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i. Prefatory remarks 

Despite the centrality of poverty in our world, there is a noticeable absence of its account 

coming from the great names in the history of Western philosophy. I invite the reader just to 

compare this absence with the extensive treatment of the problem of human equality or inequality 

by modern political philosophers, such as Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. One might say that Adam 

Smith and Karl Marx made significant observations on issues surrounding poverty, which is true. 

But they did not provide a thorough account of poverty as such, focusing more on related though 

distinct notions like “necessaries” and “subsistence-wage” (Allen: 2013: 1). This despite the 

political and economic life of pre- and industrial Europe for centuries being animated by the 

concept of poverty.i It was only in this century that the topic of poverty began to be addressed 

more directly and thoroughly in philosophy.ii  

The recent focus within philosophical literature aims at discussing and making explicit the 

normative aspects involved in the way poverty is perceived and treated in our social and political 

lives. There, the most widely employed methodologies are the so-called “non-ideal theories of 

justice” (e.g., Wolff et al., 2015: 6-7) and critical theory (e.g., Schweiger, 2020b).iii Initially more 

restricted to the issue of global poverty and its relation to debates on global justice (e.g., Pogge, 

2008; Wisor, 2012), the last fifteen years have seen the rise of philosophical treatments of issues 

related to poverty at the national level. This literature has predominantly focused on poverty within 

the European context, so far at least.iv  

 
i The same absence of tackling poverty is found in modern towering of political philosophers like John Rawls. Amartya 
Sen is an exception, but I should note that besides being a philosopher, he is also an economist. 
ii To be sure, my focus here is on philosophical works about poverty written in English – regardless of the author’s 

native language. However, while I am omitting important and original contributions from non-Anglophone literature, 
such as those by the Spanish philosopher Adela Cortina (2017), it is worth noting that these works are also quite 
recent. 
iii It is true that some older works connect the issue of poverty with the problem of basal equality or what is called the 
“currency” of justice in political philosophy. Still, these works are not within the mainstream of the field. For further 

reading on this, see Wolff et al. (2015: 7-8; 35). I discuss this point in Section 1.2.1 and in note 6 in this thesis’ 

Conclusion. 
iv A non-exhaustive list is Hull (2007); Wolff and De-Shalit (2007); Springer’s collection Philosophy of Poverty; and 
The Routledge Handbook of Philosophy and Poverty (Schweiger & Sedmak, 2024). One must also acknowledge the 
precedence of Shaw (1988) in discussing the problem of the absolute or relative character of poverty that I will discuss 
in Section 3.1.1.b. 



 

 

However, there is a sparse but growing body of work that focuses on poverty in the Global 

South. Two notable contributions from Latin America warrant mention. The first is the pioneering 

work of the Mexican philosopher Paulette Dieterlen (2005), who discusses poverty with a distinct 

philosophical gaze. More important than this, Dieterlen applied what she calls an “ethical 

conception of poverty” to the analysis of a specific and important government policy to combat it 

in Mexico, the conditional cash transfer Progresa-Oportunidades-Prospera. The second 

contribution comes from the Brazilian philosopher Alessandro Pinzani and the Brazilian 

sociologist Walquiria Rego. They conducted a series of interviews with women that received 

conditional cash transfers from another famous policy, Brazil’s Programa Bolsa Família. Pinzani 

and Leão analyzed the impact of these transfers in the lives of these women in light of the 

capabilities approach, critical theory, and hermeneutics (Pinzani & Rego, 2019).v  

This thesis is indebted to this literature, sharing its focus on eminently normative and 

conceptual aspects of poverty. Nonetheless, it is in a sense somewhat peculiar: methodological 

issues related to the treatment of poverty by the social sciences are often relegated to the 

background by this literature. These issues are treated, so to speak, as exogenous elements within 

the philosophical analysis.vi This is why another influential element in this thesis is the recent 

discussions in philosophy over a specific scientific activity: scientific measurement.vii 

This work concludes a cycle of my intellectual training that has seen some changes in its 

path: from law to philosophy, and more recently, to the social sciences. An optimistic interpretation 

would suggest that such a crooked path reflects a long-standing fascination with the convergences 

and divergences between the epistemic and the normative world – my interest in poverty and its 

measurement reflecting this. This is why discovering Peter Townsend’s work on poverty was 

fortuitous, no doubt, especially since Townsend thought through these convergences and 

 
v Of course, we cannot ignore those social scientists who, since the early days of scientific investigations of the social 
world, already applied what might be called “philosophical tools” – understood here as conceptual and methodological 
reasoning, together with awareness of normative issues – to inform their studies around the description and explanation 
of poverty. Since early 20th Century sociology, for instance, we have had works like George Simmel’s The Poor 
(Simmel, 1965 [1907]), not to mention works of those like Seebohm Rowntree, about whom we will talk later. More 
recently, there have been treatments of poverty in the social sciences with strong methodological and normative 
awareness in welfare and development economics. To mention just a few, we have the likes of Paul Streeten, Anthony 
Atkinson, Oscar Altimir, and, in Brazil, of Celia Kerstenetzky, Flavio Comin, and Marcelo Medeiros. 
vi Important exceptions are the already mentioned work of Pinzani and Rego (2019); the excellent collection dedicated 
to issues of poverty research from the perspective of philosophy of science and epistemology by Beck et al. (2020); 
the work of Monique Deveaux (e.g., 2021); and the work of Katarina Pitasse Fragoso (e.g., Fragoso & Lemay, 2024). 
vii Some recent and reference works in the philosophy of measurement are Chang (2004); Reiss (2008); Boumans 
(2015); Bradburn et al. (2017); Alexandrova (2017); and Mari et al. (2021). 



 

 

divergences while developing his theory of poverty. Through this thesis, I hope to make a case for 

the fruitfulness of his quest for a non-arbitrary, or “scientific,” poverty line – something that critics 

have called “Townsend’s Holy Grail.” Holy or not, I think this is a grail to which it is worth 

applying the chisel.viii  

 

ii. A note on quotations  

This thesis is composed in American English. However, a significant portion of the 

quotations comes from texts written in British English, including works by Peter Townsend. To 

preserve the integrity of the quoted material, I have sacrificed consistency and retained its original 

British spelling.  
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It maybe worth reflecting, if indeed a little sadly, that 

possibly the ultimate test of the quality of a free, democratic 

and prosperous society is to be found in the standards of 

freedom, democracy and prosperity enjoyed by its most 

deprived members. 

Peter Townsend *

 
* Quote adapted from Townsend (1964: 438). 



 

 
 

 
 

 

Abstract 

The development of the science of poverty has largely been driven by the need to define more 
precisely what poverty is, as well as to provide theoretical and empirical criteria for identifying 
those who suffer from it. This thesis focuses on a notable response to these and related questions: 
the conception and measure of poverty by the British sociologist Peter Townsend. Townsend 
defines poverty as relative deprivation caused by lack of resources. This conception, along with 
his corresponding cut-off measure, constitutes some of the key components of his theory of 
poverty. The theory aims to answer what poverty is, its causes, and how it can be eradicated, and 
is detailed in Poverty in the United Kingdom: A Survey of Household Resources and Standards of 
Living (1979), his magnum opus. The primary aim of this thesis is to interpret the theory from 
Townsend’s adherence to the value-free ideal. He pursued this ideal in response to what he 
perceived as the pervasive and deleterious influence of moral and political values on measures, 
theories, and policies on poverty throughout its scientific and political history. I argue that to be 
free from such influence, Townsend aimed to be as guided by epistemic values as possible, which 
resulted in a systematic theory of poverty. 

The thesis is structured as follows: In Chapter 1, I situate Townsend’s conception and measurement 

of poverty within the context of both the recent history of scientific poverty lines and the most 
important approaches to measuring the phenomenon. Chapter 2 discusses the systematic nature of 
the theory, including its role as a middle-range theory that bridges broad-range theories with 
empirical data. This connection is achieved through several elements: a conception of poverty; 
hypotheses and anthropological observations related to the elements of the conception; measures 
to test these hypotheses; an explanation of poverty; and reports on how the research was conducted. 
Furthermore, Townsend’s theory aligns with Bradburn et al.’s (2017) measurement theory, which 

asserts that a good measure must include a conception of the relevant phenomenon, a 
representation, and procedures to gather the relevant data. Additionally, all three components must 
be supported by arguments showing that they fit together properly. 

In the remaining chapters, I present and discuss the main elements of the theory: his conception of 
poverty as relative deprivation caused by lack of resources, along with the related hypotheses and 
observations (Chapter 3); the representations of this conception and the procedures for data 
collection, processing, as well as ensuring their reliability (Chapter 4); and the explanation of 
poverty (Chapter 5). I conclude by presenting what Townsend considered the “policy 

prescriptions” of his theory. Despite its potential shortcomings, I also argue that Townsend’s 

theory fulfills an important epistemic value: fruitfulness. 

Keywords: poverty measurement; theory of poverty; value-free ideal; systematicity; Peter 
Townsend.  



 

 
 

 
 

 

Resumo 

O desenvolvimento da ciência da pobreza foi, em grande parte, impulsionado pela necessidade de 
definir com mais precisão o que é pobreza, bem como de fornecer critérios teóricos e empíricos 
para identificar aqueles que dela sofrem. Esta dissertação se concentra em uma resposta notável a 
essas e outras questões fundamentais: a concepção e a medida de pobreza do sociólogo britânico 
Peter Townsend. Townsend define a pobreza como privação relativa causada pela falta de recursos. 
Essa concepção, juntamente com sua “medida de corte” correspondente, constitui alguns dos 

principais componentes de sua teoria da pobreza. A teoria procura responder o que a pobreza é, 
suas causas, e como ela pode ser erradicada, e é detalhada em sua obra magna, Poverty in the 
United Kingdom: A Survey of Household Resources and Standards of Living (1979). O principal 
objetivo desta dissertação é interpretar a teoria a partir da adesão de Townsend ao ideal de 
liberdade de valores. Sua busca por esse ideal foi motivada pelo que considerava ser uma influência 
generalizada e deletéria dos valores morais e políticos nas medidas, teorias e políticas sobre a 
pobreza ao longo da história científica e política do fenômeno. Argumento que para se livrar dessa 
influência, Townsend buscou ser o mais guiado possível por valores epistêmicos, o que se traduziu 
no desenvolvimento de uma teoria sistemática da pobreza.  

Esta é a estrutura da dissertação: No Capítulo 1, situo a concepção e a mensuração da pobreza de 
Townsend no contexto tanto da história recente das linhas de pobreza científicas quanto das mais 
importantes abordagens para sua mensuração. O Capítulo 2 discute a natureza sistemática da 
teoria, incluindo seu papel como uma teoria de médio alcance que funciona como ponte entre 
teorias de escopo amplo e dados empíricos. Essa conexão é alcançada por meio de vários 
elementos: uma concepção de pobreza; hipóteses e observações antropológicas relacionadas aos 
elementos constitutivos da concepção; medidas para testar essas hipóteses; uma explicação da 
pobreza; e relatos sobre como a pesquisa foi conduzida. Além disso, a teoria de Townsend se alinha 
a teoria de mensuração de Bradburn et al. (2017), segundo a qual uma boa medida deve ter uma 
concepção do fenômeno em questão, uma representação, e procedimentos para coleta dos dados 
relevantes. Acrescentando-se a isso, devem ser fornecidos argumentos que mostram que esses três 
componentes estão numa relação adequada.  

Nos capítulos restantes, apresento e discuto os principais elementos da teoria: sua concepção de 
pobreza como privação relativa causada pela falta de recursos, junto das hipóteses e observações 
relacionadas (Capítulo 3); as representações dessa concepção e os procedimentos de coleta e 
processamento de dados, bem como a garantia de sua confiabilidade (Capítulo 4); e a explicação 
da pobreza (Capítulo 5). Concluo apresentando o que Townsend considerava as “prescrições para 

políticas públicas” de sua teoria. Apesar de suas possíveis deficiências, também argumento que a 
teoria de Townsend atende a um importante valor epistêmico: ela é frutífera. 

Palavras-chave: mensuração da pobreza; teoria da pobreza; ideal de liberdade de valores; 
sistematicidade; privação relativa; Peter Townsend.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Esmeralda was on her feet and crying. I looked around their sparsely furnished shack. The 

only things in abundance were the skinny and barefoot children. I saw that the stove was 

unlit. I thought, In a house with many children, by this time the beans should be cooking. 

The children looked sad. Where there is nothing to eat people can’t be happy. The poor are 

the students of a teacher named hunger. I looked at Esmeralda, whose back was turned. 

She prayed, the strangest prayer I have ever heard. It went this way: 

“My Lord Jesus: I am so poor that I have no resource. I am with pains of labor and pain in 

my heart because I have nothing in my house to feed my children. I can’t call the midwife 

because I have no money to pay her. Only you can help me, Lord Jesus.” 

  

[⁘] With his slow gait, I thought, he doesn’t seem to have been born in nightclubs. Those 

nooks and crannies don’t fascinate him. The sad voice of the ticket seller attracted him. He 

stopped there contemplating that human being inside rags. I thought: he must belong to the 

union of the misfortunates. 

Life for a poor man weighs as if it were a hundred thousand tons of lead in his back. The 

voice of the needy is so sad. And he kept begging: 

– Buy madam! Buy a little piece madam! 

They would come out impetuous, as if they were the descendants of Mary Estuart, or Marie 

Antoinette. 

Carolina Maria de Jesus*

 

We know very well what people like Esmeralda, her children, and the sad man suffer from. 

Esmeralda, along with the person who documents her predicament, the Brazilian writer Carolina 

Maria de Jesus, uses a specific term to describe this condition – and there is no doubt that they 

apply it correctly. Why engage in discussions about identifying poverty, as this thesis does? Is not 

the real issue the fact that we have no shortage of cases like these? After all, do we not already 

know that there are in the hundreds of millions, perhaps billions of Esmeraldas around the planet? 

Would it not make more sense, and be more urgent, to investigate how poverty can be mitigated, 

perhaps eliminated, and thereby free so many people from the suffering it imposes? In my defense, 

 
* The first excerpt by Carolina Maria de Jesus is a translation by Arrington Jr. and Levine, with minor adaptations of 
mine (de Jesus, 1997 [1961]). The second excerpt is my own translation from the original Portuguese (de Jesus, 2021 
[1961]). All translations of non-English texts in this thesis are my responsibility. 
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I am not alone: it is common for questions like these, along with their corresponding apologies, to 

either open or close many works dedicated to questions about what poverty is, how to measure it, 

and how to identify who suffers from it.1  

In truth, if there are plenty of cases like Esmeralda’s – where there is no doubt that we are 

talking about a person in poverty – we also have many situations like Anne’s, as described by the 

British sociologist Paul Spicker: 

Imagine Anne, a single parent with two children, living in Britain. She separated from her 

partner three years ago, and has had no contact with him since. She lives mainly on social 

assistance benefits, though her income is dependent on a range of other social provisions 

such as tax credits, Child Benefit and Housing Benefit. Anne lives in public housing, a 

tenement block built in the 1950s. The apartment is spartan; it has three bedrooms, kitchen 

and bathroom, and although the property is in good repair it tends to be damp in winter 

because she cannot afford the heating. She shops for food once a week at the local 

supermarket. She cannot afford to go out for meals or drinks, and she does not go out very 

much. She generally stays at home and watches television. Anne tries to manage, but the 

amount of money available on benefit is very small, and she often finds herself with no 

money at the end of a fortnight. 

Is Anne poor? (Spicker, 2007: iv) 

 There is little doubt that Anne’s situation is less dramatic than those described by Maria de 

Jesus. It is possible that many of the same people in Brazil who do not hesitate to call Esmeralda 

poor, think that Anne does not deserve to be called so. It is true that in Brazil, Spicker’s question 

has a somewhat speculative character. But in rich European countries, such as Germany and the 

United Kingdom (UK), it actually has animated and still animates public, political, and academic 

debate about poverty. It is also true that the number of people in conditions like Esmeralda’s has 

grown in recent years, even in these richer countries. But the question remains: does it make sense 

to include in the list of people in poverty the large contingent of citizens like Anne? These citizens, 

while not in such misery as Esmeralda, still spend their lives amidst various deprivations, 

especially when compared to their more fortunate compatriots. Poverty may be a serious social 

and political problem, even in high-income countries. In fact, whether people like Anne are poor 

 
1 Instances of similar apologies at the beginning of works are Sen (1981: vii); Grusky and Weeden (2013: 20); 
Atkinson (2019); and Schweiger (2020a: 173). 
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is only one of several questions around the meaning of poverty that occupy political and academic 

debates.  

It could be argued, nonetheless, that this discussion is unimportant for developing countries 

like Brazil, where the number of Esmeraldas is so big that there would be no reason to waste time 

on terminological or conceptual issues of this kind. But some statistics show that this might not be 

the case. A study by World Bank economists Shaohua Chen and Martin Ravallion (2013), shows 

that according to a measure of such extreme poverty like Esmeralda’s predicament, the number of 

people in poverty in developing countries decreased from 1990 to 2008. However, according to 

another measure designed to measure the number of people sharing Anne’s predicament, the 

number of people in poverty in the same developing countries increased in the period from 1981 

to 2008.2 What is the rationale behind different measures that produce different such results about 

the same population?  

The development of the science of poverty to a large extent aimed to clarify these disparate 

views by trying to define more precisely what poverty is, and also to provide theoretical and 

empirical criteria to identify who is in poverty. Defining and identifying are not only crucial for 

tracking the extent and evolution of poverty within a population. They are also essential for finding 

the causes of poverty, predicting its trends, and designing interventions to fight it. The scientific 

study of poverty also aims to provide governments with the tools to identify beneficiaries of public 

policies to help people in poverty; in fact, this was the goal that mainly spurred the development 

of this science. The products of this scientific research are also key tools for social mobilization 

demanding a societal and governmental response to this phenomenon. Whether we are explaining, 

predicting, intervening, selecting beneficiaries, or mobilizing action against poverty – describing 

poverty is fundamental for all these activities.  

This thesis focuses on a notable answer given to these and other fundamental questions 

that any scientific description of poverty must deal with. I am referring to the conception and 

measure of poverty by the British sociologist Peter Townsend – respectively, poverty as relative 

deprivation caused by lack of resources and his cut-off measure. Each of which constitute the main 

 
2 Chen and Ravallion (2013) show a decrease in absolute poverty, that is, poverty according to the International 
Poverty Line, and an increase in poverty according to a measure of relative poverty developed by the authors. The 
notions of absolute and relative poverty will be presented and discussed below (Section 3.1.1.b). 
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products of Townsend’s theory about what poverty is, what are its causes, and how it can be 

eliminated. 

 

i. Crucial choices 

To place these issues into a broader conceptual landscape, let me begin by first asking what 

poverty is. It is almost a consensus in the scientific literature that poverty is deprivation. But not 

any kind of deprivation. For instance, I may be deprived of the talent to play football (as in fact, I 

am), but this should not be taken as a reason to consider that I am in poverty. Take Esmeralda and 

the poor man as presented by Maria de Jesus. They are in poverty for sure. But what is the thing 

they are deprived of that puts them in poverty? What kind of object their deprivation is? One might 

claim they are deprived of objects as different as food, deprived of economic resources, of happy 

feelings, of the satisfaction of their most basic needs, of the typical customs or services of their 

community3 – and thereby deprived of the mere possibility of enjoying fundamental human 

achievements or rights. Then, a science of poverty must precisify what kind of deprivation 

constitutes poverty; or to put it differently, must determine poverty’s space of deprivation.  

A pivotal question in the scientific study of poverty concerns what this space of deprivation 

is. This question is related to another one, about the concept of poverty. Like other concepts that 

are the object of the social sciences, the concept of poverty is already present in ordinary discourse. 

