarily guided by these 
“lower levels”? 

To try to deal with these matters, first I will revisit, in a non-exhau-
stive way, some studies that are based on different approaches but 
converge towards the tendency of assimilation between poverty and the 
minimum. Then, I would like to suggest an alternative reflection, seeking 
to escape this assimilation.

Relative Poverty, Absolute Poverty, and Minimum Guarantees

A staggering number of theoretical contributions, in the most diverse 
areas of knowledge, has been dedicated to the study of poverty as a social 
phenomenon. All sorts of approaches have been filling this field of rese-
arch; some have brought the topic, more directly, to the centre of their 
analyses; others, more indirectly, have approached poverty in association 
with other themes. Some have approached poverty as the privation of 
a common standard of living (Townsend 1979, 1987), while others have 
turned their analyses to the central role of the economic dimension 
(Lipton 1988)6 or to the connection with human rights (Pogge 2002). 
There are also those who have built more focused approaches on an 
ethical conception (Dieterlen 2006), and, finally, some have focused on 
the social context of each particular society (Paugam 2013), among 
many other things. Because it is a multidimensional social phenomenon, 
efforts towards theoretical approximation have often chosen, deliberately 
or not, to illuminate a certain aspect of poverty to the detriment of 
others. In one of the numerous attempts to summarize this matter, Mojca 
Novak highlighted a geographical distinction, stating that one of the 
most globally common approaches has been to treat poverty as “a lack 
of resources.” However, when considering the works carried out in Latin 
America, the tendency has been to consider poverty in terms of “lack 
of basic necessities” (Novak 1996, 58–59). For this reason, it is worth 
resuming, although in an illustrative way, some of these theoretical 
efforts.

If we move our attention to studies conducted in Europe, Peter 
Townsend’s late-1970s Poverty in the United Kingdom is a milestone. It 
is the result of a monumental effort to systematize a joint research on 

6  See also: Hagenaars and van Praag 1985.
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poverty in the United Kingdom. In order to “show the extent of poverty 
(…) and give some explanation for its existence,” Townsend stated that 
he intended to deal with both the “social structure” and the “poor mino-
rities” that exist within this structure (Townsend 1979, 17–18). It is 
necessary, he insisted, to join forces with the aim of developing a defi-
nition of poverty that can be “applied in different countries and regions” 
(ibid., 40). Having this purpose in mind, Townsend stated that “poverty 
can be defined objectively and applied consistently only in terms of the 
concept of relative deprivation.” Thus, the poor would be those who 
access resources “so seriously below those commanded by the average” 
that often, due to this deprivation, are “excluded from ordinary living 
patterns, customs and activities” (ibid., 31). Therefore, it is worth high-
lighting this essential aspect: it is not that any level of deprivation can 
be characterized as poverty, according to Townsend, but only one that 
pushes individuals to a way of life that is seriously below the standards 
commonly accepted by a particular society. 

Economist Michael Lipton, in turn, took a slightly different path. 
In a document produced to support discussions on public policies that 
would be developed by the World Bank, based on studies carried out 
in India and northern Nigeria, Lipton proposed an analysis that would 
distinguish the poor from the ultra-poor. He adopted this division 
because, as he explained, in order to assess the patterns that signalled 
the existence of poverty, it would also be necessary “to measure the 
characteristics of the poor.” Therefore, he insisted that “we need a scalar 
measure of absolute poverty” (Lipton 1988, 8). In this sense, Lipton 
showed that the measure composed of “the level of income or outlay, 
per person or consumer-unit” is difficult to be operationalized. Some 
problems arise when, for example, “two areas [or branches of science] 
competing for an anti-poverty project” consider “the same income per 
person”; however, they show that, often, this income “‘buys’ quite dif-
ferent levels of basic-needs fulfilment in the two areas.” Thus, to “pre-
serve a scalar poverty indicator,” he continued, it is necessary to “measure 
the level of income or outlay, per person or consumer-unit,” in order to 
ensure that different families in different areas have the same standard 
measure of “basic need” (ibid.). To deal with this difficulty, Lipton 
suggested the following standard: the “ultra-poor” are those who “spend 
80 percent or more on food, yet fulfil less than 80 percent of the average 
calorie requirements for their age, sex and activity groups” (ibid.). Simi-
larly, the “poor” are those who “spending 70 percent or more of income 
on food, and meeting 80-100 percent of requirements, are unlikely to 
be undernourished, but are sometimes hungry” (ibid., 9). It should be 
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noted that Lipton’s concern was aimed at the need of assessing the limits 
between those who meet the average food requirements and those who 
live, to a greater or lesser extent, with hunger.

