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Poverty: 
Ensuring ~ n o u ~ h f o r  Everyone 

ver the past 50 years, many 
gains have been made in 

raising the standard of living 
for people around the globe. Neverthe- 
less, poverty remains ubiquitous: 
H One-fifth of all human beings live 

in absolute poverty, without 
adequate food, clothing, and 
shelter.' 

H Fifteen percent of people in the 
U.S. - one of the most affluent 
countries in the world - live 
below the poverty line.2 
More than one-third of the people 
in the global South live below the 
poverty line. More than one billion 
survive on a daily income of less 
than $1 .3 

Despite efforts to close the gap be- 
tween rich and poor, inequities persist. 
Between 1960 and 1991, the share of 
world income for the richest 20 percent 
of the global population increased from 
70 percent to 85 percent. During the 
same time period, the already meager 
share ofworld income for the poorest 20 
percent of the global population declined 
from 2.3 percent to 1.4 p e r ~ e n t . ~  Dis- 
crepancies in wealth between the global 
North and the global South are equally 
striking. Wealthy nations in general have 
almost tripled their per capita income 
since 1950. In contrast, per capita in- 
come for the poorest countries - home 
to 77 percent of the global population 
- has ~tagnated.~ 

Poverty and inequity are passive 
forms of violence which impede human 
development.' Gandhi charaterized pov- 
erty as the worst form of ~io lence .~  In 
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&Everyone has the right to a 

standard of living adequate for 

the health and well-being o f  
himselfand his fimily includ- 

ing fiod, clothing, housing and 

medical care, and necessary 

social services. 
- Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, Article 25 

the following pages, we will examine the 
conditions and consequences of poverty, 
both at home and abroad. We will look 
at the connections between poverty, vio- 
lence, and development. And we will 
consider some initiatives designed to 
break the poverty trap. 

Poverty Defined 
"Absolute poverty" refers to the inability 
to obtain the goods and services needed 
to meet socially defined minimum needs. 
In the U.S., the official government mea- 
sure of absolute poverty is based upon 
the minimum amount of money required 
annually to sustain a family (estimated 
to be roughly $13,000 for a family of 
four).8 

According to a "relative" definition 
of poverty, a person is poor when his or 
her income is significantly less than the 
average income of the general popula- 
tion. The relative definition focuses on 
inequality of incomes rather than abso- 
lute needs.' 

What Causes Poverty? 
Despite an historic tendency to blame 
poor people for their problems, the vast 

majority of people do not choose to be 
poor. Rather, poverty around the globe 
results from many factors, among them: 

Lack of access to economic 
"building blocks" such as land, 
seeds, water, tools, training, and 
education 

H Unemployment or underemploy- 
ment 

H Inequitable distribution of global 
resources, including food 

W Inadequate government support 
for needed social supports 
Discrimination against ethnic and 
racial minorities and women, who 
are disproportionately represented 
among the poor 
War and military spending, which 
drains limited resources that could 
be used for human development 
There are considerable differences 

between the poverty conditions faced by 
people in the industrialized global North 
and the mass poverty experienced by 
people in the global South. But poor 
people worldwide have one thing in com- 
mon: they are not receiving sufficient 
support. Most people have an inflated 
idea of how much help the U.S. govern- 
ment is giving the poor. This was re- 
flected in a recent survey of 1,200 U.S. 
voters, in which 19 percent cited welfare 
as the biggest item in the federal budget, 
and 27 percent cited foreign aid. In real- 
ity, welfare was only one percent of the 
federal budget in 1992 and foreign aid 
was even less than that.'' 



The Violence and Development Project 

H What do social workers know about these problems, 
and what is the role of social workers in solving the 
global problem of violence? 
What can we learn from past and current interna- 
tional development efforts of the U.S. government 
and non-governmental development agencies? 

This paper provides an overview of the connections be- 
tween violence and development. The remaining papers in 
this series will focus on violence in relationship to five sub- 
themes: substance abuse, women and children, ethnicity, 
poverty, and trauma. 

T he Violence and Development Project, a collabo- 
ration between the National Association of Social 
Workers, the C?ouncil on Social Work Education, 

and the Benton Foundation, aims to educate social work 
professionals about the parallel conditions of violence in 
the U.S. and less economically developed countries. To this 
end, the project, with the help of hnding from the United 
States Agency for International Development has prepared 
a series of six papers focusing on violence as a global affliction 
and sustainable human development as a global antidote. 

In this series, we will address the following questions: 
What is the interrelationship between violence and 
related problems in the U.S. and less developed 
nations? 