And like other concepts that are the object of the social sciences, it alludes and refers to different 

and often contradictory notions and things in the world. An important step in any scientific 

endeavor consists in turning these unsystematic concepts more precise and unambiguous. This 

involves providing a conception of the concept of poverty. A conception of poverty is crucial in 

any description-related activity in poverty research, especially those related to quantitative 

questions like measuring its extent and depth. 

Different conceptions of poverty animate different measures of poverty. Measures are 

representational devices that allow us to answer in quantitative terms the description-related 

 
3 Esmeralda is deprived of midwifery, a transcultural customary practice since immemorial times. Think about 
indigenous midwives in Brazil’s Amazon (Patriani, 2022) and their role, akin to the midwives mentioned in Exodus 

1:20-21 (Bible’s New International Version): “So God was kind to the midwives and the people increased and became 

even more numerous. And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families of their own.” 
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questions we have just mentioned. Designing a measure of poverty, as well as developing or 

adopting a conception of it, involves a set of choices (Sen, 1980b). Some of these choices can lead 

to the identification of different individuals as being in poverty or, as Chen and Ravallion 

discovered about developing countries since the 1980s, can alter our conclusions about poverty 

dynamics across entire populations. 

The discipline of economics provides broadly accepted conceptions and measures of 

poverty. There, poverty is often conceptualized as well-being (or “welfare,” which I consider 

synonymous here) deprivation, that is, well-being is poverty’s space of deprivation. In turn, it is 

often believed that a person’s economic resources are a good track of her well-being. This means 

that poverty is measured through an indicator of someone’s well-being, and typical indicators are 

someone’s income or consumption. The space of deprivation and its indicator are the two elements 

that constitute an approach in poverty measurement. We can interpret the development of the 

scientific literature on poverty as the advancement of different approaches for measuring it. Some 

of the main approaches for measuring poverty developed since the early 20th Century include: 

economic resources (or simply monetary) deprivation; subsistence deprivation; basic needs 

deprivation; relative deprivation; basic capabilities deprivation; or human rights deprivation.  

Suppose that we take poverty to be well-being deprivation and income as its most adequate 

indicator. Is this enough to answer the description-related questions that interest us? People like 

Esmeralda and the sad poor man certainly have so little income that they may be unanimously 

taken to be in poverty. But if we want to ascertain how many people across a country like Brazil 

live similarly, we need more. After all, we cannot visit every household or interview every person 

in the streets to check their living conditions. But even if we were able to do so, not all cases will 

be of such “obvious want and squalor.”4 We will probably find fewer clear-cut cases, and this will 

ask for more precise criteria. This is why we may need to set the level of income below which 

people are in poverty and above which they are not. Doing so translates into determining where to 

draw the poverty line.  

 
4 I am referring to the less rigorous criteria used in Seebohm Rowntree’s pioneering survey of poverty in York. I will 

present Rowntree soon. His approach to poverty measurement will be discussed in Section 1.3.2. 
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A notable poverty line is the World Bank’s International Poverty Line (IPL). In rough 

terms, it identifies as in poverty those people living with or less than US$ 2.15 a day.5 For those 

who believe that the IPL is a good indicator of poverty, a detailed inquiry into every single aspect 

of individuals’ or families’ lives is not necessary. It is sufficient to gather their income, which 

fortunately is information widely available through household surveys conducted worldwide. 

Then, for those people that fall below that line, we could infer that they have at least a common 

feature: they are all deprived of well-being in a manner that is characteristic of poverty. 

But how should we arrive at such a line? A common practice involves adopting the 

maximum income threshold beyond which individuals are ineligible for social benefits, such as 

cash transfers and other social security schemes provided by governments or official bodies. This 

was the case of the IPL and of those poverty lines in Brazil and the UK which are called 

“administrative” measures of poverty.6 Adopting administrative measures is popular but also 

criticized as an arbitrary procedure. After all, how were these administrative lines set in the first 

place? What is the guarantee that they were not the result of a prejudiced or limited view about the 

living conditions of deprived people, instead of a comprehensive observation of their real needs?  

So far, I have presented three pivotal choices one faces when measuring poverty: its space 

of deprivation, indicator, and where to draw the line. There is nevertheless a more abstract, higher-

level – and for that matter fundamental – choice we face when developing a conception or measure 

of poverty. It regards the choice over what should guide these and other crucial choices. In the 

literature of philosophy of science, this guidance is often translated into determining what values 

should orient our choices. Values like testability, explanatory power, predictive accuracy, scope 

(or comprehensiveness), unification, or simplicity – all are abstract guidelines for which measures, 

hypotheses, theories, or even conceptions a scientist should develop or choose. I am assuming in 

this thesis the uncontroversial claim that these kinds of values do not undermine the authority of 

 
5 Important features of the IPL will not be of my concern in this thesis. For instance, the IPL determines as poor those 
whose income is below US$ 2,15 a day in purchasing power parity (PPP). PPP is a widely employed (and criticized) 
tool to compare different purchasing power of different countries’ currencies. For an in-depth discussion of its 
rationale and the critiques it receives, see Atkinson (2019: chs. 3 and 5).  
6 Originally established at US$ 1 a day in 1991 and based on official poverty measures from 33 countries, the IPL has 
since been revised to $1.25 (2005 PPP) after an analysis of 74 national poverty lines. Adjusted to $1.90 according to 
the 2011 PPP, its latest update was in 2022: $2.15 based on the 2017 PPP (Ferreira et al., 2016). 
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science.7 Such values are taken as stemming from a common understanding of what science is. Or, 

in other words, these values are taken to be epistemic goals for scientific enterprises like 

conceptualizing poverty, designing its measure, or looking for its explanation. As such they are 

called “epistemic values.” For instance, suppose we need to choose the point on a society’s income 

scale at which to draw the poverty line. We can pick the point that offers greater explanatory power 

by, for instance, linking poverty with other social phenomena, like unemployment, low education, 

or bad health. In turn, comprehensiveness would lead us to consider a poverty line that is 

determined by not only income but other kinds of economic resources that also influence people’s 

deprivation, like their assets or the public services they have access to. We may also seek 

unification by selecting a level that allows us to relate the features of people in poverty with 

broader themes in social stratification, like occupational status, class structure, or differences in 

styles of living. 

The landscape of values is also made up of values of another stripe. Take moral or political 

values like equality of opportunity, freedom, or meritocracy; cultural and social values like work 

ethic, self-sufficiency, or solidarity; personal or aesthetic values like frugality, prodigality, or 

authenticity. In the words of the philosopher Helen Longino, these values reflect personal, social, 

or cultural values of individuals and groups about what ought to be or about, among those things 

that exist, what is best or good (Longino, 1990: 4). As these values pertain to the social and cultural 

environment, or context, in which science is done, they may also influence important choices a 

scientist makes, consciously or not, explicitly or not. This is why Longino and others contrast them 

with epistemic values, calling them “contextual values.”8  

Indeed, some of the same scientists and philosophers of science who advocate for the 

appropriateness of epistemic values, also claim that science can or should be pursued without the 

 
7 Controversy exists regarding which of these and other epistemic values should be prioritized and how to balance 
two or more important but prima facie competing values. For instance, prioritizing simplicity may come at the expense 
of less comprehensiveness, and vice-versa. 
8 Three notes about calling them “contextual.” First, with “contextual” I am not suggesting that I submit to 

contextualism in metaethics (that is, the view that which value is adequate is given by its specific context of 
application). Second, I could have followed the literature and called them “noncognitive” or “non-epistemic” values 

(e.g., Longino, 1990; Lacey, 1999; Anderson, 2004; Reiss & Sprenger, 2020). However, both options could also 
suggest compromise with disputed metaethical views about the nature of values. In the former case, it suggests 
ascribing to non-cognitivism (the view that such values are not “cognitive,” whatever this would mean); in the latter, 

to the view that these values could not be the object of rational discussion. Here, I suspend judgment on these issues. 
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influence of contextual values. The value-free ideal concerns the claim that contrary to epistemic 

values, contextual values are obstacles for good scientific judgment and as such should be avoided 

in scientific research. Contextual values are taken as sources of bias, misperception, or as simply 

irrelevant for making important choices like choosing between alternative theories or conceptions 

about a given phenomenon. When writing “values” simpliciter, I shall be referring to contextual 

values only. 

One of the main arguments given in favor of value-freedom is the thesis that facts and 

values are fundamentally distinct. Many have argued that there is a dichotomy separating the two. 

One of the consequences of this dichotomy would be that we cannot derive a judgment of value 

from a judgment of fact. In the social sciences, the value-free ideal has occupied social scientists 

at least since Max Weber (1946 [1917]). Weber offered a notable version of this argument for 

value-freedom. Roughly, he argued that representing the world in a value-free manner is an 

important feature of modern science and one of the manifestations of his “disenchantment of the 

world” thesis (Weber, 1946 [1917]: 155). It is true that contextual values influence what topic a 

social scientist will choose to investigate, Weber claims; but once chosen the scientist should avoid 

the influence of these values in her activity of understanding this topic (Weber, 1946 [1917]: 146-

147). This, he argues, is the only way to ensure the objective nature of the scientific enterprise, 

against which we could rationally judge those subjective beliefs and feelings of individuals, 

groups, or of whole societies. Weber’s notable distinction between the social role of the scientist 

and that of the politician is related to this. While the former could contribute to the activities of the 

latter by providing politicians with an understanding of the means to achieve a given political end, 

Weber also argues that scientific facts often contradict political opinions and cannot base the 

worthiness of the ends themselves. 

More recently, some philosophers of science have criticized the value-free ideal deploying 

a variety of arguments. Among them, Hillary Putnam (2002) has famously argued for the 

inevitability of contextual values in the practice of social sciences. Putnam argued that scientific 

concepts are one of the main loci of the influence of values in science (Putnam, 2002). He argued 

that pivotal concepts in disciplines like economics or history necessarily mix the descriptive and 

the normative, whereby normative here I mean influenced by contextual values. These concepts 

are called “thick concepts.” 
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The fact and value distinction and the notion of thick concepts are among the most 

important topics in modern metaethics. For better or worse, both matters had achieved a level of 

sophistication in this subdiscipline that makes their application in philosophy of science far from 

trivial. But for the purposes of this thesis, it is enough to have in mind the definition of Elizabeth 

Anderson (2002: 504-505) and take as thick those concepts: whose application is (a) guided by 

empirical facts and (b) guided by evaluative choices (that is, choices that involve contextual 

values); and whose application (c) entails prescriptions (that is, imperatives to action). 

It is also true that the last decades have seen an emerging consensus among philosophers 

of science that argued against value-freedom by claiming that contextual values not only de facto 

influence the products of science; but also putting forward arguments why they should do so 

(Reiss, 2021: 229). One of the ways in which this is done is by claiming for the presence of thick 

concepts in a variety of disciplines. Given that these concepts play pivotal roles in the theories, 

models, and measures, all of these theories would also be influenced by values (Alexandrova & 

Fabian, 2022).9 Finally, some like Longino and Anna Alexandrova oppose Weber and argue that 

the influence of contextual values does not necessarily preclude science and its products from 

being objective (Longino, 1990; Alexandrova, 2017: ch. 4).10 

These are contested notions and contested issues. More important is how do they all relate 

with the concept and measurement of poverty. Well, if contrasted with the other debates over 

whether a given concept is thick, the scientific measurement of poverty is a peculiar one. In fact, 

that poverty is a thick concept is the default position in the literature. Hence, the burden of proof 

here lies not on the critics but on the enthusiasts of the value-free ideal. In practice, this means that 

for the most part, economists and sociologists of different dispositions assume that contextual 

values in fact do or should guide some of the most important choices in poverty measurement.11 

 
9 For a good introduction to value-freedom in science, see Kincaid et al. (2007). Among the earliest modern 
discussions of thick concepts in philosophy is found in Williams (1985), and a good introduction to this topic is Kirchin 
(2013). But to grasp the complexity of the metaethical debate, I suggest the reader look at Väyrynen (2013). An 
original application of this discussion in the social sciences is found in Abend (2019). Examples of concepts in the 
sciences that philosophers argue are thick include: “divorce” (Anderson: 2004); “rape” (Dupré, 2007); “well-being” 

(Alexandrova, 2017); “addiction” (Djordojevic & Herfeld, 2021); and “inflation” (Reiss, 2021). The latter three works 

also explore the implications that this “thickness” holds for the activity of measurement. 
10 We will see below (note 14 in Chapter 3) that Amartya Sen (1980b; 1981) also claims that science’s objectivity is 

not necessarily undermined by contextual values. 
11 Philosophers of science like Reiss (2017: 7), Alexandrova (2017: 164), and Cartwright (2020a: 279) take poverty 
to be a thick concept. More representatively, an array of researchers of poverty are at peace that poverty is a thick 
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For instance, many researchers view the choices of the approach and the poverty line as involving 

normative judgments. However, both philosophers of science and social scientists often fall short 

of providing arguments in favor of the adequacy of contextual values in poverty measurement. 

There is also a lack of debate on how contextual values can be compatible with epistemic values 

in poverty research.  

Peter Townsend is an exception in this regard, as he thought through how contextual values 

in poverty research could affect its objectivity. While he did not deploy these terms, Townsend 

explicitly advocated for prioritizing epistemic values over contextual values in the science of 

poverty. Indeed, this preference is closely linked to his understanding of objectivity and his pursuit 

of an objective measure and theory of poverty. Let us see how. 

 

ii. From social science to policy: Townsend and the value-free ideal 

This thesis focuses on the approach in poverty measurement developed by Peter Townsend 

(1928-2009). Let us situate Townsend’s approach within the tradition to which he belongs, that is, 

the tradition of empiricist British research on poverty and the living conditions of people. 

Beginning at the end of the 18th century, this tradition developed the first social surveys research 

(hereinafter, survey) with the explicit goals of establishing the actual social conditions of the 

people and making the state of these conditions circulate in the public arena. In this way, 

researchers aimed to achieve another goal: promoting a range of social reforms, including the 

adoption of universal health systems and specific improvements in housing and labor legislation. 

In a moment, we shall see that Townsend was part of a faction of this movement that aimed at 

progressive yet profound transformations, with the ultimate goal of supplanting capitalism with 

socialism. Before, let me refer to a turning point of this empiricist tradition: Seebohm Rowntree’s 

research on poverty in the city of York at the start of the 20th century.  

Rowntree aimed to resolve the public controversies at that time over the real extent of 

poverty. For this, he developed a new conception of poverty: the lack of minimum resources 

necessary to maintain subsistence, that is, minimum physical efficiency. He also settled this 

minimum by searching for a minimum caloric intake necessary for physical efficiency based on 

 
concept. This is the case of Orshansky (1969: 37); Spicker (2006); Alkire et al. (2015: ch. 6); Ravallion (2016: 125); 
Atkinson (2019: ch. 10); Lister (2021: fig. 0.2); and Medeiros (2023: 9-11; 51-53; 133-139). 
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nutritional studies from the late 19th century. He then determined a minimum budget necessary to 

buy the cheapest foods with the necessary calories. Later in the 1930s, Rowntree conducted a new 

study in York and began to adopt a new measure of poverty. In addition to caloric needs, this 

measure also included enough income to also cover “minimum, yet conventional” items, such as 

food, housing, and social expenses (like newspapers, radios, beer, and gifts for family members).  

It is natural to ask two things: what is the criterion for selecting these foods and the 

“minimum but conventional” items? What forms the basis for favoring nutritional studies to 

determine the minimum level of food intake? The first problem is called the “selection of items.” 

The second problem of delegating to nutritionists the task of setting the threshold is a manifestation 

of another important question, namely, how we should establish what is called a “minimum 

threshold.” This threshold is often interpreted as the point at which we should draw the poverty 

line. Rowntree’s poverty line of the 1930s inspired the development of significant administrative 

poverty lines, such as the Official Poverty Line of the United States (US), and the official criteria 

for combating poverty in what would later become the British post-war Welfare State, the 

Supplementary Benefit. Indeed, Townsend’s relative deprivation approach was consciously 

developed as an alternative to Rowntree’s subsistence approach. But allow me a brief detour to 

consider Peter Townsend, the person.  

Townsend was a prominent professor of sociology and social policy at the London School 

of Economics and Political Science (LSE), Emeritus Professor at the University of Bristol, and a 

co-founder of the University of Essex.12 His research spanned the features and causes of poverty, 

health inequalities, as well as contributions to disciplines like gerontology and social policy.13 An 

active political advocate, Townsend was involved in the Labour Party’s socialist faction and 

 
12 The LSE (n.d.) regards Townsend, together with Richard Titmuss and Abel-Smith, as one of the three pioneering 
figures of the institution who made significant contributions to research and policy on the elderly, healthcare, law, 
poverty, and welfare in the 20th century. We will talk more about Abel-Smith later. On Titmuss, see note 17 in Chapter 
2 and note 3 in Chapter 3. The LSE has also commissioned Chris Renwick to write a biography of Townsend (LSE, 
n.d.). 
13 For the complete list of publications by Peter Townsend, refer to the bibliography hosted online by the University 
of Bristol (n.d.). A compilation of passages from some of his main texts is found in The Peter Townsend Reader, 
edited by Walker et al. (2011). Short bios of his personal and academic life were written by Peter Glennerster for The 
British Academy (Glennerster, 2011) and by Sinfield et al. (2011: ch. 1). Renwick (2023) provides an account of the 
initial phase of Townsend’s research, highlighting the significant – but unrecognized – influence and contribution of 
his then-wife, Ruth Townsend, on his work. His obituaries in The Guardian (2009) and The Independent (2009) are 
also worth reading. 



Introduction 
32 

 
 

 
 

 

played a key role in establishing advocacy charities such as the Child Poverty Action Group 

(CPAG) and the Disability Alliance. He inspired and influenced an array of social scientists, like 

the British economist Anthony Barnes Atkinson, who pursued the study of economics because of 

Townsend’s work (Atkinson, 2019: 1). The Mexican economist Julio Boltvinik even hailed 

Townsend as “the most important poverty researcher ever known” for combining an innovative 

conception and measure of poverty, with the design and conduction of surveys and empirical 

analysis (Boltvinik, 2011: 23; 23n1). 

Townsend was a member and once president (1965-1966) of the Fabian Society. Founded 

in 1884, the Society included notable members such as Beatrice and Sidney Webb, founders of the 

LSE and it played a significant role in shaping the post-war British welfare state. Townsend’s 

membership reflected the core mission of the Fabians: to promote the principles of social 

democracy and democratic socialism through gradualist and reformist efforts – for which the 

products of social science were considered essential. 

His research significantly contributed to the “rediscovery” of poverty in Europe during the 

1960s, challenging the widely accepted notion that economic growth and post-war welfare policies 

had nearly eradicated poverty in the UK. Despite the impact of his research in the academic 

literature, however, we should note that his prescriptions for radically expanding the British 

Welfare State were published just months after the 1979 general elections, when Margaret 

Thatcher took office. From that point on, the British system of social assistance mainly underwent 

retrenchment. 