Thomas Pogge’s (2002, 6) concern, especially in his work World 
Poverty and Human Rights, was openly related to what he called “severe 
poverty.” He wondered why, despite the acknowledged growth in world 
wealth, there were still legions of people who purely survive “from one 
day to the next” (ibid., 13). Seeking to investigate the moral problems 
that emerge from the deepest experiences of poverty, he stated that the 
“very poor,” or those on whom the effects of “severe poverty” are most 
evident, can be described as those who deal with the “lack of secure 
access to the minimum requirements of human existence.” According 
to him, these requirements refer to “reliable food and water, clothing, 
shelter, basic medical care and basic education.” This definition, which 
the author himself acknowledged to be “limited and absolute,” corre-
sponds to what the World Bank adopted as the “international poverty 
line” (Pogge 2006, 34–35). One way of understanding Pogge’s effort, 
therefore, is to recognize his attempt to develop an absolute measurement 
marker capable of providing theoretical mechanisms that may address 
the need to ensure access to the minimum requirements for human life.

Coming from a background that “takes the idea of equality seriously,” 
Paulette Dieterlen (2006, 16–17) guided her work, which privileges 
Mexican experiences, towards the development of an “ethical concept 
of poverty.” To this end, she affirmed that being poor is “not having 
certain economic resources,” but it also invariably means having “low 
self-esteem” and little “self-respect.” In any case, Dieterlen (ibid., 15–16) 
clearly stated in her book La pobreza: un estudio filosófico that her inten-
tion was “to explain certain ideas that arise when we speak of poverty 
and, more particularly, of severe poverty.” The concern about ensuring 
the minimum, indeed, permeates all of her work, where she always seeks 
to rely on a literature that can credibly produce a “package of needs that 
must be met” (ibid., 178), thus making it possible to “solve the problem 
of severe poverty” (ibid., 117). Such a solution becomes clearer when 
the author states that it is necessary that this “package of needs”—which 
must be guaranteed—can be thought of “regardless of the differences 
and singularities of each culture” (ibid., 178). One of the highlights of 
this work consists of her search for a theoretical setup that meets the 
requirements to satisfy people’s basic needs regardless of social and cul-
tural particularities.  

Finally, it is facing the way in which poverty manifests itself, prima-
rily in Europe, that Serge Paugam guided his work. Seeking to rely on 
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comparative studies, in his work Les formes élémentaires de la pauvreté, 
he presented an analysis of what he understood to be the forms of 
poverty, highlighting three patterns: integrated poverty, marginal 
poverty, and unqualified poverty (la pauvreté disqualifiante). Of the 
three forms of poverty, the third one is certainly the most similar to 
the use I would like to emphasize here as a recurring trend, that is, 
one related to the approach between poverty and the minimum. Accor-
ding to Paugam, unqualified poverty is the experience of “living stan-
dard degradation” and “marginalization” that results in a “situation of 
extreme poverty on the edge of social rupture.” This scenario, he insi-
sted, fuels a “process of social disqualification” that exposes the fragile 
condition of “social integration” (Paugam 2013, 181). Thus, extreme 
marginalization and the associated social disqualification are some of 
the structuring aspects that characterize the experience of poverty, as 
shown in this author’s work. 

Taken together, the above mentioned remarks could be summa-
rized in the following terms: for Townsend, the effort revolves around 
showing that the deprivation that characterizes poverty is one that 
reduces the poor to a substandard in each society. For Lipton, the 
solution lies in solving the equation: family expenses multiplied by 
adequate food. That is why, according to him, the poor are those who 
spend 70% or more of their family income on food and, although 
they are not exclusively defined by this, they can live with the existence 
of hunger. Pogge, on the other hand, expressed the belief that the 
poor can be found where the “minimum requirements for human 
existence” are not guaranteed, such as access to food, water, clothing, 
shelter, basic medical care, and basic education. Guaranteeing access 
to a package of “needs that must be met,” regardless of cultural sin-
gularities, is a way to overcome extreme poverty, according to Die-
terlen. Paugam, in turn, highlighted the type of social experience that 
produces social disqualification as one of the three ways of looking 
at poverty. According to him, phenomena such as marginalization 
and life degradation are dimensions that arise from such disqualifi-
cation. In summary, below-average standards, hunger, lack of water, 
food, medical care, unmet minimum needs, and forms of social disqu-
alification are some of the characteristics that, according to the above 
mentioned authors, help compose the poverty scenario. In any case, 
they have not seemed to escape the trend recognized by Dieterlen, 
according to which “the methods to measure poverty have been esta-
blished in order to detect what is minimally acceptable” (Dieterlen 
2006, 129): minimum social integration, minimum ethical conside-
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ration, minimum food, that is, the minimum needs seen as basic by 
each theoretical constellation.7