Kg Concepts 
Sustainable Human Development 
The term development may be defined as "meeting the 
basic needs of all and extending to all the opportunity to 
fulfill their aspirations for a better life." According to this 
broad definition, development focuses on fostering eco- 
nomic opportunity, equity, human rights, dignity, democ- 
racy, peace, and spiritual and emotional well-being.' 

Social workers will readily understand this concept, 
for it is what they strive to do everyday in their work with 
individuals, families, communities and organizations. In 

H Meeting basic human needs for food, clean water, 
shelter, health care and education. . Expanding economic opportunities for people, 
especially the poor, to increase their productivity and 
earning capacity in ways that are environmentally, 
economically and socially viable over the long-term. 
Protecting the environment by managing natural 
resources in ways that take into account the needs 
of current and future generations. 

1 Promoting democratic participation, especially by 
poor women and men, in economic and political 
decisions that affect their lives. 

I Encouraging adherence to internationally recognized 
human rights standards.' 

this series, however, we will be examining development from 
a national and international perspective. 

Beginning in the late 1980s, a new consensus emerged 
within the international development community about 
how to best achieve long-lasting, positive change within 
poor countries. The agreed-upon strategy, known as sus- 
tainable human development, is based on these underly- 
ing principles: 

Global North/Global South 
The term global North refers to the world's industrialized, 
wealthy countries, while the term global South refers to 
the world's poor nations. These terms are merely descrip- 
tive, as the split between rich and poor nations does not 
fall along strict geographic lines. 

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE 
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C O N T I N U E D  F R O M  P R E V I O U S  P A G E  

According to per capita gross national product figures 
from the World Bank, there are 24 high-income countries, 
with 15% of the world's people, including the United States, 
Switzerland and Japan. Sixty-three countries, containing 
29% of the population make up the middle-income cat- 
egory, which includes the Philippines, Romania, and Iran. 
The low-income sector, with a total of 45 countries and 
56% of the world's population, includes Guatemala, So- 
malia, and Banglade~h.~ 

Violence 
Violence may be broadly defined as an act or situation that 
harms the health and/or well being of oneself or others. 
Violence includes both direct attacks on a person's physical 
and psychological integrity, and destructive acts that do 
not involve a direct relationship between victims and rhe 
institution or person responsible for the harm.G 

One of the goals of this project is to expand the com- 
mon perception of violence to include such problems as 
racism, sexism, poverty, and hunger. These social ills grow 
out of institutions, governments, and economic structures 
that encourage the domination of certain groups of people 
over other groups, perpetuating unequal access to wealth 
and other resources. Inequities, which may be based on 
class, race, gender, or ethnicity, are often enforced through 
the use of violence by police forces, government troops or 
their proxies, foreign powers, and other forms ofsanctioned 

from several sources. Among them: social and economic 
systems (deprivation, lack of access, oppression); the state 
(repression, torture, police brutality or inaction); other states 
(colonization, war); other groups of people (civil war, eth- 
nic conflict, discrimination, hate crimes); and individuals 
or gangs (homicide, muggings). Violence may be directed 
against specific groups such as women (rape, domestic vio- 
lence, lack of access to better education or jobs); children 
(child abuse, neglect); and ethnic populations (genocide, 
hate crimes, discrimination), or against the self (suicide, 
substance abuse). 

Among the underlying principles of the Violence and 
Development Project is that long-term solutions to vioIence 
must include permanent changes in structural and institu- 
tional systems that give rise to deprivation and oppression 
and create a world of haves and have-nots. 
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Threats to personal security and social stability come 1 548-557. 

1 Acts by organized groups or mobs 
/ (hate crimes, looting, rioting)' 

Avoidable deprivations built I Harmful acts by organizations Interpersonal acts of violence 
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into the structure of society based 
on norms and traditions that 
subjugate one group in favor 

and institutions (oppression, against persons or property 
unequal treatment under the / (rape, murder, muggings) 
law, police brutality, torture) 

of another (poverty, hunger) 1 1 Official forms of violence (state Harmful acts against self 
/ repression, war and invasion) / (alcohol, drug abuse, suicide) 



Poverty, Violence, and 
Development: Making Connections 

"Poverty is violence-violence 
against people. Physical, mental, 
psychological, intellectual, emo- 

tional, social, legal, political, you- 
name-it violence. It is ugly and an- 

gry and everywhere."" -N. Lourie 
Poverty affects human health. 