His radical prescriptions are found at the end of his Poverty in the United Kingdom: A 

Survey of Household Resources and Standards of Living (henceforth, PITUK).14 I have mentioned 

that Townsend argues that poverty should be regarded as relative deprivation caused by lack of 

resources and measured as such. To start spelling out his conception, let us read a famous passage 

from PITUK – indeed, the passage is part of its opening paragraph: 

Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they 

lack the resources to obtain the type of diet, participate in the activities and have the living 

conditions and amenities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged, or approved, 

 
14 The complete text of PITUK is accessible online for free. See this thesis’ Appendix: Full Text Access for the full 
URL link to the book. 
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in the societies to which they belong. Their resources are so seriously below those 

commanded by the average individual that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary living 

patterns, customs and activities. (Townsend, 1979: 31) 

Four distinct though deeply related elements are at stake in this passage. First, relative 

deprivation: this is deprivation from the standard of living of a society, that is, from the activities 

and living conditions that are customary. Second, resources: these are the means through which 

one can participate in the standard of living of a society. Third, poverty: which is a particular form 

of relative deprivation. Not all relative deprivation is caused by a lack of resources, as people may 

choose not to participate in various elements of the standard of living of their society. Poverty is 

relative deprivation with a specific cause, that is, lack of resources. The last element is a point of 

disproportion: this is a level in the resource scale at which relative deprivation increases 

disproportionately. For Townsend, an adequate measure of poverty is one that operationalizes all 

these notions. In this thesis, I call such a measure the “cut-off measure.” 

The main goal of this thesis is to claim that his theory of poverty – of which his conception 

and measure are just a few elements – was first and foremost driven by the value-free ideal. 

Developing a theory and a measure of poverty that adhere strictly to this ideal was “Townsend’s 

Holy Grail.”15 

Why did Townsend pursue this ideal in the first place? For a variety of reasons, some of 

which we have already touched upon and that were put forward by important critics of contextual 

values in science. For him, contextual values help to produce and sustain bias and misperceptions 

about poverty. Townsend claims that these values, and the beliefs they influence, reflect and serve 

both cultural and power dynamics. These dynamics shape societal norms and reinforce 

expectations employed by social elites to manage and mitigate the potentially disruptive effects of 

inequality, one of which poverty is. This relationship between a society’s contextual values, 

beliefs, culture, and power ultimately serves as a tool of the elites for control social order and is 

encapsulated by what some might call “ideology.” It is not a coincidence that Townsend regarded 

himself as part of a tradition of social theorists inspired by Karl Marx. This tradition not only 

 
15 I am here referring to the title of David Piachaud’s (1993 [1981]) famous review of PITUK, called “Peter Townsend 

and the Holy Grail.” Piachaud intended to convey the elusive nature of the quest for a poverty line untouched by 

contextual values and argue that, despite Herculean efforts, Townsend had not found it. 
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stresses the role of ideology in maintaining the status quo but regards a scientist’s pursuit of the 

value-free ideal as part of a struggle to escape from it and in this way advance social change.16 

This is deeply related to how Townsend conceived objectivity. In PITUK, he repeatedly 

employs the term “objectivity” and underscores the necessity of developing a measure and theory 

of poverty that is “objective.”17 But what exactly is objectivity, after all? What makes a measure 

objective? In recent decades, the philosophy of science has extensively debated the nature and 

implications of scientific objectivity, with several conceptions being proposed. However, my goal 

in this thesis is not to argue for the adequacy of any of these but rather to discuss Townsend’s 

conception of objectivity.18 

While Townsend did not explicitly define his own use of the term, reading PITUK suggests 

he leaned towards viewing objectivity as the satisfaction of epistemic values: an objective measure 

and theory of poverty is one that satisfies these epistemic values the most. And this is where the 

value-free ideal comes in. For him, contextual values jeopardize objectivity. In fact, Townsend 

sees contextual values as the primary source of issues in approaches like Rowntree’s, where values 

such as meritocracy and the work ethic negatively impact individual and conventional opinions on 

pivotal questions like: What do working-class people really need? What is the source of their 

deprivation? How do they behave? Or, more broadly, should poverty be considered not only in 

relation to the conditions of the poor but also those of the entire society?  

 
16 One could dispute the interpretation that Marx pursued the value-free ideal. Yet, I believe such disagreement would 
not detract from my argument. I do not seek to vindicate an interpretation of Marx’s views here. Instead, my aim is to 

reference what appears to be a popular interpretation of his views on the role of contextual values in social sciences 
and his perspective on scientific inquiry (e.g., Leiter, 2015; Badiei, 2022). According to this interpretation, Marx did 
not endorse the notion of purely neutral theory. However, he did aim for an analysis based on the broadest or most 
inclusive social viewpoint, namely, that of the proletariat. In this way, the interpretation goes, his stance is not 
predicated on contextual values but instead is a methodological choice designed to embrace the most comprehensive 
perspective possible. Indeed, Marx’s methodology is often characterized by a deliberate shift away from debates over 
contextual values, which he perceived as either a diversion of intellectual effort or, at worst, an ideological sleight of 
hand. Put another way, the most scientifically rigorous analysis of capitalism would naturally align with the interests 
of the working class, not due to any ideological bias but as a methodological outcome of analyzing the social structure. 
One way to reconcile Townsend’s quest for value-freedom in social science with his apparently normative strive for 
providing policy prescriptions might be interpreted in a similar manner. This discussion will be expanded upon in 
Section 3.1.1.d and Conclusion, ii. I owe this articulation of this Marx’s interpretation mainly to Rogério Lopes. 
17 A non-exhaustive list of these occurrences in PITUK includes pages 46, 48, 49, 51, 60, 83, 86, 98, 237, 247, 248, 
282, 369, 370, 914, and 915. 
18 Reiss and Sprenger (2020) is a good introduction to the philosophical literature on scientific objectivity. 
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An objective theory of poverty should address these questions in a manner that aligns with 

epistemic values. For Townsend, an approach like Rowntree’s, which looks only to physiological 

needs, ignores a range of human behavior that is evidence for how the need for participating in 

one’s society is as important as physiological needs. Hence, we might say that the subsistence 

approach lacks the epistemic value of comprehensiveness. Also, the method Rowntree used to 

select budget items and draw the poverty line was not subject to external criteria, by which 

Townsend means that it lacks testability and unification. It lacks unification as it overlooks the 

role of resource distribution in causing poverty, thus failing to establish a link between poverty 

and broader social inequality – a link that Townsend’s theory seeks to establish. Moreover, he 

argued that testability can be achieved through the hypothesis on the point of disproportion 

between resources and relative deprivation. In that sense, and contrary to Rowntree’s measures, 

the cut-off measure would be based on a testable hypothesis.  

This relates to how Townsend situates his conception and measure of poverty in 

comparison to other approaches. It is reasonable to claim that he takes a monist stance where there 

exists a concept and measurement of poverty superior to all others, with his own being the one. 

However, as we shall see, he did not regard the cut-off measure introduced in PITUK as the 

ultimate measure of poverty, since he believed the adequate operationalization of his conception 

may be yet to be achieved.19 

 

iii. Objectives of the thesis 

As mentioned earlier, the main objective of this thesis is to show how Peter Townsend’s 

theory of poverty is best understood in light of his pursuit of the value-free ideal. Townsend 

pursued this ideal because he took contextual values as the main source of biased measures, 

theories, and policies on poverty. To do so, he developed a theory of poverty that was, to the 

greatest extent possible, guided by epistemic values only. In practice, this translated into 

developing a theory that intended to be non-ad hoc, that is, systematic. In this thesis, I develop this 

argument from the standpoint of the philosophy of measurement and the philosophy of science.  

 
19 This monist interpretation is reinforced by the assertions of some adherents to Townsend’s “scientific” approach. 

This is the case of Héctor Nájera and David Gordon (2020), who claim that only a conception and measure of poverty 
that satisfy epistemic values can surpass the many challenges poverty measurement still faces. 
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Townsend tried to avoid what he regarded as the arbitrary and ad-hoc character of different 

conceptions and measures of poverty. I argue that he aimed at doing so through developing a 

scientific theory of poverty that is systematic. By systematic theory, I mean three things. First, his 

theory is systematic in the sense that Paul Hoyningen-Huene (2013) claims that scientific theories 

are systematic. According to Hoyningen-Huene, the authority of scientific theories derives from 

their greater systematicity than other forms of knowledge, like religion or astrology. For example, 

theories like the theory of relativity in physics are not subject to (much) public debate. Hoyningen-

Huene argues that this is because they are more systematic than alternative forms of knowledge 

also related to the nature of the physical world. Furthermore, he argues that this greater 

systematicity translates into these theories performing better along nine dimensions: descriptions; 

explanations; predictions; the defense of knowledge claims; critical discourse; epistemic 

connectedness; an ideal of completeness (or of unification); knowledge generation; and the 

representation of knowledge. In this thesis, I propose that Townsend saw the fulfillment of 

epistemic values as a means to enhance a theory’s performance across some of these dimensions. 

Therefore, his pursuit of epistemic values can be seen as an endeavor to construct a systematic 

theory of poverty, one that rectifies the lack of systematicity commonly found both in ordinary 

views and popular theories of the phenomenon. 

I draw the second sense of systematicity from philosophy of measurement. This sense 

relates to my claim that the cut-off measure is part of a middle-range theory of poverty. Middle-

range theories restrict themselves to a more limited set of phenomena, and act as a bridge between 

data and broad-range theories, that is, those theories that intend to explain a much broader set of 

phenomena. Middle-range theories are systematic because this bridging function promotes 

unification, which is one of the dimensions of systematicity. I argue that Townsend’s theory of 

poverty is systematic in this sense because it links broad-range theories of social stratification with 

empirical data – the cut-off measure being the primary tool for establishing this connection.  

Moreover, Townsend’s measure exemplifies systematicity in its design, as it was crafted 

to be non-arbitrary and non-ad hoc. The measurement theory proposed by Norman Bradburn, 

Nancy Cartwright, and Jonathan Fuller (Bradburn et al., 2017) illustrates how measures can 

embody these qualities. The theory states that a good measure comprises three elements: a 

conceptualization, an adequate representation of the conception, and procedures to collect the 
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relevant data. Also, in a good measure, solid arguments not only substantiate each element but also 

show that there is a correct relationship between them. In this way, the measure exhibits improved 

performance in the dimensions of defending knowledge claims and epistemic connectedness. 

Drawing from the initials of the three elements of a good measure, I call this theory “CRP.” 

At the core of Townsend’s theory of poverty, we find this: A precisification of the concept 

of poverty, namely, a conception of poverty – relative deprivation caused by lack of resources. We 

also find anthropological observations and hypotheses about the elements of the conception that 

work as reasons in favor of this precisification. The conception in turn motivates his representation 

– the cut-off measure – and the procedures to gather the relevant data – which are reunited in the 

survey on the standard of living and resources of the British population. The theory is 

complemented by an explanation of poverty that lays out its causes, which helps it perform well 

in the dimension of explanation. 

All these elements consist in the core of a middle-range theory of poverty, as it stays in 

between a broader theoretical framework of social stratification and the relevant empirical 

quantitative data, provided mainly by the PITUK survey.20 As such, it aimed to satisfy epistemic 

goals like enabling unification with a broad-range theory of social inequality. For Townsend, 

inequality of resources is the dominant kind of inequality, and the best broad-range theory is a 

class-based one that explains how different kinds of resources are distributed through different 

systems. In a nutshell, Townsend’s is a systematic middle-range theory of poverty. 

How does this relate to Townsend’s pursuit of the value-free ideal? I think we can interpret 

Townsend’s strategy as one of devising a systematic theory of poverty to avoid the negative impact 

of contextual values in its measurement. Thus, through his pursuit of systematicity, he sought to 

address the deficiencies present in the approaches of those like Rowntree. 

In this thesis, I also present and discuss objections raised against Townsend’s theory. A 

primary concern is the status of the point of disproportion hypothesis. Given the tentative nature 

of PITUK’s findings, it remains just that – a hypothesis. Furthermore, Townsend’s commitment 

to value-freedom has attracted considerable scrutiny. First, his selection of the standard of living 

as poverty’s deprivation space could invite criticism for potentially being influenced by contextual 

 
20 For now, I am setting aside what Townsend considers to be the “policy prescriptions” of the theory. These will be 

discussed in this thesis’ Conclusion. 
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values. Second, the indicators selected to measure relative deprivation have faced criticism for 

their apparent subjectivity, perceived as stemming from Townsend’s personal biases. Lastly, the 

claim that his theory provides policy prescriptions might seem ultimately incompatible with his 

stated goal of maintaining value-freedom in the development of a theory and measure of poverty.  

Do these issues imply that we should completely discard the theory? My thesis answers 

this question in the negative, and it does so in two distinct senses. In the first sense, I am making 

a descriptive claim, namely, I am providing an interpretation of Townsend’s theory that argues for 

its systematicity. As such, when interpreting the theory, we should consider not only the cut-off 

measure but also all the other elements. In the second sense, I will make a (modest) evaluative 

claim. In the end of the thesis, I will vindicate a positive and distinctive quality of his theory of 

poverty. I argue that his pursuit of realizing epistemic values proved fruitful, as it inspired the 

development of various and in a way contrasting research programs. Despite its eventual flaws, 

Townsend’s commitment to value-freedom has proven to be, so to speak, worthwhile. 

*** 

Let us summarize the key points addressed earlier. At a meta-theoretical level, this thesis 

uses Townsend’s theory of poverty – that is, mainly his conception, measure, and explanation of 

it – as a case study to address the question: should we prioritize epistemic over contextual values 

in poverty measurement? At a lower level, the thesis argues that Townsend’s pursuit of the value-

free ideal translated into the construction of a systematic middle-range theory of poverty. 

 

iv. Limitations and strategy of the thesis 

Before beginning, it is essential to clarify three important points. The first concerns the fact 

that this thesis does not cover certain key aspects of Townsend’s theory. The second pertains to 

the strategy adopted, wherein I maintain a reserved stance regarding the quality of Townsend’s 

theory and have not sought to resolve the range of issues regarding poverty measurement that he 

aimed to address. The third point relates to the interdisciplinary nature of this study. 

Even though I have tried to present and interpret Townsend’s theory from a broad and 

inclusive perspective, it must be noted that four significant aspects of his work are not discussed 

in sufficient detail here. First, in “Chapter 8: The Impact of Poverty” of PITUK, we find qualitative 

accounts of what Townsend describes as a “descriptive summary of the kind of conditions in which 
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individual poor families lived” (Townsend, 1979: 304). With these narratives, he tried to convince 

readers skeptical of his survey’s findings, as well as make his research “acknowledge the 

complications and inconsistencies of individual and social life” (1979: 304). Second, I also do not 

discuss Townsend’s commentaries and choices regarding how he dealt with the challenge of 

equating household incomes across different sizes and compositions. This is an essential step for 

accurately capturing an individual’s standards of living, one that is often achieved through the use 

of “equivalence scales” (1979: 262-267).21 Third, Townsend contended that, contrary to 

widespread beliefs, the poor are not a fixed group of people but instead experience shifts in poverty 

status due to life events, such as changes in employment, health issues, or variations in family 

dependency. He highlighted the importance of distinguishing between short-term and long-term 

poverty, noting that a significantly larger portion of the population falls into poverty at some point 

in their lives (1979: 302). Households transition in and out of poverty influenced by factors like 

employment status, dependency ratios, housing costs, asset values, and the effects of aging, all of 

which collectively impact the likelihood of poverty (1979: 916). Fourth, an important part of 

Townsend’s theory involves investigating the population’s beliefs about the phenomenon. For 

example, his survey found that the most common conception of poverty among the population 

aligns with the subsistence approach. As I have mentioned, Townsend critically assessed these 

prevailing beliefs about poverty, claiming that they do not define poverty or its characteristics; but 

he also thought that a complete theory of poverty should address these beliefs, as they help us 

explain it. Here, I will briefly mention some of these, especially in how they relate with his cut-off 

measure. 

Secondly, I have some remarks regarding the strategy I undertook in this thesis. Assessing 

the methodological quality of Townsend’s survey and the empirical robustness of his test results 

was beyond my capabilities. While acknowledged, these aspects are not critically evaluated. This 

is why I place the term “findings” in quotation marks to indicate the tentative nature of his 

conclusions.22 

Furthermore, I clarify that I do not provide definitive answers to the array of fundamental 

questions Townsend sought to address. I am referring to questions such as: Is poverty absolute or 

 
21 However, see note 23 in Chapter 1. 
22 A study attempting to replicate one of Townsend’s findings is referenced in note 35 of Chapter 1. 
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relative? What constitutes poverty’s deprivation space? How should subjective judgments be 

considered in its measurement? More pertinent to the objectives of this thesis: Can and should 

poverty measurement be free from contextual values? Was Townsend’s pursuit of value-freedom 

consistent after all? Thoroughly addressing these questions would surpass the limitations of this 

study, and to be honest I lack responses to them. This is why I offer the reader only some 

hypotheses to be further explored. Therefore, all the responses to these questions presented below 

should be viewed not as my conclusions but as fair reconstructions of the predominant views in 

the literature and, more importantly, of Townsend’s own stance. As mentioned earlier, I will 

reserve the only evaluative stance I make for the end of the thesis (Conclusion, iii). I acknowledge 

that this has both advantages and disadvantages: it may result in a lighter argumentative load; yet 

it also risks disappointing those readers in search of answers to the very questions that inspired 

Townsend to formulate his theory. 

Finally, the complexity of poverty naturally leads to its study across various disciplines. 

Indeed, this thesis can be aptly described as interdisciplinary, reflecting my effort to engage with 

diverse fields that have theorized about and tried to measure poverty. Interdisciplinary work also 

comes with its own set of advantages and disadvantages. The advantage lies in the potential to 

engage scholars from diverse disciplines, such as economics, sociology, social policy, and, more 

recently, philosophy. On the other hand, there is the inherent risk of addressing the multitude of 

issues involved only superficially. Nonetheless, here I have consciously chosen breadth over depth, 

with the intention of exploring a broader spectrum of issues within the constrained framework of 

a master’s thesis. 

No doubt, whether my strategy of abstaining from providing answers and opting for 

breadth over depth has been effective is a judgment I leave for the reader to make. 

 

v. Chapters’ outline 

My interpretation and analysis of Townsend’s pursuit of the value-free ideal proceed in 

two stages: a larger descriptive stage, which sets the context of the scientific measurement of 

poverty and shows the systematic nature of his theory of poverty; followed by a shorter evaluative 

stage, in which I offer a limited though positive evaluation of Townsend’s pursuit of the ideal. 
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Chapter 1 provides the broader context into which Townsend’s theory should be placed. 

This will consist of presenting solutions to the challenge of how to set the poverty line and 

presenting the main approaches in poverty measurement: monetary; subsistence; basic needs; 

relative deprivation; capabilities; and human rights. The development of these approaches, along 

with techniques to determine the poverty line, stemmed from two needs. First, there was the need 

for more systematic criteria to determine the extent of poverty in a society. Second, there is the 

need to determine the sections of the population entitled to social assistance in a less arbitrary 

manner. How to determine the extent and the entitlement questions were and still are highly 

politicized matters, heavily influenced by contextual values and conventional or officially held 

views. It is in that context that Townsend emerges as the foremost advocate for researching poverty 

while actively striving to avoid both the leverage of these values and the societal beliefs influenced 

by them. I think that in this respect, Townsend is a distinct pursuer of the value-free ideal. 

 Then, Chapter 2 develops out a claim by the British sociologist Thomas H. Marshall about 

Townsend’s theory of poverty. T. H. Marshall argued that Townsend’s theory is better understood 

as a system. At the core of this system lies his conception of poverty as relative deprivation. 

Significant though this conception and the associated cut-off measure certainly are, they form part 

of a set of scientific products, and thus should ultimately be judged together with them. I draw the 

idea that Townsend’s theory of poverty is systematic from this claim by T. H. Marshall and 

elaborate on it by asserting that the theory is systematic in three ways: following Hoyningen-

Huene’s criteria; functioning as a middle-range theory; and aligning with CRP measurement 

theory. Doing so will allow me to show in the following chapters how the elements of Townsend’s 

theory were developed to honor epistemic values. 