It should be noted, however, that there are virtues in this theoretical 
movement that aim to take multidimensionality into account. It is worth 
pointing out that “the concept of poverty has not remained [completely] 
unchanged over time.” The increased complexity of the changes has 
required an effort at a theoretical understanding that is capable of con-
sidering some “particularities of highly industrialized countries” and 
their corresponding scientific development (Costa 1984, 275). Most of 
these approaches also have the merit of, on the one hand, preventing 
a moralizing and paternalistic analysis that sees the poor exclusively as 
objects of charity and, on the other hand, deviating from a functionalist 
view that sees poverty predominantly as an obstacle that impedes social 
progress. In this sense, a common way of bringing these works together 
is to divide them into two major groups: the first one consisting of efforts 
that focus on the guarantee of absolute criteria,8 from which it would be 
possible to conceive the levels of poverty, and the second one consisting 
of theories that focus on relative criteria, in which social and economic 
dynamics are at the core and in which the levels of poverty are conceived. 
In other words, it is possible to distinguish the approaches on poverty 
between those that share an absolute concept and those that share a rela-
tive concept.9

The group more closely related to an absolute notion of poverty has 
usually set standards for making a distinction between poverty and what 
is below the poverty line, which is commonly described as extreme 
poverty, misery, or indigence. A significantly important part of the debate 
in this field deals with the definition and explanation of a package of 
minimum requirements—health, education, food, housing, free time, 
and freedom10—whose content varies according to the corresponding 
theoretical aspect and historical time. The same is true of the theoretical 

7  See Edward 2006; Reddy and Lahoti 2015.
8  One of the most common ways of developing these criteria is through 

different versions of theories of justice that, by focusing on the normative aspect 
of the theory, seek to reach a level of abstraction that is not restricted to social 
and political contingencies.

9  For a more detailed consideration of the historical and normative construc-
tion of the concept of poverty, see Pinzani 2017.

10  This is the path presented by Sen, when he affirms that, to move away 
from poverty and to help advance the general capability of a person, it is necessary 
to guarantee different kinds of freedom (which he also calls rights and/or oppor-
tunities). They are political freedoms; economic concessions; social opportunities; 
guarantees of transparency and protective security (Sen 2000, 10).
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group more closely related to a relative notion of poverty. More often 
than not, they have also been guided by the guarantee of minimum 
conditions. However, in this case, they have usually considered the poor 
as the “x” most disadvantaged percentage of the population. In this sense, 
the poor are those who make up the lowest social levels, or even those 
who suffer from a higher level of deprivation. In summary, they are those 
who orbit around the minimum.

This summary attempt aims at illustrating the trend that can be seen 
in poverty theories, which, most of the time, have focused on people 
whose housing conditions are guided by the minimum (houses that are 
small and distant from the main spots in the city); whose feeding con-
ditions are guided by the minimum (they only eat what they can and 
not what they want to eat; they always buy the cheapest and lowest 
quality products); whose health conditions are guided by the minimum 
(seeking dental treatment is something unusual; it is given priority to 
the use of lower-cost drugs rather than effective treatments; they seek 
medication, not long-term prevention or medical monitoring); whose 
education is guided by the minimum (they have little time for formal 
studies, focusing primarily on entering the labour market; at most, 
reading and writing skills and fundamental mathematical operations are 
given priority); whose free time is the minimum for an equally minimal 
recovery of the physical strength required for maximum work perfor-
mance, etc.

It is noted, therefore, that a potential tension between the group that 
gathers theoretical efforts around a conception of poverty from an abso-
lute approach and that which comes from a relative approach have in 
common a normative horizon marked by the symbiosis between poverty 
and the minimum, although this minimum may contain more or fewer 
demands. If this synthesis is correct, a movement, that is not necessarily 
explicit, of acceptance can be observed, which suggests that overcoming 
poverty can be achieved when such a minimum stage is guaranteed. In 
this case, the variable element would be that which is contained in the 
“minimum basket.” 

Faced with this scenario, it may not be enough to question the 
acceptable “minimum”; more than that, the question should be: Why 
would the notion of poverty be guided by this criterion (CEC 1981, 
8)?11 Why measure poverty using the “minimum” ruler? Wouldn’t an 

11  The report of the Council of Ministers of the Commission of the European 
Communities, produced in the early 1980s, provides a definition of poverty 
according to which the poor would be those “individuals or families whose reso-
urces are so small as to exclude them from the minimum acceptable way of life of 
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effort to critically understand this social phenomenon be able to exploit 
more demanding potentials? If the experience of poverty involves some 
kind of deprivation that can be fully fulfilled by what has been produced 
socially or is available in nature, then it seems reasonable to question 
the reasons that justify the fact that a portion of people can fully fill 
such deprivations, some even with surplus, while another portion (the 
poor) can only be guaranteed the minimum.

Rather than answering these questions definitively, my purpose 
here is to highlight the fact that the tendency of assimilation between 
poverty and the minimum has created a new trend, namely, one that 
pulls down the demands for overcoming poverty. This can be seen, for 
example, in the diagnosis made by Vivian Ugá on the measures against 
poverty provided by the World Bank. According to her, the minimum 
standard of living defended by the World Bank “must be evaluated by 
consumption.” This means that what must be guaranteed is the ability 
to meet “the necessary expense to acquire a minimum standard of 
nutrition and other basic needs,” including “an amount that allows 
the individual to participate in the daily life of society.” Thus, Ugá 
continued, “it is a matter of calculating a minimum amount for each 
country (or region) (…). Those whose income is below this amount 
may be considered poor12 and, therefore, unable to live minimally 
well” (Ugá 2004, 58; emphasis added). 

