The Different Faces of Poverty
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Amartya Sen, Indian Nobel Prize winner for Economic Sciences and Profes-
sor in Cambridge, introduces his book Development as Freedom with an
Upanisadic narrative from the 8th century BC. A married couple discuss
which would be the best way to become rich. They consider various strate-
gies. Then however the wife asks her husband, “In which way will property
and wealth get us closer to immortality?” Whereupon the husband answers,
“Property can help us to lead the life of rich people, but it will help us in
no way to attain immortality.” Then the wife answers, “But what am I to
do with it when it does not help me to reach immortality?”

By this introduction in a book that deals with strategies in fighting against
poverty, the author shows in a subtle way the limits of the Economic Sci-
ences and of a purely material approach, which are usually at first associ-
ated with the term poverty. This is not intended to relativize misery and
destitution, which material poverty causes all over the world. In the same
way, particularly also in interreligious dialogue, we should avoid a narrow
and purely economic approach.

At the beginning of his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle writes, “[...] and
wealth is evidently not the good we are seeking; for it is merely useful
and for the sake of something else.”? Fighting against material poverty as a
central goal is undisputed. But material goods are a means to reach other
goals. The life of humans is an entity in itself. In such an integral perspective,
poverty exists wherever human beings can satisfy neither their material,
nor their non-material fundamental needs and can therefore not develop
in freedom.

For living a fulfilled and happy life, human beings depend on certain
goods that are needed to attend to universal human wants.?

1 A. K. Sen, Development as Freedom. Oxford, 1999, pp. 13 .

2 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. Book 1. 1096 a9.

3 Theteleological ethics of Thomas Aquinas, which he took over from Aristotle, begins with
“natural inclinations” finclinationes naturales), which may be found with every human being,
and from which follows the ethical duty to develop them, cf. Summa theol. /11 q. 9 a. 94, 2.
On this topic we should also consult: W. Korff, “Zugénge zum Naturbegriff”, in: id., Wie kann
der Mensch gliicken. Perspektiven der Ethik (Serie Piper; 394). Miinchen, 1985, pp. 33-47. A
new interpretation of Aristotelian philosophy and ethics is presented by Martha Nussbaum,
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First, they depend on satisfying their fundamental material needs in order
to survive and — what is more — to lead a good and dignified human life.
They are food, clothes and shelter, but also basic health care in the case of
illness. Human beings depend on education and cultivation of the mind in
order to be able to understand the world, and they need adequate training
in order to be gainfully employed and to provide for themselves and their
family and thus to be able to make their contribution to social welfare.

Second, however, human beings depend on having rights in their po-
litical community and social recognition. To have no political rights, an
inferior legal status, or to suffer discrimination obviously is a serious form of
poverty. In order to develop, human beings need recognition and positive
perception of others. Life means giving and receiving in a social context.
According to modern understanding, social needs also include the pos-
sibility to participate in political and social life, which means to have rights
for political participation.

And: third, human beings live their lives in cultural structures, which give
to the individual a place where he/she feels at home, identity and moral
orientation. In general religions form the basis of these cultural structures
and their values. Moreover, man as a transcendental being holds the belief
in something to which it is worth dedicating himself and which therewith
ranks above material as well as non-material needs.

When there is a lack of the goods that are central for these three fields, life
cannot develop, it suffers damage and, depending on how serious the shortage
is, it can sink to a level that is below human dignity. This applies to material
as well as to social goods, cultural order and religion.? At the same time there
are manifold mutual influences between the different forms of poverty, which
mutually reinforce each other: in general social poverty also follows in the
wake of material and educational poverty. The former is, on the other hand,
frequently linked with cultural poverty or with a culture of poverty.®

In the following | would like to outline in brief the three kinds of poverty
in the present situation of the world.

social ethicist, cf. for instance M. Nussbaum, Sex & Social justice. New York, 1999. She begins
with human wants. The term is more appropriate than that of inclinations, since according to
our usage they also include negative inclinations, like for instance aggression.

4 Thus it is said in the Encyclical Populorum progressio of 1967: “The development we
speak of here cannot be restricted to economic growth alone. To be authentic, it must be well
rounded; it must foster the development of each man and of the whole man.” (no. 14).

5 (f. the classic sociological study of O. Lewis, La vida. A Puerto Rican Family in the
Culture of Poverty. London, 1967.
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h R GasrieL  With reference to the intervention of Msgr.
uman|§tlc Khodr, en the one hand | would like to stress the fact
foundation and . 4 b,
. that precisely from the perspective of our religions

specific religious ; g sl X

this humanistic foundation is of decisive significance,
approaches . a .

which we must net repudiate again; on the other
hand, the specific approach of each and every religion last but not least
with regard to the big preblem areas of poverty and injustice must always
be taken seriously. For that reason | would be interested in a reaction from
the Muslim side to the Biblical statements about poverty the way | have
mentioned them very briefly in my presentatien.
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