 Chapter 3 delves into the foundational element of the theory: Townsend’s conception of 

poverty. Poverty is relative deprivation caused by lack of resources. This conception has two 

elements: relative deprivation – that is, deprivation from a society’s standard of living – and 

resources. I will make each element more precise and amidst this discuss the objection that this 

conceptualization, while purportedly guided by the value-free ideal, may actually be influenced by 

contextual values. Later, it will present and discuss the hypotheses and anthropological 

observations that aim to support the conceptualization. The hypotheses concern relationships 

among these two elements, together with how they relate with other phenomena. The 
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anthropological observations aim to motivate the conception of poverty and explain the 

relationships to which some of the hypotheses refer to. 

 Chapter 4 examines the representational and procedural dimensions of Townsend’s 

middle-range theory of poverty. Within PITUK, Townsend deploys four distinct measures of 

poverty: the state measure; the relative income measure; the relative deprivation measure; and the 

cut-off measure. Interestingly, only the latter two are “objective” for him. Further, we will explore 

how Townsend develops the pivotal cut-off measure. This involves constructing two indexes – 

one for total resources and another for relative deprivation – followed by a series of procedures 

designed to test the point of disproportion hypothesis. 

 In Chapter 5, we discuss Townsend’s explanation of poverty, that is, what are its causes. 

Roughly speaking, poverty stems from the distribution of resources and the dynamics of standards 

of living. We shall see in what senses the causes of poverty are structural and that command over 

resources is the most important explanatory factor in the theory. The primary mediator between 

resources and individuals is social class, but social institutions and what Townsend refers to as 

“social minorities” also play an additional and important role in explaining poverty. Resource 

inequalities give rise to disparities in styles of life, but in contemporary societies, a national 

standard of living emerges and it is this standard that determines relative deprivation. All these 

aspects of the explanation make up a middle-range theory of poverty that connects the distinctive 

features of poverty with a broad-range and reformed Marxist theory about social inequality. 

The Conclusion begins with a summary of the previous chapters and closes the main 

argument of the thesis, by showing how the systematic nature of the theory relates to Townsend’s 

pursuit of the value-free ideal. Next, I will discuss (though not assess) the objection that his pursuit 

of the ideal conflict with the last element of the theory, namely, its “policy prescriptions.” I finish 

with a modest evaluative claim about the theory. Despite its potential shortcomings, it fulfills an 

important epistemic value: fruitfulness. Townsend’s approach and theory of poverty have spurred 

the conduct of more comprehensive surveys on poverty and deprivation. Moreover, they have also 

led to the development of different research programs on poverty measurement, each 

conceptualizing and measuring poverty in different ways, as we shall see.
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CHAPTER 1 

A Map of Poverty Measurement 

 

 

Introduction 

Understanding the scientific development of poverty measurement goes beyond mere 

scientific curiosity. Knowing about it is key in understanding the critical choices involved in 

designing a poverty measure. For their importance in Townsend’s theory and measure of poverty, 

two of these choices stand out: determining where to set the poverty line and choosing the 

appropriate approach in poverty measurement. 

It can be argued that historically the development of methods to draw the poverty line has 

been driven by two forces. First, due to a growing moral concern regarding widespread poverty in 

industrial societies, such as 19th-century Britain, and the highly moralized and politicized 

controversies over both the extent of poverty and the criteria for eligibility in poverty-related 

policies. Second, by an effort to answer the extent and eligibility questions in accordance with 

appropriate scientific standards. Considering this, it is almost natural that some researchers 

consider the influence of morality and politics (and other contextual factors) in defining poverty 

to be unavoidable. But Townsend takes a different stance. We shall see that his criticism of notable 

poverty measures primarily hinges on his belief that contextual values (and the social beliefs 

influenced by them) are in conflict with appropriate scientific standards. 

My notion of approaches in poverty measurement is based on Amartya Sen’s (1981; 2017: 

ch. A3) considerations of what he called the “informational basis” of our judgments of social states. 

Choosing an approach in designing a measure of poverty consists in determining two related types 

of information. First, poverty’s space of deprivation or basal space, that is, the thing or things that 

people in poverty lack. Second, what indicator to capture this basal space. Among the most 

important approaches, we have: monetary approach; subsistence approach; relative deprivation 

approach; basic needs approach; capabilities approach; and human rights approach. In fact, as we 

will delve into each approach, what we will find is a dialectic of new approaches, each explicitly 

emerging as alternatives to their predecessors. An important stage in the dialectic was the debate 

between Townsend’s relative deprivation approach and Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach. We 
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shall see how this debate highlights key philosophical and methodological differences in how to 

understand and measure poverty. 

Before we begin, it is worth remembering the descriptive focus of the main part of this 

thesis. The positions presented in this Chapter 1 should not be seen as my personal views but as 

fair reconstructions of notable positions found in the literature regarding the political importance 

of establishing the poverty line and the main approaches to measuring poverty. Chapters 2, 3, 4, 

and 5 present a systematic proposal to answer them, to wit, Townsend’s theory. I reserve my 

evaluative remarks solely for the end of the thesis (Conclusion, iii). 

*** 

Sections’ outline 

We start in Section 1.1 presenting and discussing the notion of the poverty line. In Section 

1.2, I discuss the notion of approaches in poverty measurement. Section 1.3 presents six of the 

most important approaches. We end the chapter in Section 1.4, where I compare the approaches, 

focusing on the similarities and differences between Townsend’s favorite approach and Sen’s 

favorite approach. 

 

1.1. The search for Townsend’s Holy Grail: the poverty line 

The objective of this section is first to present the notion of a poverty line. Furthermore, 

the section also places this notion in the broader context of those efforts of setting the line in what 

Townsend and other poverty researchers call a “non-arbitrary” way. 

Efforts to measure poverty have been surrounded by controversy since their inception.1 

The first pivotal moment in this history was the scientific development of qualitative and, above 

all, quantitative research to measure poverty that occurred in Britain at the end of the 19th century.2 

 
1 In Britain, the relationship between statistical measurement of social states like poverty and political controversy 
dates back even before the 19th Century. Sen notes that in the 17th Century, the Oxford Professor, William Petty, 
proposed a national income estimate of England at that time to King Charles II. Petty did it in order “‘to show’ that 

‘the King’s subjects are not in so bad a condition as discontented Men would make them’” (Sen, 1987: 20-21). 
2 European policy for dealing with poverty – like the English Poor Laws – dates back from the 14th century and the 
first quantitative work about poverty dates back from the late 18th century. However, all these barely resemble today’s 

standards. For a more comprehensive history of the ideas, science, and policy of poverty, see The Economics of 
Poverty: History, Measurement, and Policy (Ravallion, 2016: chs. 1, 2, 3, and 4), from the Australian economist and 
previously director of the research department at the World Bank Martin Ravallion. 
Actually, reflection, proposals, and policies about poverty are much older than Modernity. Ravallion (2016: 4-5; 28-
30) cites policies and proposals to deal with it in Pericles in Athens around the 5th century BCE. Beyond the West, 
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Here, the seminal works are those of the industrialists and social reformers Charles Booth (1840-

1916) and above all Seebohm Rowntree (1871-1954). Both their studies of poverty, respectively 

in London and York, were at least in part motivated by polemical debates about the real extent of 

poverty in late 19th England.3 These were debates sparked by differences between poverty 

according to the official standards at that time – standards that determined who could be part of 

poverty alleviation policies – and poverty as perceived by certain social movements. These 

movements claimed that these official standards covered only a small portion of a much larger 

number of the truly poor. Booth’s and Rowntree’s hope was that measuring poverty in a non-

arbitrary way could help to end these political controversies. To accomplish this, the two needed 

a tool that could better separate those in poverty from those that are not. This tool was the poverty 

line.  

To start with, we will understand the poverty line as the level of income under which 

individuals are considered poor and above which they are not.4 In the next sections we shall see 

that there are objects other than income that can also define a poverty threshold. 

Since then, setting the poverty line is among the main polemics in poverty measurement – 

if it is not the main polemic. Beyond a criterion to determine how poor Britain actually were, the 

line could also provide a more robust criterion than previously adopted to identify those eligible 

for policies aimed at assisting the poor. Such criterion would be in contrast with the old methods 

of the English Poor Laws for granting poverty relief, to wit, “visual verification” and “self-

targeting.” 5 These methods would be regarded as increasingly inadequate for meeting the political 

 
Ravallion continues, in the 4th century BCE, the Confucian scholar Xunzi thought that the main motivation for fighting 
poverty was to guarantee social and political stability. And during the 3rd century BCE, the Indian philosopher and 
statesman Chanakya (also called “Kautilya”) proposed in the Arthashastra, his political and economics treatise, 
interventions to the emperor to deal with famine. 
3 The first of seventeen volumes, Booth’s Life and Labour of the People was published in 1889 about the lives of the 
working class in London. The first edition of Rowntree’s Poverty, A study of town life, a study of deprived people in 
York, was published in 1901. A good and critical presentation of their methodologies and social context is Laderchi 
(2000). For more systematic – and sympathetic – accounts of Booth’s methodology, see Spicker (1990); for Rowntree, 

see Veit-Wilson (1986). 
4 The “received wisdom” is to say that Booth invented the poverty line and Rowntree perfected it. However, Alan 

Gillie (1996) presents evidence that Booth adopted the line of poverty from the London School Board’s criteria of 
eligibility for the remission of school fees. In that sense, Booth adopted an administrative criterion to settle the line, 
which would be another evidence that, as Townsend emphasized, the influence of social and political beliefs in poverty 
measurement is much more widespread than it is often recognized. 
5 I refer the reader to Paul Slack’s (1995), a locus classicus about the history of pre-industrial English Poor Law (1531-
1782). 
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demands of that period. In this vein, Eric Hobsbawm (1968: 400-401) argued that inquiry about 

poverty like those of Booth and Rowntree was a result of the decline of economic liberalism, the 

emergence of socialist organizations and the newly electoral relevance of the poor. Then, as the 

actual needs of people in poverty began to figure out in public policy, the necessity for more 

structured measures and policy granting criteria only grew. 

Anthony Atkinson (1987: 750-751) remarks that Booth’s and Rowntree’s seminal works 

were followed by the works of the statistician and economist Arthur Bowley. In 1915, Bowley, 

along with Burnett-Hurst, published a study on the incidence of poverty in the British cities of 

Northampton, Reading, Stanley, and Warrington. A decade later, Bowley conducted a follow-up 

study in those same cities to assess any changes during that period.6 Atkinson notes that Bowley 

was aware of how unlikely it was that even rigorous scientific work could end with controversies. 

The following episode vividly illustrates this point: 

… [Bowley] referred to his poverty line as “arbitrary, but intelligible” (1925, p. 14), 

recognizing that others might disagree, as illustrated by the famous occasion in 1920 when 

he was being cross-examined by Ernest Bevin, the well-known union leader (later Foreign 

Secretary) during the inquiry into dock workers’ pay. Bowley had given evidence for the 

employers as to what constituted a minimum basket of goods. Bevin in turn had gone out 

and bought the recommended diet and came into court with a plate bearing a few scraps of 

bacon, fish, and bread. In a devastating piece of cross-examination, he asked Bowley 

whether he thought that this was sufficient breakfast for a man who had to carry heavy bags 

of grain all day. (Atkinson, 1987: 750-751) 

The search for a non-arbitrary poverty line might be regarded as one of the main drivers 

of the scientific development of measures and theories of poverty. We have already seen two 

important objectives the line might help to achieve: To determine how much poverty there is in a 

population, that is, to determine the incidence of poverty; and providing a criterion for determining 

eligibility for poverty relief policies. Finding a non-arbitrary, “scientific” line (as well as a 

“scientific” theory of poverty) that could help answer both of these questions was “Peter 

Townsend’s Holy Grail.”7 It is no coincidence that Townsend’s proposed poverty line is often 

 
6 The first study was Livelihood and Poverty (Bowley & Burnett-Hurst, 1915) and the follow-up was Has Poverty 
Diminished? (Bowley & Burnett-Hurst, 1925). It is worth mentioning that these works by Bowley were pioneering in 
their use of statistical inference and the sampling of a random population in social research. 
7 About the origins of this phrase, see this thesis’ Introduction, ii and note 15 in the same Introduction.  
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taken as his main contribution to the literature on poverty. However, I hope to show that as 

important as it is, Townsend’s preferred measure is just one element in a broader theoretical effort 

to describe and most broadly explain poverty in line with the value-free ideal. 

Townsend thought that the most common official or widely shared poverty lines in 

countries like Britain or the US – including those used to set criteria for social assistance schemes 

– should be scientifically checked by comparing them to non-arbitrary poverty lines. By non-

arbitrary, Townsend mainly refers to something like his conception of an objective line, namely, a 

line that has these properties: it is not the result of or influenced by contextual values (mainly 

political or moral judgments) or beliefs; it is not the result of the researcher’s whim; and it reflects 

typical scientific criteria like the epistemic values of empirical adequacy or explanatory power. In 

fact, only by following these epistemic values we could arrive at a measure at maximum non-

influenced by these beliefs, and hence non-arbitrary. Otherwise, the research results would be 

influenced by the misguided, partial, and distorted views enticed in a given society about poverty. 

Roughly speaking, Townsend’s non-arbitrary line would be the result of his examination of the 

relationship between people’s income and their relative deprivation. He proposed a hypothesis that 

there is a point in this relationship where people’s deprivation from society’s standard of living 

increases disproportionately compared to their income. This point would then provide a non-

arbitrary level for setting the poverty line. 

Townsend was looking for evidence on discontinuities between the features of people in 

poverty from those out of it. The Mexican economist Hector Nájera and the English sociologist 

David Gordon write that what is being assumed here is: 

the existence of two groups: the poor and not-poor. The scientific measurement of poverty 

therefore requires both a sound theory, stating how these groups should be identified and 

empirical scrutiny of the poverty line. Otherwise, the prevalence of poverty will be subject 

to arbitrary decisions and unscientific approaches that result in even more questionable 

rates of limited use for policy design and evaluation. (Nájera & Gordon: 2023)  

However, it might be said that among poverty researchers, the existence of such 

discontinuity is far from being consensual. In the face of lack of evidence in this regard, it would 

seem that setting the line is necessarily a matter of arbitrary yet intelligible choice, as Bowley has 

claimed. 
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It is of some worth to compare this with the take of some economists dedicated to research 

poverty. For instance, the Brazilian economist Sergei Soares points out to what he takes as a 

mismatch of the concept of poverty with the concept of well-being: 

The concept of poverty is closely linked to the concept of well-being – poverty is a lack of 

material well-being. Well-being is nonetheless a continuous concept: an individual with 

R$ 11 acquires more material well-being than one with R$ 10, in the same way that one 

with R$ 1,001 can obtain more well-being than one with R$ 1,000. Poverty, on the other 

hand, is a binary concept: you are either poor or you are not; someone is above or below 

the line. (Soares, 2009: 44; my emphasis) 

This view can be criticized in a variety of ways. First, Soares’ account cannot be taken as 

representative of economics. After all, there are different ways to understand well-being 

(Alexandrova, 2017), even if we restrict ourselves to economics (Angner, 2015).8 Furthermore, 

we can argue that Soares is simply wrong in how he understands the nature of the concept of 

poverty.9 Lastly, one might even acknowledge poverty as a binary concept and well-being as a 

continuous variable, while maintaining that meaningful statistical relationships between these two 

types of variables can indeed be established. Important as they are, let us put aside these possible 

objections for a moment. For now, it suffices to say that when measuring poverty, economists 

typically look at people’s economic resources, like their income or commodities, given that these 

resources would indicate their level of well-being. However, as the Nobel Memorial Prize in 

Economic Sciences winner Angus Deaton claims, the issue is that: 

Many writers have expressed grave doubts about the idea that there is some discontinuity 

in the distribution of welfare, with poverty on one side and lack of it on the other, and 

certainly there is no empirical indicator – income, consumption, calories, or the 

consumption of individual commodities – where there is any perceptible break in the 

 
8 The philosophical and economics literature on well-being is huge and addressing it is outside the scope of this thesis. 
For a philosophical account of this concept from the viewpoint of philosophy of science, I refer the reader to 
Alexandrova (2017). It is worth noting that Alexandrova advocates for a pluralist and contextualist view, in which a 
variety of concepts appropriately referred to as “well- being” are accompanied by a variety of theories that, across 

different contexts, describe and explain the referent of these concepts (Alexandrova, 2017: chs. 1 and 2). In economics, 
Angner (2015) claims that well-being is conceptualized in three different ways: as the satisfaction of preferences; as 
the experience of positive mental states; or as the fulfillment of lists of positive states that are more or less independent 
of subjective states. 
9 For instance, the view of poverty as ultimately a discrete concept can be rejected by considering it a vague concept. 
Like other vague concepts, poverty could then be applied discretely in certain contexts, but not in others. This 
perspective closely mirrors Alexandrova’s assertion about the scientific treatment of well-being (see note 8 in this 
Chapter 1). 
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distribution or in behavior that would provide an empirical basis for the construction of a 

poverty line. (Deaton, 2015: 141)  

Here, somewhat like Townsend and contrary to Soares, Deaton is taking the putative 

continuous character of well-being not as a conceptual but an empirical question. In the absence 

of the discontinuity, the Holy Grail of a non-arbitrary, objective poverty line would be missing in 

economics’ poverty research too.  

In that scenario, where do we ultimately find ourselves? Soares claims that we end up with 

politics, or to put it differently, we should defer the determination of the poverty line to processes 

of political deliberation which, by their nature, are influenced by contextual values: 

Given that the poverty line is important for political reasons, if this work can arrive at any 

conclusion, it’s that the poverty line should be politically determined. Just as economic 

science has much to say about the minimum wage but cannot specify an ideal value, I hope 

to have demonstrated that economists have much to discuss concerning the poverty line, 

but they cannot pinpoint a fair or ideal value. In the same way that the Congress determines 

the minimum wage through an open vote, ideally informed by the analyses of economists 

and other social scientists, I propose that the Congress should determine the value of the 

poverty line. (Soares, 2009: 45) 

Of course, it may be the case that in our search for discontinuities, we are looking for the 

wrong place, that is, we are looking only for people’s well-being. There may be other elements 

that people in poverty are deprived of and that are associated with empirical discontinuities. For 

instance, we may turn to nutritional studies to look for a level of caloric intake at which people 

start to have physiological malfunctioning. This level could tell us where to draw the poverty line. 

In fact, this is a somewhat crude description of Seebohm Rowntree’s famous poverty line.  

To understand Rowntree’s poverty line, we need to look at his approach to poverty 

measurement. Doing so properly asks us to understand what I and other poverty researchers mean 

by this notion. This is what we will do next. 

 

1.2. Approaches in poverty measurement 

This section will present the notion of an approach in poverty measurement. Further, it will 

also illustrate it through a brief discussion of how the development of the science of poverty may 

be regarded as the development of different approaches. Here, I am inspired by Sen’s conception 
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of approaches not only in poverty measurement but in different sorts of judgments about social 

states like inequality, standard of living, and development (Sen, 1981: 11-17; and mainly 2017: 

ch. A3). First, I will show that an approach in poverty measurement is made up of two elements: 

the basal space that animate the measure and its indicators. Second, I will discuss an important 

distinction between indirect and direct poverty measures. This will clarify many issues that I have 

previously discussed only in a loose manner.  

I will follow a canonical way of schematically presenting contemporary history in the 

science of poverty.10 Before starting, I must say that my presentation does not intend to be 

exhaustive. The reader might think that the historical development of approaches in poverty 

measurement may look too Whiggish. Which means, as an evolution from a minimalist and 

conservative view about poverty towards one that is more comprehensive about its nature and 

causes, and perhaps also more generous. While I do think that more recent approaches made 

important advancements in poverty measurement, my goal here is not to vindicate such a reading 

of the history in poverty measurement. What I want is to lay the groundwork for situating 

Townsend’s work on poverty in a historical context.11 

We have mentioned that the controversies around where to draw the poverty line motivated 

the first development of methodologies to measure poverty in a putatively scientific way. 