This tendency, followed by the World Bank, to guarantee a “minimum 
standard” contrasts with the level of world wealth provided by recent stu-
dies, such as those shown at the beginning of this paper. In 2019, for 
example, according to a recent report on global wealth,13 wealth per adult 
has reached a new record, exceeding by 1.2% the index accumulated in 
2018. Purely for illustration, the horizontal sharing of this socially produ-
ced wealth would mean a guarantee of around $5,800 per month per adult.

the Member State in which they live” (CEC 1981, 8; emphasis added).
12  What Ugá suggested as an alternative to the conception of poverty adop-

ted by the World Bank is to think of it through the prism of “social citizenship”; 
therefore, she explained: “Social citizenship, in its essence, has always been related 
to guaranteeing rights and not to compensatory programs. She entails a social 
pact made by society as a whole, based on the definition that the State must 
guarantee social protection—through social rights—to all citizens, regardless of 
their income, simply because they are citizens. Thus, social citizenship requires 
that there is a minimum of solidarity, induced by the need to resolve social con-
flicts, and a feeling of responsibility of society towards the life of each of its 
members” (Ugá 2004, 61). 

13  See https://www.credit-suisse.com/about-us/en/reports-research/global-
-wealth-report.html.

Rather than answering 
these questions defini-
tively, my purpose here 
is to highlight the fact 
that the tendency of 
assimilation between 
poverty and the mini-
mum has created 
a new trend, namely, 
one that pulls down 
the demands for 
overcoming poverty. 
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Faced with such a scenario, it is difficult to justify the insistence on 
thinking of poverty in terms of deprivation of the minimum. To put 
the problem in these terms is, to a large extent, to crystallize a particu-
lar way of looking at a particular social phenomenon, and it may result 
in the replacement, at another level, of the form of core domination 
that was intended to be criticized. A notion of poverty that is built 
around the minimum always runs the risk, especially when it needs to 
be transformed into public policies, of coagulating the demands for 
overcoming it, in terms that are hardly distinguished from what Marx 
once called “cattle-like existence.” In this case, overcoming poverty means 
overcoming strictly bodily needs.

Thinking of poverty in these terms can result in the same difficulties 
that some authors may find in certain critiques of labour. When, for 
example, precarious labour is seen as a social pathology without questio-
ning its very central role, it can be concluded that it is better to have 
a job than not to have one, or even, best case scenario, that it is better 
to have a stable job than an unstable one. Such considerations do not 
just take into consideration the distinction between what is socially 
normal or abnormal,14 but also “endorse a dominant norm [the central 
role of work] within an existing social order.” Thereby, as Fishbach (2009) 
explained, “social philosophy quickly becomes prescriptive” and finally, 
“admitted as a norm, this form is no longer questioned, it is naturalized 
and inaccessible to criticism.” As a result, the critique itself is prevented 
from showing that “the dominant form in which work is socially taken 
may constitute an obstacle in itself ” (Fischbach 2009, 150–151). 

It is in this spirit that I understand the limits of the symbiosis between 
poverty and the minimum. Thinking of poverty as a lack of the minimum 
tends to reduce the limits of the debate itself. Such theoretical procedu-
res tend to establish a boundary that neutralizes our critical capacity to 
explore the deeper structures that support the object of analysis itself. 
Thereby, little by little, the fact that poverty is the result of a specific 
form of domination falls out of sight. If this social phenomenon is 
synonymous with the lack of access to the minimum or to basic needs, 
then the assumption is that guaranteeing this minimum is a sufficient 
condition to overcome poverty. If that is the case, then the entire criti-
cal effort turns out to be guided by the debate about what is the accep-

14  It is worth mentioning that it is not a question of considering social 
pathology as a kind of degeneration of a normal social state that should be resto-
red. Although it is not possible to proceed, at this moment, to a deeper debate 
on this issue, it is possible to think of poverty as a social pathology given that both 
“refer initially to the finding of social suffering” (Fischbach 2009, 151). 
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table minimum. As a result, the coexistence between those who have 
access to all socially produced wealth and those who have access to the 
minimum is no longer a social phenomenon and, although almost never 
explicitly, becomes a natural element of the social scene. From the point 
of view of theory, this naturalization becomes an obstacle that prevents 
the debate from advancing towards the critique of the very social form 
that produces and legitimizes the existence of those who have access to 
everything and those who have access to the minimum. In short, such 
assimilation tends to legitimize the scenario in which the 1% has access 
to everything and the remaining 99% increasingly orbit around the 
minimum. However, if, in fact, considering poverty as a phenomenon 
linked to the lack of minimum compresses its critical potential, what 
would be a way to decompress it?