Worldwide, threats to health security are 
typically greater for the poorest people, 
particularly children in rural areas. In the 
!global South, an estimated 17 million 
people die from infectious and parasitic 
diseases each year: most of these deaths 
are linked with poor nutrition and un- 
safe living conditions, including polluted 
water. l2 

Statistics on health care are also 
bleak. There is but one doctor for every 
7,000 people in the global South - ver- 
sus one doctor for every 400 people in 
the more prosperous global North. Yet, 

. - 

despite the fact that people in the global 
North are more likely to have access to 
health care than people elsewhere, 39 
million low-income Americans still did 
not have health insurance in 1992-up 
from 35 million in 1989.13 

Poverty impedes child development. 
According to the United Nations, in the 

global South: 
Thirteen million children under 
five die each year from easily pre- 
ventable diseases and malnutrition. 
An estimated 130 million children, 
almost two-thirds of them girls, 
lack access to primary education. 
An estimated 200 million young- 
sters are forced to work for their 
own or their families' survival, 
often under dangerous and 
exploitative conditions.'* 
Poverty takes its toll on children in 

the U.S. as well: 
"Across an astonishing range of 
outcomes-including premature 
death, stunted growth, physical im- 
pairment, injury, learning disabil- 
ity, low educational achievement, 
school failure, abuse and neglect, 

extreme behavioral problems, and 

delinquency - poor children fare 
worse than children who grow up 
in families that are able to meet 

their basic needs."I5 
-The Children: Defense Fund 

Poverty breeds shame, fear, and 
anger. Economic hardship contributes 
to parental stress and depression. "A 
Mother's Testimony", below, is one 
mother's account of the horrible effects 

of poverty. 
Poverty contributes to violence. Ju- 

venile crime and violence are highly cor- 
related with poverty and other factors 
related to underdevelopment including 
unemployment and inadequate educa- 
tion and social services.I7 The same holds 
true for adult crime and violence. "De- 
spite some findings to the contrary, a sig- 
nificant correlation has been shown to 
exist among societal inequality, discrimi- 
nation, and homicide. Among all groups 

in the U.S., regardless of race, homicide 

is found disproportionately among the 
lowest socioeconomic groups."" In 
Washington, D.C., for example, the 
poorest part of the city has a violent crime 
rate 13 times higher than the wealthiest 

part.'' 
Poverty and inequity set the stage for 

ethnic conflict as well. Contrary to wide- 
spread belief, violence does not spring 
naturally from ethnic differences: 

"Modern states ... create an eco- 
nomic barrier benveen mainstream 
populations-the rich and the edu- 
cated-and ethnic populations- 
the poor and the marginalized. The 
ensuing power struggles generate 
the sorts ofviolent civil conflict that 
many observers attribute to some 
sort of natural hostility. But (dif- 
ferent ethnic groups) are not pre- 
determined enemies, and when 
these peoples have adequate space 
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and autonomy, their basic capacity 
for respect and problem-solving will 
flourish."20 - E. Boulding 
Inadequate and ineffective develop- 

ment contributes topoverty. In the 1950s 
and 1960s, several nations in the global 
South implemented ambitious develop- 
ment programs using Western technol- 
ogy and aid. Due to poor planning, many 
of these programs only served to further 
marginalize struggling people. When 
mechanized farm technology, designed to 
increase crop yields, was introduced in 
Iran, for example, scores of laborers were 
no longer needed. They were forced to 
migrate to overcrowded cities in search 
of work, where they found little work or 
other ser~ices.~' 

Industry initiatives in poor countries 
that are motivated by profit alone, and 
that confer value on individuals only to 
the extent that they produce profit, 
merely exploit the very people who 
should benefit from them." Box 2 high- 
lights the negative effects of unjust de- 
velopment on two families, one in the 
U.S., the other in the global South. 

Summarizing the North/South Pov- 
erty Link. The global North and the glo- 
bal South are linked in several ways. For 
example: 

1. Keeping wages suppressed in the 

South causes companies to relocate jobs 
from high-wage countries like the U.S. 
to developing countries. The result: un- 
employment at home and exploitation 
of workers in the South. 

2. Poverty in the global South 
forces people to migrate to prosperous 
countries in search of jobs and other op- 

I n 1977, Wangari Maarhai went 
into her backyard in Kenya and 
planted seven small trees. '7 real- 

ized that when you talk about the 
problems, you tend to make people 
feel that there is nothing they can do. 
To break that cycle, one has to start 
with a positive step. Planting a tree is 
very simple - something positive that 
anybody can do." 

As a member of the National 
Council ofUVbmen ofKenya, Maathai 
enlisted some women farmers to plant 
more trees. In the beginning, Mobil 
Oil provided funding for tree nurser- 
ies. Now the funding comes from 
non-profit organizations and in the 
form ofsmall donations from women 
all over the world. The nurseries that 
supply the indigenous trees are iocated 

Two Families Strude with Poverty 

in rural areas where they provide jobs 
for local people who then train other 
local people how to grow and plant 
them. 