However, throughout the 20th century until now, this controversy was accompanied by more 

fundamental disputes concerning what poverty is. It is true that there is a consensus in the literature 

that poverty is a lack or deprivation of something. However, as the Brazilian economist and 

sociologist Marcelo Medeiros puts it, “the consensus on how to define it ends here” (2012: 153).12 

 
10 I am referring to the presentations of Townsend (1979: ch. 1; 1987b; 2006); Sen (1981: ch. 2); the Brazilian 
economist Sônia Rocha (2006: chs. 1 and 2); Anthony Atkinson (2019: chs. 1 and especially 2); and the introduction 
to Dimensions of poverty (2020) by the philosophers Valentin Beck and Henning Hahn, and the economist Robert 
Lepenies. 
11 In fact, many presentations of the history of the science of poverty have this Whiggish character, Ravallion being 
one of the more explicit (2016). For a critical view about this Whiggish view, see Misturelli and Heffernan (2010). 
12 Even here, however, things are not so simple as one may distinguish lack from deprivation to mark an important 
question about poverty: what its cause is. The question of whether poverty is caused by the improvidence or 
irresponsibility of those in poverty or is attributable to wider social factors has been an age-old issue entwined with 
the discussions surrounding political interventions around it. For instance, the English Poor Law of 1834 is notably 
known for its effort to separate the residuum of “involuntary” and “irremediable pauperism” from the rest, taken as 

“responsibility of the poor.” Further, Slack shows that since the later Middle Ages there was a distinction between 
those poor “deserving” and “not deserving” relief (Slack, 1995: 5). Accordingly, for the poor not responsible for their 

poverty, it would be more fitting to characterize it as “deprivation.” Conversely, for those that are held responsible, it 



Chapter 1 
51 

 
 

 
 

 

Moreover, especially in the context of the UK, many researchers explicitly distinguish poverty 

from deprivation. The rationale is that, given not all forms of deprivation constitute poverty, and 

given that it is difficult to settle the line separating the poor from the non-poor, it is better to drop 

out of the notion of poverty altogether (Wolff et al., 2015: 26).13 Nonetheless, talk not only about 

deprivation but about “poverty” has never ceased, suggesting that the concept of poverty plays a 

too important role in our understanding of people’s and societies’ conditions to be abandoned. 

Approaches in poverty measurement help us to enhance our understanding of these 

conditions. In fact, approaches were mainly products of disputes about what kind of deprivation 

poverty is, and how can a measure capture this deprivation. Since the poverty line is an almost 

ubiquitous element in poverty measures, it cannot serve as a criterion to distinguish between 

different approaches. Thus, each approach in poverty measurement has two core elements: 

(1) The measure’s basal (or deprivation) space; 

(2) The favorite indicator (or proxy) to capture its basal space. 

Element (1) basically precisify the kind of deprivation that poverty is, and element (2) how 

can we capture this deprivation. Since Rowntree, six major approaches to poverty measurement 

have been developed: monetary; subsistence; basic needs; relative deprivation; basic capabilities; 

and human rights. Each approach varies in their specific basal spaces and some in their specific 

indicators. Let us delve into each of these two elements in more detail now. 

 

 
would be more appropriate to label their poverty as a simple “lack.” In fact, there is evidence that language usage 

somewhat goes in that direction. For instance, the Merriam-Webster dictionary puts that “to lack of something” is “to 

stand in need of : suffer from the absence or deficiency of [something]” (2023a; my emphasis); whereas deprivation 

is “the state of being kept from possessing, enjoying, or using something” or “an act of withholding or taking 
something away from someone or something” (2023b; my emphasis). We shall see how both Rowntree’s primary 

poverty and Townsend’s poverty as relative deprivation incorporate in their own definition a specific cause for the 

deprivation that constitutes poverty. 
13 Wolff et al. are referring to the British philosopher Richard J. Hull that, in Deprivation and Freedom: A 
Philosophical Enquiry (2007), focuses only on relative deprivation because this would “both avoids the perceived 

contentiousness of invoking the term poverty and allows for situations where one could not be said to be poor but 
could be said to be deprived” (Hull, 2007: ch. 1). In fact, we shall see how many critics of Townsend’s theory claimed 

that his main contributions were to the understanding not of poverty but of different deprivations (Piachaud, 1993 
[1981]; Marshall, 1981). 
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1.2.1. Basal space  

A basal space is the “thing” around which we assess a given state of affairs, like how 

someone is faring or how good or bad is some society. Here, the basal space determines what is 

the kind of deprivation that constitutes poverty, and this is what the poverty measure aims to 

capture. More precisely, the basal space determines the thing a person in poverty does not have, 

that is, the thing that she lacks or is deprived of. In the literature, , together with well-being, the 

most common poverty’s basal space is resources, which is typically interpreted as being economic 

resources like income and wealth. Other popular poverty’s basal spaces are: basic needs; relative 

deprivation; basic capabilities; and basic rights. We will see each one of them below.  

We have mentioned above (Introduction, i) that most poverty researchers argue that 

choosing an approach in poverty measurement entails making a contextual judgment. In what 

follows, I will briefly discuss three ways in which the choice over poverty’s basal space may 

involve such a judgment.14 Further, I will conclude mentioning a fourth interpretation of the basal 

space, one that entirely rejects that choosing it is a contextual judgment. In fact, I believe this last 

interpretation aligns precisely with Townsend’s interpretation of poverty’s basal space. 

 

a) Poverty’s basal space is given by basal equality 

Building on another formulation by Sen, the choice over the appropriate basal space for 

poverty may hinge on another choice, to wit, the decision regarding basal equality, also called the 

choice over the “equalisandum.” In political philosophy, basal equality is the basic information of 

egalitarian distributive judgments. It “refers to the general class of variables to which the 

assessment of justice is sensitive under that theory, and (no less importantly) excludes other 

variables” (Sen, 2017: 340). Beyond what basal equality includes, we have what it excludes. For 

instance, if we take basal equality to be well-being, our egalitarian distribution will look for utility 

(or other interpretations of well-being) while neglecting different types of information, such as that 

related to freedom.15  

 
14 I refer the reader to Wolff et al. (2015) for a thorough discussion of poverty’s basal space as involving a contextual 

judgment from the perspective of political and applied philosophy. 
15 The literature on the basal space of equality is huge. It began with Sen (1980a) and gained its contemporary 
vocabulary with Cohen (1989). For an account that directly relates it to issues of poverty and inequality measurement, 
see Sen (1993: ch. 2; 2017: A3).  
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Even if we associate poverty’s basal space with basal equality, our preferred poverty’s 

basal space may not encompass or precisely align with all the solutions offered by political 

philosophy to the issue of basal equality. This is so because political philosophers often precisifies 

notions like resources and basic needs in ways that revise these concept’s folk understandings, and 

even differ from their typical meanings in disciplines like economics or sociology. Consider the 

case of John Rawls (1971), who is taken by many as the main proponent of resource equality. In 

fact, the object of basal equality for Rawls is what he called “primary goods.” These are goods 

desirable and useful for all human beings, like rights and liberties, opportunities, income and 

wealth, and the social bases of self-respect. It becomes evident that these primary goods encompass 

a broader range of things than what lay people and even economists typically refer to as 

“resources.”16 17 

In any case, if we consider the decision regarding poverty’s basal space to be coextensive 

to the decision regarding basal equality, then poverty involves a contextual judgment in the sense 

of being a question of distributive justice according to egalitarian principles. However, not all 

political philosophers are egalitarians. Accordingly, let us take a look at a non-egalitarian 

interpretation of poverty’s basal space as being a matter of justice. 

 

b) Poverty’s basal space is a matter of justice, but not of equality 

A second interpretation of taking poverty’s basal space as involving a contextual judgment 

takes poverty as a matter of justice but denies its association with egalitarianism. This view is 

exemplified by the doctrine of sufficientarianism, which posits that distributive justice is 

concerned not with equality but with ensuring that people’s living conditions surpass the threshold 

required for a decent or good enough quality of life. In that case, choosing poverty’s basal space 

is not about identifying the basic information for egalitarian distributive judgments. Instead, it 

 
16 In fact, the distinction between a concept and its conceptions is well-recognized in political philosophy. Rawls 
himself mentions this distinction right at the beginning of A Theory of Justice (1971: 5-6).  
17 Another important difference is that an important candidate for basal equality is arguably not relevant for poverty 
measurement. A big strand in contemporary liberal egalitarianism emphasizes the role that opportunities should have 
in our distributive concerns. Some theorists like Gerald Cohen and Richard Arneson claim that basal equality should 
be a special kind of opportunity, opportunity for welfare or well-being (for a good review on this, see Arneson, 2013: 
section 3). While there has been much empirical work that tries to operationalize inequality of opportunity, few if any 
work at all design poverty measures based on opportunity for well-being.  



Chapter 1 
54 

 
 

 
 

 

revolves around determining the basic information for what we consider to be the social minimum 

that every member of society is entitled to.18 Indeed, we will explore how a research program 

influenced by Townsend’s theory, the consensual approach, interprets poverty’s basal space as 

precisely determined by the contents of such a minimum (Conclusion, iii). 

Nonetheless, it is possible to view poverty’s basal space as involving a contextual judgment 

without deeming it a matter of justice – neither egalitarian nor sufficientarian. Let us see how.  

 

c) Poverty’s basal space is a matter of contextual judgment, but not of justice 

There is a third interpretation of taking poverty’s basal space as a matter of contextual 

values, but one that denies it is a matter of justice. This is the interpretation by philosopher Scott 

Wisor, who argues that the basal space of global poverty measures should be based on moral and 

political arguments that will not always coincide with debates about justice. So, poverty’s basal 

space may diverge with basal equality and also with social minimum (Wisor, 2012: 99-100). In 

that case, poverty’s basal space may be related to humanitarian considerations or moral judgments 

that are separate from issues of justice.  

For instance, David Miller (2007) argues that poverty is a matter of justice solely within 

the context of national citizenship. He argues that the obligations citizens have towards one another 

do not extend to foreign nationals, positioning global poverty outside the purview of justice. While 

this stance does not rule out the possibility of cross-border assistance to alleviate global poverty, 

it entails that individuals in foreign countries that are in poverty would not be entitled – in the 

sense of having a claim or right – to such assistance.19 

 

d) Poverty’s basal space does not involve contextual judgments 

Enough with the different interpretations of the basal space as a matter of moral or political 

philosophy. Now, I will just mention a perspective that stands in contrast to all three earlier ones. 

This interpretation fundamentally rejects the notion that poverty’s basal space is a matter of 

 
18 Harry Frankfurt’s (1987) is the foundational formulation of sufficientarianism. For an overview of the philosophical 

literature on the social minimum, see White (2021). It is worth checking a reconciliatory approach between 
sufficientarianism and egalitarianism in the conceptualization and measurement of poverty provided by Fragoso and 
Lemay (2024). 
19 For a thorough discussion of this issue, see Gaisbauer and Schweiger (2016: esp. part 1). 
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contextual judgments, and hence it is in accordance with the value-free ideal in poverty 

measurement. There are different ways to articulate this position, but it is crucial to acknowledge 

that such researchers represent a minority in the literature. And notably, Townsend was a key 

figure within this minority group. We will delve deeper into this viewpoint below (Section 3.1.1.d 

and Conclusion, ii). 

However, merely identifying poverty’s basal space is insufficient for its measurement or 

for determining an approach. The next critical step involves selecting the indicator for the chosen 

deprivation space. To this, we now turn our attention. 

 

1.2.2. Indicator 

An indicator is the other core informational basis of poverty measures. According to Earl 

Babbie’s famous textbook on social research, an indicator is “a sign of the presence or absence of 

the concept [or variable] we are studying” (2014: 128). A good indicator must have a close 

correlation with the variable of interest. Starting now, unless specifically indicated, the term 

“indicator” will be used exclusively in reference to this particular meaning. 

The crucial role of indicators in poverty measurement is underscored by a notable 

distinction made by Sen in his landmark Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and 

Deprivation (1981). There he claims that a given poverty’s basal space can be measured in two 

ways: directly or through monetary indicators (Sen, 1981: 26-28).  

The monetary approach to poverty measurement could help us to understand this 

distinction. The monetary approach has not one, but two favorite basal spaces: resources and well-

being. As we have seen, on the one hand, poverty is commonly regarded as deprivation of 

resources and many researchers regard income as a good indicator of this space. On the other hand, 

many other researchers that adopt the monetary approach take poverty’s basal space as being well-

being. To make this clear, consider that a measure that follows the monetary approach adopts at 

least one of the following propositions: 

1) Economic resources (e.g., income or consumption) constitute what poverty’s basal space 

is, that is, poverty is resource deprivation. 
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2) Income or consumption is the preferred indicator of poverty, as it is a good proxy for 

poverty’s basal space – with well-being being the most adopted though not necessarily the 

only space. 

The World Bank’s economist Caterina Ruggeri Laderchi notes that by accommodating 

such disparate views, the monetary approach is less determined by its basal space than for its 

indicator (2000). This means that the monetary approach is one in which economic resources are 

the preferred indicator.20  

The two propositions, (1) and (2), have been criticized by different poverty researchers. To 

start, proposition (1) may be seen as fetishistic, that is, it may mistake a general-purpose means 

like income to actual valuable ends, like satisfying people’s needs, or their freedom to choose their 

life paths.21 More relevant is that there is some evidence that people who experience poverty 

actually describe their own states as deprivations beyond low income, emphasizing their feelings 

of lacking agency and voice, or shame. If we take people’s subjective perceptions as an 

authoritative source in researching poverty, this means that lack of income does not exhaust 

poverty’s basal space.22 

Against (2), income may be seen as a too-limited proxy for poverty’s basal space, above 

all for those who take the space as being needs, well-being, or even resources. Income may be a 

limited proxy for resources, as it has been widely acknowledged that it is just one of a set of kinds 

of economic resources that are relevant for poverty. While capitalist economies are heavily 

commodified and as such income is the main exchange tool, a variety of resources and their related 

costs cannot be captured through it. Wealth (that is, non-durable goods like property and 

investments) and public services like water, access to health care, and education are not commonly 

captured by income measures. Income also fails to capture non-material resources, including an 

individual’s status, aptitudes, and educational achievements. We shall see how a more 

 
20 Also, note that in this approach income or consumption plays the role of either the basal space or the measure 
indicator. Taking all this into account, the monetary approach is quite close to an operationalist view of measurement. 
Operationalism states that “the meaning of quantity-concepts is determined by the set of operations used for their 
measurement” (Tal, 2020: section 4). Indeed, common criticisms to the monetary approach, like those made by 
Townsend, resemble the critics directed to operationalism. 
21 The philosophical literature on the capability approach offers an array of arguments for this in normative terms 
(Robeyns & Byskov, 2020), but this is not important for us now. 
22 For a good review of transcultural evidence that feeling shame is a core feature of poverty, see Walker (2014). 
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comprehensive view of economic resources – one that includes non-income related resources – 

constitutes a major feature in Townsend’s theory of poverty. 

Income may be a limited proxy for someone’s needs or well-being, as persons have 

differences in their features and circumstances. These differences entail that people with the same 

amount of income may have different abilities to satisfy their needs or to convert this resource into 

well-being. A great many of Sen’s work was devoted to a painstaking focus on the diversity of 

people’s characteristics and circumstances, such as someone’s consumption behavior, the prices 

she faces, her age, gender, health, location, climate, etc. So, relying solely on income as a well-

being indicator disregards the inherent diversity among people.23 

It is for these reasons that one may try to capture poverty’s basal space not through an 

income measure but directly.24 Sen has introduced the distinction between monetary and direct 

indicators to capture the efforts of researchers that since the 1970s have been criticizing the 

reliance on income alone to measure poverty (Sen, 1981: 26-28). Those researchers have been 

developing measures that aim instead at what resources like income can make a person achieve – 

that is, basal spaces like well-being, needs, relative deprivation, or capabilities. In fact, we shall 

see how the whole tradition called “social indicators” is part of this effort.25  

 
23 As Sen himself notes (Sen & Foster, 1997: 214-16), there are a variety of ways that economists try to “extend” the 

informational sensitivity of an income measure to these personal variations. First, one may complement an income 
measure with other measures like unemployment rates, availability and reach of health care, and others. This is the 
suggestion of Rocha (2006: 27-28). However, this route makes comparisons of people’s deprivation harder. The other 

strategy is to obtain “adjusted incomes” that try to convert these variations into income levels. A notable example are 
equivalence scales that estimate from household data the deprivation of groups in the population according to features 
like gender, age, or disability. The issue is that this requires strong theoretical assumptions, good household’s data, or 

even subjective evaluations to determine differences in weights. The adequacy of these methods is far from settled, 
which explains at least part of the appeal of the direct method. For good discussions about this, see Atkinson (2019: 
ch. 3) and Deaton (2015: ch. 4). Also, we mentioned that Townsend takes a more comprehensive perspective on 
resources that transcends income alone. However, he ends up converting non-income resources into a broader income 
index to establish a ranking of the population based on an individual’s resources. As we shall see (Section 4.2.1), this 
conversion faces challenges akin to those faced by economists, as Townsend himself assumed. 
24 I should note, however, that by “directly” I interpret that Sen does not mean measuring poverty without any indicator 

whatsoever but without an income-base indicator. A similar distinction between direct and indirect measures is found 
in the context of the literature on poverty in the UK, and in this literature direct measures are understood as non-
income measures. Here, I am disagreeing with the economists Santos and Villatoro (2020), who interpret the direct 
approach as one that aims to capture observed deprivations. Gordon and Nájera (2020: 1791) object that it does not 
make sense to say that we can capture or observe poverty or any deprivation directly. After all, both notions are 
concepts and concepts are, by their very nature, unobservable entities. In this respect, I align with Gordon and Nájera. 
25 For a more recent account of the direct method compared to the income method in economics, see Alkire and Santos 
(2014). Two important papers on direct and indirect measures in the British context are Stein Ringen’s “Direct and 
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Despite these criticisms, income is a popular and an important indicator of poverty. In the 

words of the American economist and statistician Mollie Orshansky, “[i]f money alone will not 

solve poverty, without it nothing else will work either!” However, she later adds that “[i]t is still a 

necessary if not a sufficient condition” (Orshansky, 1969: 39). As it is not a sufficient condition 

for measuring poverty, income should not be the only indicator of poverty. In fact, this is what 

many enthusiasts of the direct approach claim: that we should employ both income and non-

income indicators, rather than income alone. 

In a nutshell, income is a useful but limited indicator of someone’s resources. Also, if 

poverty’s basal space goes beyond someone’s resources, and if this space is not adequately 

captured by income, we have another reason for at least not relying on them as our sole indicator 

of poverty. 

Finally, let us look at six of the most important approaches in poverty measurement. 

 

1.3. Six approaches 

In this section we shall discuss six approaches in poverty measurement: monetary; 

subsistence; basic needs; relative deprivation; capabilities; and human rights. Each will be briefly 

described and put into a broader political and scientific context. Discussing these approaches will 

help us to better understand Townsend’s work. After all, he developed his theory and cut-off 

measure of poverty to, inter alia, avoid what he regarded as the many shortcomings of these 

alternative approaches. 

 

1.3.1. Monetary approach 

Also called the “income” approach, we have seen how, in the monetary approach, income 

can play two roles: as poverty’s basal space or as its indicator (propositions 1 and 2). Another 

notable feature of the monetary approach is its particular focus on the poverty line. It is true that 

measures based on all approaches can have a poverty line. But followers of the monetary approach 

are typically more worried about how to settle the poverty line than in arguing for a specific basal 

 
Indirect Measures of Poverty” (1988) and Tim Callan, Brian Nolan, and Christopher T. Whelan’s “Resources, 

Deprivation and the Measurement of Poverty” (1993). 
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space. As the line is set in terms of income, the approach is also called the “income method” (Sen, 

1981: 26).  