What Is Poverty? Testing One More Hypothesis

In one of the countless attempts to establish the state-of-the-art studies 
on poverty, Else Øyen said that comparative works generally lead to 
a certain path, while investigations focusing on national problems lead 
to another. Likewise, the adoption of parameters produced in developed 
countries to investigate the phenomenon of poverty in developing coun-
tries tends to produce new obstacles. The sum of these difficulties, insi-
sted Øyen, testifies that both researchers and those responsible for deve-
loping public policies have felt that the theoretical divergences about 
poverty seem to “lead nowhere.” This diagnosis led Øyen to conclude 
that most of these difficulties lie precisely in the “lack of philosophy behind 
poverty measures and their accompanying concepts and theory” (Øyen 
1996, 3; emphasis added).15

15  In the same direction, Pinzani (2017, 348) pointed out that “philosophers 
in general—political philosophers in particular—continue to show no interest on 
the topic, perhaps because they consider it not very susceptible to a philosophical 
approach, or because they are convinced that its normative proposals (...) would 
naturally end up offering an answer also to the poverty issue.” In any case, he 
continued, “Studies or pages dedicated specifically to poverty will be sought in 
vain in the work of John Rawls, Michael Walzer, Charles Taylor, Jürgen Habermas, 
Karl-Otto Apel and other renowned contemporary political philosophers.” Howe-
ver, although it has not been an exhaustive object of investigation by philosophers, 
Ugá stated that “the treatment of contemporary social ills based on the concept 
of ‘poverty’ (…) as much as it tries to assume a purely ‘technical’ character, it 
actually implies a specific philosophy or social worldview” (Ugá 2011, 289). 
However, it may not be exactly the lack of a philosophical approach, but of a cri-
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In view of Øyen’s provocation, it is perhaps not an exaggeration to 
insist on the quite common theoretical movement of assimilation 
between poverty and the minimum, which tends to place poverty solely 
where life is compatible with a “cattle-like existence.” In this sense, Marx 
insisted that the worker “feels himself to be freely active,” although not 
when he performs tasks that contribute to the reproduction of his “ani-
mal functions,” such as “eating, drinking, procreating.” However, “in 
his human functions, he no longer feels himself to be anything but an 
animal.” Thus, “animal becomes human and what is human becomes 
animal” (Marx 1988, 74). Although he recognized that eating, drinking, 
and procreating are also functions of both women and men, he stated 
that, when separated from other human activities, these functions change. 
What Marx helps us understand here is that being guided by the guaran-
tee of maintaining certain elementary “functions” is nothing more than 
guaranteeing some “animal” features to women and men. 

However, as a social phenomenon, the experience of poverty produ-
ces obstacles that the accumulation of the currently available social wealth 
would be able to overcome. In this sense, it is possible to state, as Franck 
Fischbach pointed out, that if Social Philosophy does not want to reno-
unce its “title of Philosophy,” it must follow a path that can be found 
in Marx’s words, which, by developing his critical analysis of capitalism, 
would come from an approach that pointed both to the core of the 
capitalist social form and to its properly adversarial nature. For the author 
of Das Capital, the concepts of commodity and value refer to the core 
of the capitalist social form. The concept of commodity, which is both 
“sensible” and “super sensible,” and that of labour, which is both “abs-
tract” and “living” under the aegis of the capital, designate the tension 
inherent to the system (Fischbach 2009, 148–149). This is also the path 
from which I believe it is possible to understand poverty. As a notion 
that designates a social phenomenon, it must be able to function from 
the same spirit present in the tension witnessed by the concepts of 
commodity and value; that is, it shall allow both the diagnosis of a nega-
tive social experience (deprivation or lack of access) and the opening to 
a critical tendency capable of proposing a theoretical consideration of 
this social phenomenon (expectation of accessing what has been socially 
produced) that breaks the orbit of the minimum. Based on this theore-
tical framework, I think it is possible to reposition the notion of poverty, 
making it more complex, as it distances itself from a kind of exclusive 

tical approach capable of capturing structural trends that help us point out the 
current limits of a particular hegemonic way of thinking about poverty.



155

A Critique of Poverty...

praktyka 
teoretyczna 4(42)/2021

domain of extreme deprivation experiences. Such an effort may have 
the virtue of making a clearer distinction between poverty and the expe-
riences of deep deprivation, such as misery, indigence, penury, and other 
extreme forms of suffering that, taken together, seem to describe a social 
state of barbarism.16

I believe there are several reasons that allow this repositioning. Per-
haps one of the most convincing ones is that, although it can be said 
that the current level of social wealth available is so high that the average 
life expectancy of a child born on the African continent today is greater 
than that of a child who lived in London in the 19th century17 (Deaton 
2017), the gap between those who access social wealth without limits 
and those who struggle to guarantee the minimum continues to expand. 
Building a critical notion of poverty requires contemplating it in view 
of the transformations—especially in terms of the production of goods 
and the development of technology—that shaped the last period. The-
refore, a way of describing my broader hypothesis on poverty would be 
to understand that it should be measured based on the level of denial 
of access to what has been socially produced. The further away people 
are from accessing social wealth, the poorer they are. When this denia-
bility reaches levels that directly threaten survival, such as lack of mini-
mal access to food and housing, what we have is an animal life, or 
perhaps more appropriately, barbarism.