People not only get the benefit of 
the trees and earn a living, but they 
take responsibility for their environ- 
ment and themselves. The Green Belt 
Movement has also grown to include 
training for women in nutrition and 
family planning, as well as expanding 
its agenda to challenge oppressive so- 
cial institutions. 

Maathai says, "The Green Belt 
Movement is a movement to empower 
people, to raise their consciousness, to 
give them hope. It shows them that 
the power to change their environ- 
ment is within themselves, and within 
their own capa~ities."~~ 

portunities. Immigrants often face rac- 
ism and ethnic violence in their adopted 
countries, particularly when they settle 
in financially stretched communities. 
Many families are separated in the pro- 
cess of migrating, creating further isola- 
tion for newcomers. 

3. Countries desperate to pay off 
their debts pillage their natural resources 

R andy Conway is 44 years old 
and lives with his wife and 
three children in the small 

town of Mount Vernon, Missouri, 
Randy worked 20 years in a Zenith 
factory making televisions. Zenith had 
moved from the northern U.S. to Mis- 
souri in 1976, in search of workers 
willing to toil for lower wages and 
without the benefit of trade unions. 
By 1992, Randy was making $11 per 
hour, but Zenith moved 20,000 of its 
U.S. jobs to Mexico, including most 
of its jobs in Missouri. Randy Conway 

- - 
to gain new income, promoting global 
warming and water p~llution.'~ 

is now out of work. Zenith spokes- 
man John Taylor admits that "the 
wage structure in Mexico is a primary 
reason for our reIocation there." 

Angelica Hernandez has worked 
in Zenith5 Reynosa, Mexico factory 
since 1988, She works in a noisy plant 
with hazardous chemicals all around 
and takes home $35 far a 48-hour 
week. Angelica, her husband and their 
seven children live in a 12 by 18 foot, 
dirt-floor shack that has no electricity 
and no running water.23 

Alleviating Poverty through 
Sustainable Human Development 
Three interrelated strategies-reducing 
poverty, creating employment, and in- 
creasing social integration-are at the 
core of sustainable human development. 
These strategies are consistent with prin- 
ciples embodied in the Universal Decla- 
ration of Human Rights. 

The United Nations Development 
Program recommends that countries 
pursue the following measures to allevi- 
ate poverty: 
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Provide poor people with access to 
basic services, such as health care, 
housing, and clean water 
Invest in education, training, and 
skill development, especially for 
women 
Ensure equal access to land, 
agricultural resources, credit, and 
information 

Involve the poor in the design of 
poverty reduction strategies 
Create a market environment that 

facilitates new employment 
opportunities 
Guarantee basic legal rights for all 
Implement anti-discrimination 

measures and apply stiff penalties 
for violations 
Support grassroots organizations 
that provide citizens with direct 
participation in decision makingz6 
Communities mobilize to tackhpov- 

erty. Change is happening in local com- 
munities around the world as women's 
groups, peasant groups, religious orga- I 
nizations, consumer advocates, and en- 
vironmental protection societies work to 
break the poverty trap.27 

Box 1 describes how the actions of 
one individual can evolve into a commu- 
nity-wide development initiative that 
empowers people to reduce poverty. 

The role of nongovernmental orga- 
nizations (NGOs). Thousands of NGOs 
around the world are playing an impor- 
tant role in addressing poverty and re- 
lated problems through citizen empow- 
erment and international advocacy for 
the rights of the marginalized. Vital les- 
sons can be learned from NGO devel- 
opment approaches that encourage com- 
munities to take control of their h t ~ r e s . ~ '  
In Tanzania, for example, the Commu- 
nity Development Trust Fund (CDTF) 
helped members of a poor village to es- 
tablish their own health clinic, encour- 
aging residents' participation in all phases 
of the 

Grassroots economic alternatives. A 
new wave of grassroots organizarions in 
the global South and in the U.S. are re- 
defining economic development to in- 

CcPove~ty anywhere is a threat to 

prosperity everywhere.* 
- Human Development Report, 1993 

corporate principles of equity, democratic 
participation, and environmental 
su~ ta inab i l i t~ .~~  

Co-ops. In countries as diverse as 
Zimbabwe and Mexico, family farm- 
ers have formed cooperatives to pro- 
duce and market their products. In 
the mountains of Mexico's Guerro 
province, for example, campesinos 
have organized a regional alliance of 
co-ops to manage their coffee and 

honey exports.31 
Revolving credit. Most of the world's 
poor suffer from lack of access to 

credit. Many groups have been pool- 
ing and lending capital to the poor 
to enable them to start a small busi- 
ness or to improve farming prac- 
t i c e ~ . ~ ~  
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