In a study of Brazilian monetary poverty from the 21st century onwards, the Brazilian 

sociologist Pedro H. G. F. de Souza writes that contemporary poverty research in Brazil tends to 

rely on what he calls “intuitive approaches to defining and measuring poverty,” and that these 

approaches lack an “intrinsic interpretation” (Souza, 2022: 2). I believe we can interpret this 

omission as researchers not being concerned with specifying the basal space their income indicator 

should map. Souza continues saying that these intuitive approaches favor transparency in their 

construction and settle the poverty line in an ad hoc manner or in accordance with administrative 

poverty measures (2022: 2). In fact, an important kind of income measures are administrative 

poverty measures. These measures may have two purposes: an administrative purpose, like to 

determine whether someone is eligible for social benefits; and they may also work as an official 

standard according to which a country’s statistical agency calculates the poverty dynamics in the 

country. Further, this standard may also serve as the reference point for establishing official 

objectives related to poverty reduction. Henceforth, I will use the terms “administrative line,” 

“administrative measures,” “official line,” and “official measure” interchangeably to refer to the 

same kind of poverty measure. 

The already mentioned World Bank’s International Poverty Line (IPL) is the most notable 

administrative line. Also known as the “extreme poverty line” or “dollar-a-day line,” its designers 

aimed “to quantify the extent of absolute poverty in the developing world, interpreted as the 

inability to attain consumption levels which would be deemed adequate only in the poorest 

countries” (Ravallion et al., 1991: 346; original emphasis).26  

Other examples of administrative lines are the US official measure of poverty and Brazil’s 

Programa Bolsa Família (PBF) eligibility line. Following 1964 President Lyndon Johnson’s “war 

on poverty,” the then Office of Economic Opportunity adopted as the method to be deployed for 

statistical purposes the methodology developed by Mollie Orshansky. Since then, the Census 

 
26 We note that this passage suggests that IPL’s intended basal space is household’s consumption. However, 

consumption is typically taken as a proxy for someone’s well-being. This kind of ambiguity in how to interpret the 
basal space is what lies behind the critics of the IPL by the Indian Economist Sanjay G. Reddy and the American 
philosopher Thomas Pogge (Reddy & Pogge, 2010). For the development of the IPL, see note 6 in this thesis’ 

Introduction and Ferreira et al. (2016: 144-145). 
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Bureau provides annual poverty estimates in accordance with this monetary, official poverty 

measure.27 The PBF line is an administrative measure that establishes those families that are 

eligible for the program’s conditional cash transfer, and in its origin was based in the IPL and 

subsistence poverty lines. While Brazil lacks an official poverty line in the same sense of the US, 

the PBF line is taken as an important standard in research of poverty in the country.28 

The adequacy of administrative poverty lines is a topic of debates and harsh critiques. We 

shall see that one of Townsend’s motivations for developing his poverty line was to assess the 

adequacy of what may be regarded as UK’s main administrative poverty measure of his time, 

namely, Britain’s Supplementary Benefit Level. For Townsend, like many official measures, the 

Benefit Level was the result of the negotiation of political agreements during a particular era – the 

post-war consensus in Britain. Thus, the Benefit Level would have been largely influenced by 

contextual values. 

Nevertheless, these agreements were themselves influenced by earlier attempts to establish 

this threshold level, not solely on political grounds but primarily on putatively scientific criteria.29 

The so-called “subsistence approach” provided the first of such criteria and to it I shall now turn. 

 

1.3.2. Subsistence  

The subsistence approach may be seen as the received view of how to settle the poverty 

line in a non-intuitive or based way. It may also be seen as the first approach to settle poverty’s 

basal space before setting the line. As we have mentioned, the somewhat usual history states that 

 
27 For a brief overview of the official poverty measure in the US, see US Census Bureau (2014). For a more 
comprehensive presentation, see Fisher (1992). Since its inception, the measure has been hotly debated. For instance, 
in the 1990s an expert panel of the National Research Council was asked to suggest improvements to it. Its results can 
be found in Measuring Poverty: A New Approach (Citro & Michael, 1995). It is emblematic that one of its members, 
John F. Cogan, did not accept its recommendations, calling them “not scientific … [but] value judgments made by 

scientists – with a particular point of view” in a way that the scientists had “instead assumed the role of a government 
policy maker” (Cogan, 1995: 386). Only in 2012 the panel’s suggestions were (only partially) followed by the 
implementation of a relative and supplementary measure, loosely inspired in Townsend’s approach. For further 
information on this, see Short (2015). 
28 During the Federal plan Brasil Sem Miséria (“Brazil Without Extreme Poverty”), the PBF line also served as the 

benchmark for the plan’s primary goal: eradicating extreme poverty. For an exploration of the history and origins of 

the PBF poverty line, as well as its role in this plan, see Falcão and da Costa (2014). 
29 I interpret Ravallion (2016) as providing the most developed account (in theoretical, normative, and methodological 
grounds) of the monetary approach insofar as he takes income measures as, to borrow an expression from Callan et 
al. (1991: 124), the best “starting point” for an analysis of poverty. I should mention, however, that Ravallion makes 
room for a variety of additional poverty measures, according to our different purposes and contexts. 
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the subsistence approach started with the studies of Booth and mainly Rowntree, which strove for 

scientific criteria that could settle political debates around the real state of poverty in Britain at 

their time (Ravallion, 2016: 67-72).  

Rowntree famously distinguished poverty into primary and secondary. Primary poverty is 

the lack of minimum earnings necessary for the maintenance of minimum physical efficiency, or 

freedom from illness.30 Firstly, we should note that more than a kind of deprivation, this conception 

of poverty precisifies that poverty is a kind of deprivation with a given cause. Not all conceptions 

and approaches of poverty do so. In the subsistence approach, we can interpret primary poverty’s 

basal space as deprivation from minimum physical efficiency or freedom from illness when caused 

by the lack of the needed earnings. To settle this minimum for physical efficiency, Rowntree 

referenced the caloric intake required for physical efficiency, as established by nutritional studies 

conducted in prisons decades earlier by the American nutritionist Wilbur Atwater. Rowntree then 

selected the cheapest food items that could provide this caloric minimum and established a food 

budget. Lastly, the price of this budget was calculated and the line settled. 

A natural question that follows: what bases the selection of these items? Further, one may 

also question the reason for determining the minimum food intake through nutritional studies. As 

mentioned earlier, the first question pertains to the issue of item selection, while the second 

concerns the problem of the minimum. Since Rowntree, an array of methods has been developed 

to construct what is often called “budget standards,” each employing distinct methods for the 

selection of items and the determination of the minimum threshold. British sociologist David 

Piachaud (1987) proposed decades ago that these several methods can be divided into three broader 

groups. His classification remains relevant today, as evidenced by a recent review of various 

methods addressing these two issues (Deeming, 2020: 333-337): 

● normative-expert item selection and determination of the minimum: based not on the 

preferences of the whole population or the people in poverty, but on experts-judgments 

 
30 This is why this approach is also called “minimum income for healthy living.” However, Wolff observes that as “no 

level of nutrition or shelter can guarantee health,” Rowntree’s minimum concerns “a threshold level of resources 

whereby extra resources will not significantly reduce risk of ill-health through the goods one can purchase” (Wolff, 

2015: 7). 
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about evidence and knowledge on human needs, good health, and well-being (e.g., 

Rowntree’s primary poverty); 

● consensus selection and determination: based on non-expert consultation about which 

items non-experts take as part of a minimum need. This consultation can be made through 

quantitative methods like social surveys (e.g., Mack & Lansley, 1985) or qualitative 

methods, like focus groups and deliberative forums (e.g., Walker, 1987; 2014); 

● behavioral selection and determination: based on people’s observed patterns of 

consumption, captured mainly through national surveys about family and expenditure 

patterns (e.g., Townsend’s cut-off measure). 

We will explore how both the issues of minimum and item selection are important to 

understand Townsend’s relative deprivation approach. In the early stages of his career, Townsend 

critiqued Rowntree’s normative food item selection by arguing it was unrealistic and not aligned 

with “the accepted modes of behavior in the communities in which they [poor people] live” 

(Townsend, 1954: 134). Accordingly, he introduced a behavioral selection method. 

In any case, Rowntree observed that many families had sufficient earnings to achieve 

physical efficiency but nonetheless spent at least some of their earnings in other ways, like sending 

a letter to a relative or holding a birthday party for a child. In his first work of 1901, Rowntree 

called this state “secondary poverty” but, in 1936, he conducted a second study in York where he 

abandoned this distinction between primary and secondary poverty. He then adopted a single 

poverty line which was raised to give space for a “minimum but conventional” diet, housing 

expenditures, and a range of non-necessaries for physical survival. These include conventional 

social expenditures, like newspapers, books, radios, beer, tobacco, holidays, and presents (Veit-

Wilson, 1986: 86-7). Certainly, the issue of item selection arises when choosing these non-food 

expenditures as well.31 

Rowntree’s work served as the basis for the standards of the post-war British Welfare State. 

The Labour government, which came to power in 1945, established the welfare state largely based 

 
31 The problems of establishing a minimum level for non-food items – or, more generally, for social or customary 
necessities –, was already discussed by Adam Smith and his predecessors, James Steuart, and Adam Ferguson (1981 
[1776]: 870n2). Alfred Marshall also made a similar observation (1890: 59n1). In any case, we can say that Rowntree 
was a pioneer in setting a more structured method to arrive at this level. 
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on The Social Insurance and Allied Services (1942), a work by the liberal economist and social 

reformer William Beveridge. Known as the “Beveridge Report,” this seminal work enumerated 

the “five giants” that social welfare reforms should address: Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor, 

and Idleness. The standard for assessing the elimination of Want was Rowntree’s single poverty 

line. In his first study of 1901, Rowntree identified more than 25% of York’s population in poverty. 

His 1936 study found that this number had dropped to 18%. In 1951, he conducted a third and last 

study in the same city and found that 1.5% were in poverty in 1950. Despite issues regarding the 

comparability of the results from the three studies, the consensus was that poverty had been 

effectively eradicated due to economic growth, full employment, the expansion of National 

Insurance, and the establishment of the National Health Service in post-war Britain.32 

Income (more precisely, family earnings) is the preferred indicator of subsistence. And its 

basal space? One might answer it is obviously subsistence, as the name indicates. This is the most 

common interpretation and is also described as taking poverty’s basal space as subsistence needs. 

This is the interpretation that Townsend aimed to challenge.33  

Later on, economists refined Rowntree’s 1936 line to add space for nonfood items in a 

more structured way. Here, the method to achieve a poverty line has two steps:  

● First, we determine the income needed to purchase the minimum food budget and take this 

income as the extreme or absolute poverty line.  

● Second, to obtain a higher line, we multiply the extreme poverty line up by the reciprocal 

of the proportion that a household spent on food. In economics, the multiplication factor is 

often called “Engel coefficient:” a household’s food/total expenditure ratio. 

Also referred to as the “subsistence cost,” this approach was embraced by several 

economists. This was the case of Orshansky in her development of the US official measure of 

poverty (Fisher, 1992), and of the Brazilian Economist Sônia Rocha. The latter’s analysis and 

 
32 Rowntree’s 1936 study is Poverty and Progress: A second and social survey of York, and it was published in 1941. 
Conducted together with George R. Lavers, Rowntree’s work of 1951 is Poverty and the Welfare State: A third social 
survey of York dealing only with economic questions. 
33 I should note, however, that this approach also has two alternative interpretations. We have seen that many welfare 
economists typically take poverty to be deprivation of well-being (Section 1.1). Thus, a second interpretation of the 
approach takes the subsistence level as a criterion for setting the level of income at which minimum well-being can 
be achieved. A third albeit less common interpretation takes the basal space to be the actual standard of living of 
working-class families (Veit-Wilson, 1986). 
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measures of poverty in Brazil influenced PBF eligibility lines since the program’s inception 

(Rocha, 2006). The measures of both economists combine normative-expert and behavior 

selection criteria. For instance, Orshansky employs an expert-based criterion to settle the caloric 

minimum and a behavior- or consumer-based criterion to select both the food items and the value 

of the Engel coefficient. She drew the caloric minimum from the Department of Agriculture Food 

Plan of 1961. The plan consisted of what dietitians understood as nutrient requirements in a way 

that combined minimal costs and diet palatability (hence, a less strict version than Rowntree’s 

primary poverty). The value of the Engel coefficient was based on a result of the Household Food 

Consumption Survey of 1955 indicating that one third of the income of families at all income 

levels was spent on food.34 

Rowntree’s primary poverty line was frugal and has since faced significant criticism. It has 

been argued that this line laid the foundation for justifying austere political poverty lines in both 

developed and developing countries. However, a more in-depth examination of his work reveals 

that Rowntree’s primary goal with this poverty line was not to set a threshold for what people in 

poverty should have access to. For Veit-Wilson (1986: 73-74; 84), Rowntree’s goal with primary 

poverty was to persuade a broader and skeptical elite about the extent of poverty by demonstrating 

that even at such a meager level, a considerably larger number of people were living in poverty. 

Accordingly, in Rowntree’s survey, the poor were taken as not those deprived from subsistence 

needs but as those “in obvious want and squalor,” with survey conductors identifying them through 

“visual inspection” (Gillie, 1996). 

In fact, there is now plenty of evidence that Rowntree’s work should be seen in a more 

positive light. First, Atkinson remarks that Rowntree’s York studies contributed to Winston 

 
34 For a presentation and analysis of Orshansky’s method, see Fisher’s “The Development and History of the Poverty 

Thresholds” (1992). For Rocha, see her (2006: 15; and chapter 3). For a detailed presentation of Orshansky’s use of 

the Household Food Expenditures and the Economy Food Plan, see Hanson (2008). In Brazil, the line that is based 
only on minimum calories is often called the line of “absolute or extreme poverty.” Some economists like Rocha 

reserve the term “poverty” to refer to the higher line that incorporates nonfood spending, and refer to the lower line 
as the line of “indigência”/“miséria” [“indigence/extreme poverty”] (Rocha, 2006: 15). In fact, it can be argued that 

something close to this notion of subsistence cost formed the basis for the law regulating the minimum wage in Brazil 
and for the calculation of the “Salário Mínimo Necessário” [“Needed Minimum Wage”]. The latter is the minimum 

income required to meet the basic (nutritional and non-nutrional) needs of workers and their families as calculated by 
the main think tank of unions in Brazil, the Departamento Intersindical de Estatística e Estudos Socioeconômicos 
(Dieese, 2009). We shall say a little more about minimum caloric requirements when presenting Townsend’s 

arguments for the relativity of caloric needs. 
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Churchill leaving the Conservative Party, joining the 1906 Liberal government and as a minister 

introducing labor exchanges and unemployment insurance (Atkinson, 2019: 29). Second, 

Rowntree has settled a typical “Fabian expedient” of showing that according to political or widely 

accepted measures, the extent of poverty is much larger than socially recognized. I am referring 

here to those members of the aforementioned Fabian Society who, before proposing new measures 

of poverty, creatively employed official statistics to advocate for social reform.  

As a Fabian himself, Townsend deployed the same strategy when he, together with the 

economist Brian Abel-Smith, published the report The Poor and the Poorest on 1965 Christmas 

Eve. Within it, they adopted a poverty line based on an administrative measure – 140% of the 

current National Assistance level. Their results found that from 1953-54 to 1960-61 – a period of 

intense economic growth –, households in poverty increased from 10.1% to 17.9%. A growth, they 

claimed, of 4 million to 7.5 million people in poverty. This publication laid the groundwork for 

the emergence of social movements such as the CPAG and inspired a generation of social 

scientists, including Anthony Atkinson himself, to devote their careers to the study of poverty and 

inequality (Atkinson, 2019: 1).35 The Poor and the Poorest played a pivotal role in the “rediscovery 

of poverty” in Europe during the 1960s, suggesting that the post-war British Welfare State had 

failed to eliminate one of Beveridge’s five giants. More profoundly, it challenged the belief that 

“in a country [such as Britain] known as a Welfare State, there should be… no just causes left” 

(Townsend, 1958: 97). 

It is true that the subsistence approach has remained popular to this day, adapting over time 

through the emergence of increasingly sophisticated variants.36 Simultaneously, it has continued 

to be a primary source of criticism leading to the development of alternative approaches in poverty 

 
35 In a re-examination of The Poor and the Poorest’s results, Gazeley et al. (2017) deployed a more comprehensive 
data set and found that Abel-Smith and Townsend over-estimated the rise in absolute poverty. On the other hand, the 
two under-estimated the rise in relative poverty, which Gazeley et al. claim was a result of a large rise of household 
expenditure inequality in the period. 
36 Recent advancements in the subsistence approach significantly draw from George Stigler’s (1945) method to arrive 

at a least-cost diet. One such advancement is presented by Allen (2017), who offers a notable alternative to the IPL 
for measuring global poverty. Additionally, works like Bai et al. (2022) provide estimates of the daily and per-calorie 
costs required to meet nutritional needs across various demographics, including age, sex, and reproductive status, and 
analyze the affordability of food groups necessary for these diets. Finally, Ibarra et al. (2021) analyze data from a 
recent Brazilian household budget survey to establish national poverty thresholds based on both food and non-food 
costs in the country. I thank Pedro de Souza for calling my attention to these further developments of the approach. 
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measurement since the 1960s, particularly the relative deprivation approach. We shall now turn to 

this that was Townsend’s approach. 

 

1.3.3. Relative deprivation  

Outlined by Peter Townsend in two influential papers and fully developed in his 1979 

book,37 the relative deprivation approach in poverty measurement holds considerable influence in 

the UK and the European Union (EU).38 As his theory and measure of poverty will be discussed 

in-depth in this thesis, this will be a brief section.  

Townsend devised the relative deprivation approach in explicit opposition to the 

subsistence approach and the view that poverty is static, that is, invariant to different societies and 

different times. According to his conception, poverty’s basal space is relative deprivation caused 

by a lack of resources. We shall see in detail that relative deprivation consists of deprivation from 

a society’s standard of living. Also, we can already note that following the path of Rowntree’s 

primary poverty, for Townsend there is poverty when this kind of deprivation has a specific cause, 

namely, lack of command over resources.39 Among its most crucial points, the approach asserts 

that we cannot determine, irrespective of a specific society and its era, what constitutes poverty or 

what its extent is. Deprivation of even subsistence is, Townsend argues, contingent on the societal 

standards of a particular era. In a nutshell, all needs are social needs. Against what some might 

expect, we will discover that for him this social character does not render poverty subjective. 

Rather, at the heart of Townsend’s approach lies the belief that only the relative deprivation 

approach can offer an “objective” theory and measure of poverty. 

Together with this conception of poverty, Townsend favored a measure of poverty that I 

here call the “cut-off measure.” The measure was based on the point of disproportion hypothesis, 

which states that if we rank society’s resource distribution, we will find a given threshold or cut-

 
37 The two seminal papers were both published in the British Journal of Sociology, “The measure of poverty” (1954) 

and “The meaning of poverty” (1962). In PITUK (1979), Townsend provides, as I will argue, a systematic account of 

the approach that he just refined in The International Analysis of Poverty (1993). 
38 Guio et al. (2012) provide a indicator of material deprivation for the EU inspired by Townsend’s approach. I have 
also mentioned that Townsend’s work has (in a much more limited way) influenced the US supplementary poverty 
line (see note 27 in this Chapter 1). 
39 In Section 3.1.2 of Chapter 3, we will have an in-depth discussion dedicated to the role that resources play in 
Townsend’s conception of poverty. 
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off level at which relative deprivation increases disproportionately. To operationalize this 

hypothesis, we need two indexes: one of total resources and the other of people’s relative 

deprivation. Townsend’s index of total resources is income-based, that is, he attempted to convert 

the different kinds of resources into an expanded notion of income. His index of relative 

deprivation was made up of sixty indicators, which were then reduced to a list of twelve items 

covering dietary, household, familial, recreational, and social deprivation (Townsend, 1979: 251). 