The socially produced wealth and the inequality that still persist 
allow us to consider a critical notion of poverty as a lack of access to 
what has been socially produced. More precisely, poverty is the denial, 
at some level, of access18 to both what has been socially produced and to what 
is available in nature, provided that the universalization (becoming com-
mon)19 of access does not impede or weaken social living but contributes to 

16  See Hickel 2017, chap. 9 “The Necessary Madness of Imagination.”
17  “How lame an anticlimax!” Marx would say (Marx 1982, 806): “If the 

extremes of poverty have not lessened, they have increased, because the extremes 
of wealth have.”

18  Considering the “equality of access” as a central aspect of a reflection on 
poverty is something that the Indian economist Srinivasan also suggested, parti-
cularly in Poverty: Some measurements problems (Srinivasan 1977). However, Sri-
nivasan did not develop the notion beyond the requirement of a set of needs that 
he considered to be essential for overcoming poverty, namely, facilitating access 
to education, medical assistance, and job opportunities (ibid., 2). In this sense, 
he insisted on the horizon of the minimum that is embodied in guaranteeing 
access to these three aspects.

19  One of the essential references here is the work of Pierre Dardot and 
Christian Laval, entitled The Common: An essay on the 21st century revolution 

More precisely, poverty 
is the denial, at some 
level, of access to both 
what has been socially 
produced and to what is 
available in nature, 
provided that the 
universalization (beco-
ming common) of access 
does not impede or 
weaken social living but 
contributes to the 
maintenance or expan-
sion of individual and 
collective potentials.
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the maintenance or expansion of individual and collective potentials.20

One aspect that must be pointed out here is that stating that poverty 
can be understood as a lack of access, to some extent, to what has been 
socially produced does not under any circumstances mean that fighting 
poverty involves encouraging consumption and the accumulation of 
property and goods, such as automobiles, to set an emblematic exam-
ple. This is because universal access to such goods does not mean expan-
ding social and individual possibilities. The opposite is more likely; 
that is, it may represent, in the medium and long term, an obstacle, as 
the increase in the number of cars leads to an unavoidable environ-
mental21 and urban liability. Hence, the need to highlight, as a way of 
fighting poverty, not the dimension of possession, but that of common 

(2016). Describing what they understand by common, the authors claimed that 
it is a “formula of movements and currents of thought that intend to oppose the 
dominant trend of our time: that of the expansion of private appropriation to all 
spheres of society, culture and life. In this sense, the term ‘common’ designates 
not the re-emergence of an eternal communist idea, but the emergence of a new 
way to challenge capitalism, or even to consider its overcoming” (Dardot and 
Laval 2016, 19). However, the element that certainly most contributes to the 
debate on poverty is precisely the distinction shown in the work as “political 
proposition 2,” which presents the distinction between “use rights and property.” 
Roughly speaking, this distinction intends to show that the one who is “user of 
the common” is fundamentally linked to others through the “coproduction of 
rules that govern the common’s use.” This is, for Dardot and Laval, a central link, 
as it is not anchored in the “division of the same piece of property between two 
unequal subjects,” but in the “co-obligation that prevails between all those who 
simultaneously make use of a ‘non-proprietary’ resource” (ibid., 926). David 
Harvey is also an important source as he reflected upon the spatial consequences 
of adopting the private rather than the common as a constitutive axis of social 
life (see Harvey 2013).

20  It is worth mentioning, once again, that Peter Townsend, in his work 
Poverty in the United Kingdom (1979), shared his thoughts about poverty in terms 
of relative deprivation: “Poverty can be defined objectively and applied consisten-
tly only in terms of the concept of relative deprivation” (ibid., 31; emphasis added). 
This definition can coexist with the one I present here. However, there is a diffe-
rence that does not deny what Townsend presents, but adds an element that 
I believe to be central to building a critical notion of poverty: overcoming this 
“relative deprivation” does not lie in encouraging the possession of minimum 
guarantees or basic needs in accordance with the standard of some particular 
society, but in guaranteeing access to everything that has been socially produced.

21  Although it is not possible to develop this dimension here, it must be 
pointed out that this is also an increasingly central element when it comes to 
poverty and ways of fighting it. Particularly because “[the] poorest populations 
will be the first to suffer the disastrous consequences of global warming” (Dardot 
and Laval 2016, 15; emphasis added).
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access to what has been socially produced. In other words, it is less 
about possessing and more about guaranteeing access. Thus, a critical 
notion of poverty may not take the economic dimension as its primary 
aspect, although this is certainly an unavoidable horizon when we think 
of poverty.

