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of poverty

Through their own eyes

[ ]
. - How can we estimate poverty?
Shootback: Photos by children from the Nairobi slums
There are various ways of estimating poverty: monetary poverty is
expressed in (absolute or relative) economic terms; human poverty
relies on social indicators; social exclusion broadly implies margi-
nalization (involving political considerations).

Lana Wong, a photographer trained at both Harvard and London's Royal College of Art, got Ford Foundation and UNEP
support to give 30 one-dollar plastic cameras to 31 Mathare teenagers aged 12 to 17. The boys and girls, all players in
Africa’s largest youth football league, the Mathare Youth Sports Association (MYSA), had never held a camera. Each got
one roll of film a week, and on Saturday mornings the group critiqued their photographs with Wong. Their arresting, often

. ; LU : L . There are six billion people in the world: 2.9 billion of them live on less
heart-wrenching pictures are now on view in a travelling exhibition as well as in the book.

that two dollars a day and 1.2 billion live on less than one dollar a day.
In Egypt, 3.1 percent of the population survive on less than a dollar a
day, and 52.7 percent live on less than two dollars (1). How can you
compare a dollar’s worth of goods worldwide? And how can you estimate
poverty, with its broad economic, social and political dimensions?

Lana Wong, lanawong@yahoo.com

Shootback: Photos by Kids from the Nairobi Slums, Booth-Clibborn Editions, London, 1999.
available at www.harvardmagazine.com/on-line/110197.html

Captions for the pictures are by the children themselves.

Absolute monetary poverty indicators: Estimating poverty in terms of
purchasing power is one of the most common measures of poverty.
Thresholds, called poverty lines, are built on the pricing of a basket of
goods that would satisfy a person’s basic nutrition needs (1). These are
converted into purchasing power parity units* to secure international
comparability. A headcount poverty index can then be calculated, showing
the percentage of poor people in the total population. The much-
publicized headcount poverty index is then highly dependent on the level
of the poverty line (the higher the poverty line, the larger the number
of the poor).

Relative monetary poverty indicators: Absolute poverty measurements
give no indication as to the relative position of the poor. Not only are
the poor of the poorest countries generally poorer than those living in
richer countries, but their position in society also depends on income
distribution inequalities. Relative poverty indicators allow for interesting
international comparisons. For example, the average income in the
richest 20 countries is 37 times higher than that of the poorest 20; in
Brazil, the income of the poorest ten percent of the population is only
0.9 percent of the total national income, while the richest ten percent
get 47.6 percent. Relative monetary poverty indicators may help us
understand the subjective dimension of poverty: it may be less tolerable
to be poor when there is plenty of wealth on display at the top levels of
society than when there are no visible opportunities of upward mobility.

“A youth with a glue bottle. “They sniff glue so that they cannot feel
ashamed when they are begging for money”. Serah Waithera, 15.”

“Street boys searching in water for nails and waste metal.
Hassan Tom Kaseki, 16.”

Social indicators and human poverty: Monetary poverty indicators,
represented by income or consumption, do not express the true
dimensions of destitution. For example, less than one percent of children
do not reach their fifth birthday in rich countries, but in poorer countries
the number reaches 20 percent. The UNDP developed a multidi-
mensional poverty indicator, the Human development Index, to account
for social factors such as health, nutrition, life expectancy, access to
water, school attendance and literacy. Social indicators may be used as
complementary data to monetary poverty estimates, or they can form
an approach in their own right.

Poverty as a denial of human rights: Human poverty means that people
cannot lead a secure existence, make use of opportunities, have choices,
freedom, dignity and self-respect, or have access to resources needed
for a decent standard of living. In western industrialised countries social
exclusion, the cumulative dynamics (end result) of marginalisation,
means denial of human rights (citizenship rights). The human poverty

“A man intoxicated on chang'aa sleeps on trash. Chang'aa is a cheap,
sweet, illegal brew made in Mathare, dangerous because its ingredients
include contaminated water, mortuary preservatives and washing
detergents. “They know it is harmful to their body, but they ignore this
and drink it anyway. And that's why others sleep anywhere because they
can't move anymore”. James Njuguna, 15 and Maureen Atieno, 15.”

“When you wake up in the morning the important thing to do
first is to find out where are your shoes so that you can do the rest
of your work. Why shoes are useful: when you walk without them
your legs can get injured by anything dangerous like bones, thorns,
and many others. So | will suggest that shoes are the most useful
objects in our home”. Serah Waithera, 15.

A World Bank-funded Voices of
the Poor initiative surveyed more
than 60,000 poor men and
women from over 60 countries
to document how the poor des-
cribe their own experiences of
poverty and ways to deal with it.
These men and women were
asked to describe what poverty

Poverty is pain; it feels like a disease. It
attacks a person not only materially but
also morally. It eats away one’s dignity
and drives one into total despair.

A poor woman, Moldova (1)

Poverty is like heat; you cannot see it;
you can only feel it; so to know poverty
you have to go through it.

A poor man, Ghana (1)

Poverty means working for more than
18 hours a day, but still not earning
enough to feed myself, my husband and
two children.

A Woman, Cambodia (2)

IN THEIR OWN WORDS

is, the problems and priorities
they face, the institutions that
most affect their lives and chan-
ges in gender relations. The study
showed how the poor across the
world experience the psycholo-
gical trauma and impacts of
poverty.

Poverty is “like living in jail, living under
bondage, waiting to be free.”
A young woman, Jamaica (1)

The rich person is the one who says “I
am going to do it” and does it. The poor,
in contrast, do not fulfill their wishes or
develop their capacities.

A poor woman, Brazil (1)

Poverty makes us not believe in ourselves.
A young man, Jamaica (3)

It is low salaries and lack of jobs. It’s
also not having medicine, food, and clothes.

A discussion group, Brazil (4)

Je ne voulais pas de cette vie-1a,
ce n'est pas vraiment un choix
et nous la vivons seulement parce
que jusqu'a présent, toutes les
autres solutions ont été pires que
celle-ci. On sait bien qu'il n'y a
aucune issue, aucune chance
pour nous, on est pas idiots
mais on décide souvent

de l'oublier et de rire.

On prend le bon du pire

tant qu'on peut.

Amadou B§, 14 years old
“I'envers du jour, Poémes a
I'infect”, Editions Léo Sheer,
Paris, 2001.
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approach, seldom used in the developing world, allows for a better
analysis of the political dimension of poverty, conspicuously absent in
oversimplified monetary measurements.

Blandine Destremau
URBAMA, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique
destrema@club-internet.fr

* A Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) dollar estimates the cost required to buy the same amount
of goods in any country. The PPP then is below the value of a US dollar in countries where
the general price index is lower than that of the United States, and above it where the prices
are higher.

1. All data quoted taken from the World Bank World Development Report 2000/2001,
Washington DC, 2001.
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The United States Census Bureau sets the poverty thresholds according to money income before taxes, excluding capital
gains and noncash benefits, family size and number of children under 18 years old. These thresholds were developed
by the Social Security Administration (SSA) in 1964, then revised by interagency committees (1969, 1981). They are
adjusted each year using the annual average Consumer Price Index (CPI). For example, a single person under 65 years
old who earns less than US$ 9,214 in 2001 per year is considered living under the poverty line (www.census.gov).

Source: US Census Bureau, 2002.