Individuals scoring on five or more of these indicators were classified as experiencing relative 

deprivation. He then checked whether there is such threshold level in society’s ranking distribution 

where people’s relative deprivation increased disproportionately. At that point, he claims, we 

should draw the poverty line. 

Townsend is often called one of the forerunners of the view that poverty is 

multidimensional (Atkinson, 2019: 81; Beck et al., 2020: 6). In Townsend words, a society’s 

standard of living consists of “the types of diet, participate in the activities and have the living 

conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at least widely encouraged or approved, in 

the societies to which they belong” (Townsend, 1979: 31). In later works, he made explicit the 

multidimensional character of the relative deprivation, distinguishing material from social 

deprivation.40  

Interestingly, we will observe that even in the work where Townsend dedicated the most 

pages to the cut-off measure – that is, PITUK –, he deployed a broader array of poverty measures. 

I argue that this reflects the systematic nature of his theory of poverty, in which the cut-off measure 

is just one though important element. Lastly, though not often recognized, the relative deprivation 

approach can be classified as needs based. Townsend at least interpreted it as such, as we shall see 

how he takes the drive to social integration as a basic necessity of all human beings. However, we 

should not mistake the relative deprivation approach with what the literature – and Townsend 

himself (1987b: 32; 35-37) – often calls the “basic needs approach.” This is our topic now. 

 

 
40 I am referring to Townsend (1987a) and chapter 4 of his (1993).  
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1.3.4. Basic needs  

While both the subsistence and the relative deprivation approach can and are called “needs-

based” (insofar as they respectively refer to human physiological and social needs), there is a 

distinctive approach in poverty measurement often called “basic needs approach.” This approach 

is distinct from the previous two, both historically and conceptually.41  

This approach appeared in the 1960s as the legacy of discussions about the limits of Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) as a measure of development in rich and above all poor countries. In the 

latter, high growth rates of GDP were not followed by the expected improvement in the life 

conditions of their populations. Initially sponsored by the US government, researchers started to 

develop measures of social progress that were not being captured by income or by indicators of 

economic growth more generally. This was the beginning of what has been called the “social 

indicators’ movement” that would gain prominence in international development studies and 

policies.42 Later on, international institutions like the World Bank, the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP), the International Labor Organization, and regional offices like 

the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean engaged in the design of measures 

that could map and incentivize investments in dimensions of development not captured through 

GDP. 

The basic needs approach was the output of this movement when applied to development 

in general and poverty research in particular. The works of the Austrian-born British economist, 

Paul Streeten, can be seen as central formulations of it on a global level.43 At the basis of this 

approach lies: 

the view that raising incomes alone is insufficient in view of the inefficiencies in the 

consumption patterns of the poor and the lack of availability of essential goods and 

services. Thus, any measure of poverty income, no matter how carefully derived, will be 

 
41 Here, I align with Rocha (2006), who reserves the term “basic needs” only for the tradition influenced by the social 
indicators’ movement. Conversely, Sen (1981: ch. 3), Allen (2017), and Atkinson (2019: ch. 2) take the subsistence 

approach to be a species within the genus of basic needs approaches that is concerned mainly with physiological needs. 
42 For a presentation of the social indicators’ movement, see the introduction of Springer’s Handbook of Social 
Indicators and Quality of Life Research (Land et al., 2012). The Brazilian statistician and public policy researcher, 
Paulo Jannuzzi (2017), offers a comprehensive account of social indicators in Brazil. 
43 Streeten’s seminal works are “Indicators of Development: The Search for a Basic Needs Yardstick” with Norman 

Hicks (1979), and the collection he organized, First things first: Meeting basic human needs in the developing 
countries (1981). 



Chapter 1 
69 

 
 

 
 

 

inadequate for measuring basic needs … An alternative approach is to develop better 

indicators of human, social and economic development which cover areas and aspects that 

cannot be reflected in most income-based measures. These so called ‘social indicators’ 

attempt to measure the development of health, nutrition, housing, income distribution, as 

well as other aspects of cultural and social development. (Hick & Streeten, 1979: 570).  

This passage shows the distinctive rationale of the basic needs approach. First, it 

emphasizes that poverty is multidimensional and that we should look for direct measures, that is, 

measures that go beyond income (Sen, 1981: 26-28; Sen & Foster, 1997: 199n252). Second, like 

the subsistence approach, regards poverty’s basal space as basic needs. However, it broadens the 

scope of those needs that are regarded as basic to encompass numerous dimensions beyond 

physiological requirements, incorporating into the equation distributional factors as well as 

cultural and social aspects. 

Among the different branches of the basic needs approach, we find the unsatisfied basic 

needs approach (UBN), which was formulated in Latin America by Argentinian economists Luis 

Beccaria, Alberto Minujín, and Julio Boltvinik. Like other multidimensional and direct measures, 

the UBN does not deny altogether the adequacy of income-based measures. Citing Juan Carlos 

Feres and Xavier Mancero, the Argentine economist Maria Emma Santos points out that the UBN 

typically encompassed four dimensions: access to minimum housing standards; access to basic 

services that guarantee minimum sanitary conditions; access to basic education; and economic 

capacity to achieve minimum consumption level (Feres & Mancero, 2001: 67, apud Santos, 2014: 

3).  

The UBN was primarily developed to address the absence of household surveys in Latin 

America capable of measuring the income of its population. As income data from household 

surveys began to become more accessible, the UBN was combined with income-based poverty 

measures, giving rise to what was referred to as the “integrated method.” The Argentine sociologist 

Carlos Hasenbalg (2003: 459) observed that this integrated approach distinguishes among four 

groups in a population: the chronically poor; the structurally deprived; the recent poor; and the 

socially integrated (see Table 1.1). The significance of this typology stems from empirical 

evidence indicating that a considerable number of households classified as non-poor based on 

income criteria (“Out of income poverty,” in Table 1.1) actually were deprived of their basic needs 
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(Boltvinik, 1991: 427).44 This point challenges the presumption that individuals or households 

above poverty lines determined by minimum food expenditures would also meet the thresholds for 

other essential needs. In other words, as some critics of monetary measures point out (Section 

1.2.2), income measures would be bad indicators of deprivation across different basic needs. 

 

Table 1.1 The integrated method: a combination of the UBN and the income method. (Source: 
Hasenbalg, 2003: 459.) 

 Satisfied needs Unsatisfied needs  

Out of income poverty Households socially integrated Households structurally deprived 

Income poor Households recently poor Households chronically poor 

 

Until the 1990s, the basic needs approach served as the prevailing framework within the 

international development movement. However, this began to shift with the adoption and 

proliferation of the language and framework associated with the capabilities approach, into which 

we will now delve. 

 

1.3.5. Capabilities  

The capability approach was developed by the Indian economist and philosopher Amartya 

K. Sen, and the American philosopher Martha Nussbaum.45 Similar to the basic needs approach, 

the development of the language of capabilities mirrored a movement advocating for the inclusion 

of factors beyond income when assessing social states. But it also resulted from debates in political 

philosophy on the metric of justice and its application to measurement exercises (Section 1.2.1). 

Unlike the basic needs approach, the capability approach emphasizes not the actual states 

one achieves, but the set of possible states one could choose to achieve. More precisely, the 

capability approach directs our attention to the freedom an individual has to realize things we 

 
44 For an introduction to the UBN, see Santos (2014: 2-7). For an account of this approach in Portuguese, see 
Hasenbalg’s “Pobreza no Brasil no final do século XX” (2003: 457-460). 
45 Sen’s seminal article for the capability approach is “Equality of What?” (1980a). In poverty measurement, his “Poor, 

Relative Speaking” (1983) was the first to conceive of poverty as capability deprivation. The chapter 7 of Inequality 
Reexamined (1992) and the chapter 4 of Development as Freedom (1999) further expand his account. Nussbaum sorts 
out her theory of capabilities in Women and Human Development: The Capabilities Approach (2000). 
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value, that is, it directs our attention to an individual’s capabilities to achieve valuable 

functionings. More elegantly, Sen expresses the Geist of the approach this way: “A functioning is 

an achievement, whereas a capability is the ability to achieve” (Sen, 1987: 36). 

In our context, this approach states that poverty’s basal space should be basic capabilities, 

that is, the freedom to achieve basic functionings. Basic functionings are those things that we value 

and that are conditions for individuals to realize other things they value. Typical basic functionings 

are: being adequately nourished; being educated; being assisted by health treatment when in need; 

and leading a long and healthy life.46 A crucial motivation for this approach is to give room for the 

possibility that individuals may have the relevant capability but choose not to convert it into a 

functioning. For instance, take the dozens of Brazilian political prisoners that voluntarily joined 

hunger strikes in protest to the Military Dictatorship that ruled the country from 1964 to 1985. 

These prisoners were deprived of the achievement of being well-nourished, but they were not 

deprived of the basic capability to be well-nourished.47 Therefore, these prisoners were not living 

in poverty. 

For the purposes of poverty measurement, there is an important distinction between Sen’s 

and Nussbaum’s account of capabilities. It concerns their way of selecting the capabilities that are 

considered basic and should constitute poverty’s basal space. Based on a teleological and 

Aristotelian conception of the nature of human beings, Nussbaum notably offered a list of 

putatively universal (that is, applicable to any human society) basic capabilities. She argues that 

while the manifestation of each basic capability varies, its content is fixed. In contrast, Sen has 

repeatedly denied offering such a list of basic capabilities given the pivotal role of human agency 

and social deliberation in his theory. Hence, Sen takes the content of the list itself as a matter of 

social choice. This is why while it is appropriate to say that Nussbaum provides a theory of 

capabilities, Sen provides an approach to them.48 

 
46 In Sen’s 1981 work, his analysis of poverty employs measures based on income and basic needs, as he had not fully 

developed the capability approach at that time. However, in the same work, he had already pointed out the many 
limitations of indirect measures in accounting for parametric variations in individuals’ ability to convert income into 

well-being. This concern persists, he argued, even when corrective mechanisms such as equivalence scales are 
considered (see note 23 in this Chapter 1). 
47 If we assume, of course, that the prisons of the dictatorship did not deprive them of food. 
48 In “Capabilities as fundamental entitlements: Sen and social justice” (2003), Nussbaum develops her argument for 
a universally applied list of basic capabilities. In contrast, Sen accepts that non-capability-based poverty measures can 
be justifiable, depending on the context or purpose of the measure. Here, I am following Baujard and Gilardone’s 
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It is widely known how hard it is to measure capabilities, as they refer not to actual but to 

possible states. While in the last decades there have been a great many methods for 

operationalizing them, in practice, most measures aim at basic capabilities indirectly through 

indicators of basic functionings deprivation. The rationale is that basic functionings deprivation is 

a good indicator of basic capabilities deprivation. Accordingly, the main practical influences of 

the approach in poverty measurement rely on functionings’ indicators to capture, indirectly, 

capabilities. This is the case of indicators like the Human Development Index (HDI) from the 

UNDP and the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) from the Oxford Poverty and Human 

Development Initiative and UNDP.49 

 

1.3.6. Human rights  

The human rights approach to poverty measurement is peculiar in many senses. 

Straightforwardly, it conceives of poverty as both a deprivation and, more importantly, a violation 

of basic human rights. These related but distinct notions of deprivation and violation have broader 

consequences for how poverty is measured and what the human rights approach implies for people 

not in poverty. 

The approach can have important consequences for the outcomes of the measures so 

constructed. This is aptly noted by Atkinson (2019: 49-51), who compares how the human rights 

approach may differentiate itself from the subsistence approach. The US’ official poverty measure 

for many years set the poverty line lower for women than for men. After all, women have typically 

less caloric needs. However, from the point of view of human rights, such a differentiation may be 

unacceptable as one could argue that every individual is entitled to equal rights and protections 

under the law. Differentiating poverty lines by gender may entail treating men and women 

unequally, suggesting that their rights should be valued differently. In fact, some may argue that 

 
(2017) argument that Sen’s main concern was not to provide a capability theory but to show why, when evaluating 

social states, we should expand the kind of information we take as our basal space. The “we” here is pivotal: Sen’s 

priority is to favor public reasoning, where individuals’ agency helps choose what should count in their social 

evaluations. Capabilities would then play only a heuristic role in his defense of democratic deliberation. Also, as we 
shall see below (Conclusion, iii), Sen’s emphasis on democratic deliberation in assessing social states is similar to the 

main motivation behind consensual approaches. See also note 9 in Chapter 2. 
49 Comin et al. (2008) is a reference work about what is at stake when operationalizing this approach, and also in 
presenting several methods for doing so. Also, Chamberlain (2021) notes that while the HDI and the MPI are inspired 
and animated by the capability approach, several of its properties contradict important dicta of it. 
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this contradicts the principle of non-discrimination, which is fundamental to human rights. Hence, 

the poverty line should be set at the same level for both men and women. 

Furthermore, the approach suggests sources for selecting a poverty measure’s basal space. 

Atkinson also notes that international documents like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

are lists of things that any human being is entitled to, and thus whose deprivation is a human right 

violation (Atkinson, 2019: 50-51). For instance, Article 25 of the Declaration states the right to a 

standard of living “adequate for the health and well-being of himself [sic] and of his [sic] family, 

including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services” (UN, n.d.). If 

we adopt this approach, this conception of standard of living could be taken as a precisification of 

poverty’s basal space.  

Atkinson also argues that freedom from poverty may be considered an essential human 

right, as it could be a precondition for enjoying all other human rights. This implies certain 

consequences as failure to address poverty can be seen as a violation, a breach of obligations, 

subjecting responsible actors such as governments to international censure. Furthermore, 

upholding human rights takes precedence over other principles, such as prioritizing efficiency or 

distributing resources based on merit.50 All this would strengthen the view discussed above 

(Section 1.2.1) suggesting that eliminating poverty is ultimately a matter of justice. 

The most comprehensive account of the human rights approach can be found in discussions 

within the UN’s Human Rights Council. The council appoints a Special Rapporteur “to examine 

and report back to [UN] member States on initiatives taken to promote and protect the rights of 

those living in extreme poverty, with a view to advancing the eradication of such poverty” (Alston, 

2020: 1).  

Recent reports have contained strong criticisms of the World Bank’s IPL as a standard for 

monitoring the international effort to combat global poverty. In his 2020 Report on extreme poverty 

and human rights, the then Special Rapporteur Philip Alston stated that: 

By single-mindedly focusing on the World Bank’s flawed international poverty line, the 

international community mistakenly gauges progress in eliminating poverty by reference 

 
50 A full-depth analysis of what this implies is out of scope here, so I just refer the reader to reference work. Pogge 
(2008) is a seminal text on this approach, and Wisor (2012) argues that an adequate measure of global poverty must 
conceptualize it as a violation of human rights. For a range of perspectives within this approach, see Gaisbauer et al. 
(2016: part 1). 
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to a standard of miserable subsistence rather than an even minimally adequate standard of 

living. This in turn facilitates greatly exaggerated claims about the impending eradication 

of extreme poverty and downplays the parlous state of impoverishment in which billions 

of people still subsist. (Alston, 2020: 1) 

In his recommendations on the properties that an adequate global poverty measure should 

possess, Alston suggests that such a measure should be “explicitly tied to the satisfaction of basic 

needs and capabilities” (Alston, 2020: 19).51 In practice, the human rights approach can, and 

indeed often is, combined with the relative deprivation and capabilities approaches. The primary 

distinction between these combined approaches and their traditional, “pure” versions lies in the 

normative implications brought by the language of human rights.52 

Now, to close my presentation of approaches in poverty measurement, it is of some worth 

to compare them. This is the theme of the last section of this chapter. 

 

1.4. Comparing approaches 

In this comparison exercise, my starting point will be the capability approach. I choose this 

approach because it was developed to overcome the perceived limitations of resource-based, well-

being-based, basic needs-based, and even relative deprivation-based approaches. More 

importantly, this choice will make more salient the similarities and differences between the 

capability approach and Townsend’s preferred approach. (The reader will find Table 1.2 at the end 

of the chapter, which outlines the main elements of each approach for easy reference.) 

Capabilities point towards a chain that connects a person’s access to resources and her 

well-being. While in economics these resources are mainly interpreted as someone’s access to 

income (or commodities), in our context we are considering resources in a more inclusive manner, 

encompassing various kinds of economic resources. This is what that chain drawn by Sen himself 

(with minor adaptations) aims to represent (Sen, 1982: 30): 

 

Resources → Characteristics → Capabilities → Well-being 

 

 
51 He further adds that “no one measure can replace the broad dashboard of multidimensional indicators that reflect 

modern expectations of a life free of poverty, aligned with human rights guarantees” (Alston, 2020: 19). 
52 See note 8 in this thesis’ Conclusion. 
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Let us revisit our earlier example of political prisoners. Suppose, reasonably, that their 

health has deteriorated due to fasting. In this scenario, to attain the same nutritional status as a 

well-nourished but free person, the prisoners’ dietary and caloric needs would be different (maybe 

higher). This highlights the limitations of using a resource-metric as an indicator of someone’s 

deprivation, due to its insensitivity to these kinds of parametric variations.  

Additionally, although the basic need for food remains unmet for them, thus impacting 

their personal well-being and leading to significant suffering, this deprivation is a result of their 

own choice. Therefore, while they have not been deprived of the basic capability to be well-

nourished, it is reasonable to assert that they have voluntarily chosen to forgo satisfying this basic 

need. This distinction would highlight a crucial limitation of the basic needs approach – namely, 

its insensitivity to people’s choices. 

Considering their human rights, as political prisoners under a dictatorship, they face 

undeniable restrictions in political participation. However, their fundamental right to food remains 

intact, as their fasting is a self-imposed sacrifice. In Sen’s terms, they are forgoing a well-being 

achievement for an “agency achievement” (Sen, 1987: 28).53 Thus, the capabilities approach 

provides a framework that supports some people’s intuitions that these political prisoners, despite 

their nutritional deprivation, are not in poverty. In fact, one might argue that the approach helps us 

to grasp why it makes little sense to say that the self-imposed nutritional deprivation of the political 

prisoners is a result of their poverty; while, at the same time, the involuntary deprivation faced by 

individuals like Esmeralda is aptly described as poverty.54 

Now, let us explore the relationship between the capabilities approach and the relative 

deprivation approach. To begin, it is important to recognize their similarities. Both approaches 

agree that the assessment of someone’s deprivation and poverty should not focus primarily on her 

resources. Townsend’s rationale for looking beyond mere resources mirrors Sen’s: the variability 

in people’s conditions and in their respective different needs. As we shall see below (Section 

 
53 In fact, considering the context, their fasting might be interpreted as a peak exercise of their capabilities. 
54 The converse situation, where someone’s nutritional achievement is not followed by her capability for it, is thus 
described by the words of the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish: “The description of a freedom that cannot find its 

bread. / The description / Of bread without the salt of freedom, or praise of a dove / Flying far from longing…” (2014 

[1995]: 80). 
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5.3.1), much of Townsend’s research focuses on the unique needs and deprivations of what he 

calls “social minorities,” such as children, the elderly, and individuals with disabilities. 

We could also compare how each approach conceptualizes the notion of standard of living. 

Both acknowledge that there is a distinction between the standard of living of an individual or a 

group, such as a specific class, and that of a broader society or country. They also stress the 

importance of assessing the inequalities between the two.  