Understood in these terms, the analysis should go in the direction 
of expanding the social focus from where this phenomenon arises. If the 
subject is unable to access what has been socially produced, that inca-
pacity cannot be understood simply as an individual limitation,22 but 
as an accusation of the current social inability of giving common access 
to what is produced. This inaptitude not only causes suffering at the 
individual level, but also offends the principle of equality, which, at the 
normative level, is one of the guiding principles of the modern times.

If we take the level of socially available wealth as a concrete reference, 
on the one hand, and one of the normative structuring elements of 
modern societies (equality) on the other, I believe there is a sufficiently 
structured scenario to understand poverty in the terms proposed herein. 
Not to mention the fact that in every description of poverty, a “moral 
imperative” that “something should be done” is implied (Spicker, Legu-
izamón and Gordon 2007, 238). It is always worth mentioning that 
Horkheimer’s (2002, 218) comment that “the meaning of [the critical 
concept] is to be sought not in the preservation of contemporary society 
but in its transformation” based on the experiences produced by current 
social dynamics.

Therefore, the attempt to see poverty in its social dimension allows 
us to consider its politicization through the “immanent affirmation of 
the politics in the social as a space of division and conflicts,” but also of 
displacements and interrogations (Fischbach 2009, 11–12). In this sense, 
if poverty is lack of access to what has been socially produced, it is also 
a negative dimension of the good life expectancy fuelled by each indi-
vidual. Thus, critically understanding the social field from which poverty 
is experienced in all its immediate complexity requires a “totalizing and 
immanent” approach by social philosophy (ibid., 147) in the sense that 
such a critique must assume, reflexively, its participation in the social 
world in which it appears and takes as object. This participation, howe-

22  As in the case, according to Ugá, of the policies proposed by the World 
Bank, which divides individuals into two groups: the incapable and the compe-
titive, the poor would be the incapable individuals; therefore, the role of the 
policies for combating poverty formulated by the World Bank would have the 
purpose of transforming the incapable individual into someone capable and 
competitive (Ugá 2004, 60).
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ver, must illuminate, in the dynamics of the current reality, a movement 
that can abolish its obstacles from within itself (ibid., 145). In other 
words, this means that the critique should not be based on abstractly 
isolated elements, but it should be guided by the core of the society it 
studies in order to at once both understand it and rely on it, thus buil-
ding a critical point of view (ibid., 147). In these terms, it is not a mat-
ter of exclusively knowing whether the critique is immanent from the 
point of view of its normative principles, but from the point of view of 
the practical dynamics that irrigate these principles and the ways in 
which they operate. This form of conducting the critique is guided by 
a repositioning of the relationship between social philosophy and social 
sciences. Thereby, “the theoretical critique [which] expresses the critical 
dynamics that emerge from social experience” lies once again at the 
centre of philosophy, as it was thought by Horkheimer in the 1930s.23

Conclusions 

As I have tried to demonstrate here, thinking of poverty as something 
that orbits around the minimum is part of a trend in the theoretical 
field that deals with this social phenomenon. However, one of the con-
sequences of this symbiosis, although sometimes well intentioned, is 
that it tends to cover up a movement of indirect legitimation of inequ-
ality and, consequently, poverty. The lack of access to any of the socially 
produced assets (home, food, health, education, etc.) exposes different 
dimensions of poverty, but their possession does not necessarily mean 
poverty has been overcome. Meeting basic needs or minimum conditions, 
which disregards the level of socially produced wealth, is not enough to 
overcome poverty. In most cases, the movement symbolized by the expli-
cit effort to guarantee the minimum for many, often functions as an 
implicit justification that legitimizes the possession of the maximum for 
a few. The framework presented by Piketty and the research on global 
wealth mentioned at the beginning of this paper offer very convincing 
subsidies to this movement. Under the argument of turning to the 
understanding of the dynamics included in the deepest deprivation 
experience, that is, of thinking of poverty from the perspective of the 
minimum, there is a risk of building analyses that reduce its normative 
element to the expectations of overcoming barbarism instead of finding 
more promising emancipatory potentials. 

23  See Dufour, Fischbach and Renault 2012.
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One may still raise the question as to whether a conception of poverty 
such as the one advocated here could be caught in the common trap of 
confusing poverty with inequality. Regarding such objections, we would 
have to recall what Thomas Piketty pointed to as a trend in the last forty 
years. According to what he showed in Capital and ideology, wealth has 
been accumulated in the hands of an increasingly restricted group, and 
the traditional middle classes have been moving away from the top, 
getting closer and closer to the bottom of the social pyramid. He has 
shown, therefore, a tendency towards hyper concentration in the hands 
of a few and increasing deprivation for most. In view of this scenario, 
what is the critical capacity of a poverty concept that is normatively 
guided by the minimum? The criteria of humanity, dignity, satisfaction 
of basic needs are some of the candidates when it comes to finding ways 
of fighting poverty. It is important to recognize the value of these the-
oretical efforts as they help to highlight those who suffer most from the 
lack of access to what has been socially produced; that is, the poorest. 
However, since the poor are not the only ones who experience the lack 
of minimum, these theories tend to be unable to deal with reality, such 
as that which marks early 21st century societies, which brings together, 
at the same time, two trends: global growth and the concentration of 
wealth. In a reality where wealth records have been reached year after 
year, it does not seem reasonable to see poverty as a place where the life 
experience of the poor limits them to what Marx once called “beast[s] 
reduced to the strictest bodily needs.”

Obviously, although I did not have time to properly address this 
matter, this is far from an open defence of unlimited growth and expan-
sion of wealth. The whole recent debate on climate emergency shows 
where such orientations can take us. I hereby reiterate that poverty is the 
lack of access to what is socially available, as long as that access does not 
become an obstacle. When freedom of access to wealth becomes a social 
obstacle, it is no longer freedom. Limitless economic growth certainly 
does not meet this requirement, which, after all, is more of a limit placed 
by nature than a normative requirement as such. Thus, the notion of 
poverty proposed here maintains the distinction between poverty and 
inequality, as it recognizes that there are those who do and those who 
do not have access to everything that has been socially produced. Among 
the latter, we can find different levels, but they are all poor because they 
are denied access, albeit in different measures, to what is socially availa-
ble. There is, therefore, inequality between those who have full access to 
what has been socially produced and those who do not. Among the 
latter, the poor, inequality lies in the different levels of inaccessibility.
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When traditional poverty theories have thought of this social phe-
nomenon, primarily based on the metric of the minimum, they have 
tended to produce some critical deficits or, quoting Horkheimer, they 
are no longer “a force within it to stimulate change.” Such deficits can 
be illustrated by the result, in practical terms (such as public policies), 
of the efforts focused exclusively on those who live close to absolute 
deprivation. If poverty is understood as revolving around the lack of 
access to the minimum, then we can only expect that the policies deri-
ved from this concept would be limited to fighting barbarism (hunger 
and malnutrition, for example). When the normative principle crystal-
lizes around the minimum, this tends to contribute to a relative reduc-
tion in the scope of the social demands turned into public policies.        

Therefore, as suggested by Horkheimer, the exposure of social con-
tradictions should also be a factor that stimulates social and political 
transformations. Contemplating poverty from the critique of a theore-
tical assimilation tendency associated with the minimum, without disre-
garding it as a multidimensional social phenomenon, can certainly be 
a step in that direction.
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Tytuł: Krytyka ubóstwa: Eksploracja podziemi filozofii społecznej
Abstrakt: Głównym tematem tego artykułu jest ubóstwo, w szczególności zaś jego 
krytyka, a nie tylko opis. Nie będzie przesadą stwierdzenie, że jedną z powszechnych 
podstaw teorii ubóstwa jest definiowanie biednych jako tych, którzy systematycznie 
doświadczają swojego życia w niedostatku, a mianowicie posiadają określone mini-
mum, jeśli chodzi o potrzeby takie, jak mieszkanie, żywność, zdrowie, edukacja, 
czas wolny itp. Istnieje zatem teoretyczna i społecznie akceptowana orientacja sprzy-
jająca wytwarzaniu głębokiego pokrewieństwa między ubóstwem a minimum. Na 
opartym na takim rozumowaniu horyzoncie  pojawia się rodzaj niewyraźnej akcep-
tacji, że przezwyciężenie ubóstwa można osiągnąć poprzez przyznanie ubogim cze-
goś ponad minimum, niezależnie od tego, jak elementarne może być to „coś ekstra”. 
Jeśli więc doświadczenie ubóstwa wiąże się z jakimś rodzajem braku lub niedostatku 
i jeśli ten warunek może być spełniony przez coś, co zostało już społecznie wytwo-
rzone, to co uzasadniałoby fakt, że jedni ludzie są w stanie go spełnić, a inni (ubodzy) 
mogą zapewnić sobie tylko absolutne minimum? W świetle tego być może lepiej 
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nie kwestionować dopuszczalnego „minimum”, ale raczej pytać: dlaczego pojęcie 
ubóstwa miałoby kierować się tym normatywnym kryterium? Dlatego sposobem 
na opisanie mojej szerszej hipotezy dotyczącej ubóstwa byłoby zrozumienie, że należy 
je mierzyć na podstawie poziomu odmowy dostępu do tego, co zostało społecznie 
wytworzone. Im dalej od dostępu do bogactwa społecznego, tym biedniejsi są ludzie. 
Wreszcie, ta tendencja do asymilacji ubóstwa i minimum wywołuje depresyjny 
wpływ na żądania zmiany społecznej.
Słowa kluczowe: ubóstwo, minimum, filozofia społeczna