For the relative deprivation approach, someone’s standard of living is made of a mix of 

consumer goods (or commodities), customs, and activities (Townsend, 1979: 59). Poverty then 

occurs when people cannot join the standard of living of her society due to a lack of resources. Or 

to put it differently, Townsend says that given lack of resources they are deprived of: 

the conditions of life – that is, the diets, amenities, standards and services – which allow 

them to play the roles, participate in the relationships and follow the customs which are 

expected of them by virtue of their membership of society. (Townsend, 1987b: 130)  

I must remember that these conditions are not only material but also social, and the 

deprivations they entail encompass both material and social deprivations (Townsend, 1987b: 127-

129). Social deprivations, as Townsend elaborates, are deprivations from activities like “entering 

into community or social relationships” or “the right – or responsibilities – open to them as 

citizens” (Townsend, 1987b: 128). 

We will delve into these elements of Townsend’s theory in more detail later. Turning to 

Sen, how does he define the standard of living? As we can infer from the title, in Standard of 

Living (1987), Sen sorts out his understanding of this concept and relates it to capabilities, to 

poverty, and to evaluations and rankings of social states. Sen’s conception diverges significantly 

from the traditional economic views that equate standard of living with economic opulence or 

well-being. He argues that standard of living “must be directly a matter of the life one leads rather 

than of the resources and means one has to lead a life” (Sen, 1987: 16). More precisely, he sees an 

individual’s standard of living as a collection of her capabilities and, predominantly, their 

functioning achievements.55 In other words, it concerns all the “aspects of the life that he or she 

 
55 Sen claims that functionings “are, in a sense, more directly related to living conditions, since they are different 
aspects of living conditions,” but when we take a “refined” view of functionings we must include, when assessing 

someone’s achievement, her capability of choosing other achievements (Sen, 1987: 36; original emphasis). As he puts 
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succeeds in living. The various ‘doings’ and ‘beings’ a person achieves are thus potentially all 

relevant to the evaluation of that person’s living standard” (Sen, 1987: 29).56  

Let me now adapt the framework I have previously presented to now incorporate Sen’s 

conception of standard of living. Figure 1.1 shows how it would fit: 

 

Figure 1.1 The place of Sen’s conception of standard of living within his chain. (Author’s own 

elaboration.) 

 

 

Additionally for Sen, a society’s standard of living is given by the aggregation of the 

standards of its people. This bears similarities to Townsend’s notion of standard of living, 

especially in the emphasis on an individual’s beings and doings, resonating with Townsend’s idea 

of social deprivation as primarily linked to a person’s activities. In fact, both Townsend and Sen 

adopt a non-fetishistic perspective, treating resources as means to achieve what they consider the 

relevant basal space for poverty measurement. 

Does this mean that Sen’s conception aligns with Townsend’s conception of the standard 

of living? I believe it does not. We have observed that according to the relative deprivation 

approach, an individual’s standard of living is composed of their material and social conditions. 

However, there is no space here to accommodate the consideration of an individual’s opportunities 

to achieve alternative conditions (Townsend, 1987b: 127-129). Therefore, a more fitting scheme 

in the context of Townsend’s theory for an individual’s standard of living would be something like 

Figure 1.2:  

 
it, “[c]hoosing A when B is also available is a different ‘refined’ functioning, it can be argued, from choosing A when 
B is not” (1987: 37). 
56 More precisely, Sen’s notion of standard of living is restricted to an agent’s own capabilities and functionings minus 
(to borrow a formulation by Bernard Williams) “all the desires or objectives that do not refer to the agent him- or 
herself” (Sen, 1987: 109). In that sense, the standard of living of the political prisoners is not affected by the conditions  
of their fellow citizens. This despite the fact that they, as political prisoners, are concerned with their nationals’ fate. 



Chapter 1 
78 

 
 

 
 

 

Figure 1.2 The place of Townsend’s conception of standard of living within Sen’s chain (Author’s own 

elaboration.) 

 

 

However, the most significant divergence between Townsend and Sen lies not in their 

conceptions of the standard of living per se, but in the role this conception plays within their 

respective approaches to poverty. First of all, in Townsend’s relative deprivation approach, the 

pivotal notion is a society’s standard of living. This is his poverty’s basal space. In contrast, in 

Sen’s capability approach, not standard of living but basic capabilities are poverty’s basal space. 

This difference can be interpreted in two complementary ways. First, it is important to 

recognize that, as previously mentioned, both someone’s and a society’s standard of living is an 

achievement, whereas basic capabilities represent the ability to achieve these outcomes (Sen, 1987: 

109-110). In other words, Sen views poverty’s basal space as a deprivation of a specific kind of 

opportunity – namely, the basic capability to choose among possible states, that is, functionings. 

On the other hand, Townsend takes poverty’s basal space as a deprivation of a certain type of 

outcome – specifically, the actual state of people’s participation in the standard of living of their 

society.  

The second interpretation focuses on the differences in the levels of abstraction each 

considers adequate for a conception of poverty. We can say that as a notion, the standard of living 

is less abstract than that of capabilities, that is, the concept of standard of living can be described 

as descriptively richer, or “thicker,” than that of capabilities. To describe a standard of living, one 

must refer to a detailed set of objects and practices specific to a certain time and place, which is 

not necessary when describing capabilities. For Sen, poverty represents not just a deprivation of 

any capabilities, but specifically of basic capabilities. As we shall discuss below (Section 3.1.1.b), 
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these basic capabilities are absolute, that is, they do not vary over time and across societies, or 

alternatively, are not relative to time and society.57 

Let me make this more concrete with a notable passage in Adam Smith’s The Wealth of 

Nations. There, Smith is discussing the concept of “necessaries:” 58 

A linen shirt, for example, is, strictly speaking, not a necessary of life. The Greeks and 

Romans lived, I suppose, very comfortably though they had no linen. But in the present 

times, through the greater part of Europe, a creditable day-labourer would be ashamed to 

appear in public without a linen shirt, the want of which would be supposed to denote that 

disgraceful degree of poverty which, it is presumed, nobody can well fall into without 

extreme bad conduct. (Smith: 1981 [1776]: 86) 

Both Townsend (1979: 32-33) and Sen (1983: 159) reference this passage, but they 

interpret it differently and with their respective purposes in mind. Sen posits that the ability to 

avoid shame due to an inability to meet societal conventions is a basic capability. Thus, being 

deprived of the capability to avoid shame is, in any place and time, part of poverty’s basal space 

(Sen, 1983: 161).59 What varies across different places and times are the resources (or 

commodities) required to realize this capability, or to convert it into the functioning of shame 

avoidance. In 18th Century England, the customs rendered a linen shirt part of the required set of 

resources, though this resource was not similarly required in Ancient Greek or Rome. In Sen’s 

formulation, those deprivations that constitute poverty are absolute in the space of capabilities and 

relative in the space of functionings (Sen, 1983: 167-168). So, for him, the standard of living is 

relevant to poverty only insofar as it determines the specific forms of capability realization. 

 
57 One might argue that the notion of basic capabilities is incompatible with Sen’s open-ended list of capabilities that 
are available for democratic deliberation in each social group (see note 48 in this Chapter 1 and note 9 in Chapter 2). 
I will not delve into this point further. 
58 The existence of social needs has long been a subject of discussion in the social sciences, predating even Smith. 
James Steuart argued that “mankind have [sic] two kinds of ‘necessary’; the physical needs for food, shelter, etc., and 

an additional set of requirements ‘which distinguishes what we call rank in society’, where the latter is determined by 

‘birth, education, or habit. A man with difficulty submits to descend from a higher way of living to a lower” (1767, 

apud Smith, 1981 [1776]: 870n2). More than a century later, Alfred Marshall claimed something similar: “perhaps, 

some consumption of alcohol and tobacco, and some indulgence in fashionable dress are in many places so habitual, 
that they may be said to be conventionally necessary …Their wages are therefore less than are practically necessary 

for efficiency, unless they provide not only for what is strictly necessary consumption, but include also a certain 
amount of conventional necessaries” (Marshall, 1890: 58; original emphasis). 
59 We have seen that there is cross-cultural evidence for shame being part of at least the experience of poverty (Walker, 
2014). Townsend might well accept this but distinguish the experiences associated with poverty, cross-cultural as they 
may be, from what constitutes poverty, which, as we shall see below (Section 3.1.1.c), is a non-subjective matter for 
him. 
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In contrast, we shall see that for Townsend, discussing poverty abstractly, detached from a 

specific time and society, does not make sense. According to him, poverty involves deprivations 

determined by a specific society at a specific time and should thus be described according to this 

time and society. Ergo, they should be described in detail. For instance, it might be the case that 

shelter deprivation may be a component of poverty in all times and societies but:  

Isn’t the idea of “shelter” relative not just to climate and temperature but to what society 

makes of what shelter is for? The three little pigs had different ideas of the meaning of 

shelter. Shelter includes notions of privacy, space to cook and work and play and highly 

cultured notions of warmth, humidity and segregation of particular members of family and 

different functions of sleep, cooking, washing and excretion. These are social notions and 

this is what I would want to insist upon. (Townsend, 1985a: 667) 

Privacy, space to cook, work, play. Functions of sleep, cooking, washing and excretion. 

These notions add up in detail the kind of deprivation poverty is, as they refer to more concrete 

elements than subsistence and shame. And accordingly, they should figure in an adequate measure 

of poverty, one that takes into account their social specificities. For Townsend, cooking in 18th 

Century England is, in an important sense, a different activity from cooking in 21st Century 

England, and even more different from cooking in 21st Century Brazil. In each, they relate to 

different forms of deprivation that a measure of poverty should be able to capture. 

Some readers may question whether Townsend’s preference for the standard of living over 

capabilities as poverty’s basal space is compatible with his commitment to value-freedom. To start, 

why should we prioritize the standard of living instead of capabilities as the relevant deprivation 

space? Well, one might say that the only of doing so is by appealing to contextual values that show, 

for instance, that we should prioritize outcomes instead of opportunities. However, in that case the 

selection of poverty’s basal space would be, contrary to Townsend’s ultimate goal (Section 

1.2.1.d), a contextual judgment. We will explore this conundrum further below (Section 3.1.1.d). 

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, we have seen two sets of important notions in poverty measurement. The 

first set encompasses three pivotal elements in poverty measures: the kind of deprivation that 

constitutes poverty, to wit, the deprivation space; the indicator of the basal space; and the poverty 

line. The second set refers to the notion of approaches. I have argued that an approach in poverty 
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measurement is primarily defined by its basal space and its indicator. Further, we have seen that 

when making the notion of a given basal more precise, two controversial questions arise: How to 

select the items that constitute, for instance, a food basket that can guarantee subsistence or a set 

of commodities and activities that constitute a standard of living? And how do we determine the 

minimum threshold that differentiates the poor from the non-poor? Essentially, these questions 

revolve around how to establish the poverty line. 

Townsend’s approach of poverty as relative deprivation was developed in opposition to 

previous approaches, especially the subsistence-based one. Notably, it shares significant 

similarities with the capabilities approach, such as the focus not merely on resources but on what 

these resources enable an individual to achieve. However, there is an important difference 

concerning what resources help to achieve and whose deprivation constitutes poverty: for 

Townsend, it is participation in a society’s standard of living, an actual and descriptively richer 

state; for Sen, it is basic capabilities, not actual and more abstract states. 

One of the key motivations for developing various approaches to poverty measurement has 

been the need for criteria to establish a non-arbitrary poverty line. We have also examined how 

proposed poverty lines, as well as other elements of a poverty measure, have historically faced 

criticisms for being unscientific, subjective, and ultimately arbitrary. Addressing these criticisms 

is particularly crucial in Townsend’s theory and his cut-off measure, which he claimed was based 

on a “scientific” and “objective” line. Townsend believed that such arbitrariness could be 

minimized only by reducing the influence of social beliefs and contextual values in the choices 

one faces when designing a theory and measure poverty. The reasons for this stance and the 

methods he envisioned to implement it can be better understood through the lenses of the 

philosophy of measurement and the philosophy of science and values. These topics will be the 

focus of our next chapters.  
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Table 1.2 Approaches in poverty measurement. (Author’s own elaboration.) 

 

CONCEPTION MEASURE 

DISCIPLINES 
Deprivation N. of 

dimensions Cause Indicator(s) Cut-off 

MONETARY income, 
well-being 

one unspecified 
income or 

consumption  

determined by 
physical needs or by 

administrative or 
political criteria 

economics 

SUBSISTENCE physiological 
needs  

one 
lack of 

resources 
income or 

consumption 

determined by a 
minimum nutritional 

level 

economics; international 
development 

BASIC NEEDS 

basic needs 
(e.g., food, 

health, social 
participation) 

multi unspecified 
health, education, 

employment, 
culture etc. 

determined by 
administrative or 
political criteria 

social indicators; 
international development 

RELATIVE 
DEPRIVATION 

society’s 

standard of 
living 

multi 
lack of 

resources 

resources (income-
based) and 
someone’s 

standard of living 

determined by the 
point of disproportion 

hypothesis 

sociology; international 
development 

CAPABILITIES basic 
capabilities multi unspecified functionings 

political (democratic 
deliberation) 

development economics; 
international development 

HUMAN 
RIGHTS human rights multi unspecified 

basic needs-, 
standard of living- 

or capabilities-
based 

political 

philosophy of development 
and of global justice; 

international law; 
international development 
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CHAPTER 2 

Systematicity, Middle-Range Theory, and CRP 

 

 

Introduction 

Let me start with some terminology. What are commonly called “theories of poverty” often 

refer to a coherent set of propositions about the causes of this phenomenon.1 However, the success 

of any scientific endeavor depends not only on theory in this narrow sense but on a variety of 

products that make up for the success or failure of a theory in a broader sense. This means that 

success depends on a set of scientific products about a subject that are, in the right manner, 

connected internally and also to other domains (Cartwright, 2020a; 2020b).2 It is in that sense that 

I refer to “Townsend’s theory of poverty,” that is, to the set of a variety of scientific products, like 

a conception of poverty; hypotheses about the elements that constitute his conception; the tools to 

test the hypotheses; observations about human behavior; an explanation of poverty; a report on 

how the research was conducted; and what he regarded as the “policy prescriptions” of his theory. 

We shall see how this broader sense of the term better reflects, as T. H. Marshall have noted (1981: 

85), the systematic character of his research, among which his conception and his favorite measure 

of poverty are important though just some elements. In the literature discussing Townsend’s work, 

his conception and above all his measure of poverty are most often taken to be his major 

contributions to the theme. I believe this is at best an incomplete assessment of his work. The other 

elements in his theory of poverty not only enrich his account of the phenomenon but, I think, are 

crucial to better understand the conception and measure themselves. 

With a systematic theory, Townsend aimed to overcome what he regarded as a crucial flaw 

in different conceptions and measures of poverty: their arbitrary and ad-hoc character. His theory 

of poverty, in contrast, grounds or provides the reasons for considering his conception and measure 

of poverty as superior to its alternatives. Or alternatively, his conception and measure of poverty 

are non-ad-hoc because they are integrated into a theory that satisfies criteria scientific theories 

should meet. 

 
1 In fact, this is how Townsend employs the term (1979: ch. 4; 1993: ch. 5). 
2 Cartwright provides a non-exhaustive list of these products (she talks about “scientific outputs”): “from theories and 

models to concepts and measures, studies and experiments, data collection, curation and coding, methods of inference, 
narratives, devices, technologies, plans and science-informed policies, and more” (Cartwright, 2020a: 2). 
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To show why Townsend’s is a systematic theory, we need to clarify the notion of 

systematicity itself. A scientific theory can be systematic in three ways. First, it may align with 

philosopher of science Paul Hoyningen-Huene’s (2013) conception of systematicity in science. 

According to Hoyningen-Huene, systematic scientific theories perform well across different 

dimensions like descriptions, explanations, predictions, epistemic connectedness, and an ideal of 

completeness (or of unification). Moreover, they score better in those dimensions than common 

sense knowledge. Second, a theory can be considered systematic because it is a middle-range 

theory (Merton, 1968: ch. 2; Cartwright, 2020b). Middle-range theories are characterized by: their 

focus on a narrower range of phenomena than broad-range theories; their more precisely defined 

concepts; and for ultimately bridging empirical data with more abstract theoretical assertions. This 

latter bridging function fosters greater unification, enhancing systematicity in Hoyningen-Huene’s 

sense. Indeed, the set of products in Townsend’s theory that we mentioned above constitutes a 

middle-range theory of poverty. 

Third, a theory can be systematic because its measure aligns with the measurement theory 

developed by Norman Bradburn, Nancy Cartwright, and Jonathan Fuller (Bradburn et al., 2017). 

This theory posits that a good measure consists of three key elements: a conception; a formal 

representation of the conception; and procedures for collecting and processing the relevant data. 

These elements must be substantiated by solid arguments and also be in the right relationship with 

each other. In this way, the measure can exhibit improved performance in the dimensions of 

defending knowledge claims and epistemic connectedness. I refer to this framework as “CRP,” 

standing for conception, representation, and procedures. CRP sheds light on pivotal decisions in 

poverty measurement. This involves precisifying a concept through refining its intension and 

extension, and possibly altering its ordinary meaning. Further, it involves making decisions about 

its formal representation, such as choosing what its measurement scale will be. And lastly, 

determining the rules for applying the measure to empirical data, which involves collecting and 

processing the data, as well as checking for its reliability. We shall see that one of the main 

advantages of CRP is its emphasis on epistemic soundness rather than truth, as well as its 

compatibility with diverse ontological perspectives on measurement. I argue we can interpret 

Townsend’s theory as systematic not only in the first two senses but also in this third sense of 

systematicity. 
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Not only the cut-off measure, but the bulk of Townsend’s theory of poverty is presented in 

Poverty in the UK (PITUK), his main work on the matter. Thus, this is my primary source for 

interpreting the theory. Curiously, a detailed examination of PITUK reveals that Townsend 

employed not just his cut-off measure but also three additional measures of poverty. This, I will 

argue, is also a manifestation of the theory’s systematicity. 

*** 

Sections’ outline 

Section 2.1 outlines and discusses the three senses in which Townsend’s theory is 

systematic. Section 2.2 discusses the CRP measurement theory in detail, with a focus of showing 

how it can provide a useful framework to grasp key decisions that poverty measurement involves. 

The chapter concludes with two notes in Section 2.3. First, it calls attention to PITUK, my primary 

source for interpreting Townsend’s theory. Second, it presents the four poverty measures 

Townsend employs in the book to analyze poverty. 

 

2.1. A systematic theory 

In this section, I try to make the notion of systematicity more precise by showing three 

senses in which Townsend’s theory is systematic: it differs from everyday knowledge about 

poverty; it is part of a middle-range theory of poverty; and it fits within CRP measurement theory. 

Let us examine each in turn. 

 

2.1.1. It differs from everyday knowledge about poverty 

Townsend’s theory is systematic in the same way that philosopher of science Paul 

Hoyningen-Huene (2013) claims scientific theories are systematic: they differ from everyday 

knowledge in their level of systematicity. According to Hoyningen-Huene, the systematicity of 

scientific theories manifests in nine dimensions: descriptions, explanations, predictions, the 

defense of knowledge claims, critical discourse, epistemic connectedness, an ideal of completeness 

(or of unification), knowledge generation, and the representation of knowledge. 

Systematicity is what gives science authority over its alternatives, like religion and 

astrology. In this respect, Hoyningen-Huene offers an answer to the demarcation problem that 

animated philosophy of science throughout the 20th Century. His notion of systematicity has two 
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advantages. First, none of the nine dimensions are necessary or sufficient conditions, as 

Hoyningen-Huene (2013: 28) recognizes that the relationship between them is one of family 

resemblance, in Wittgenstein’s sense. This accommodates the common observation that science is 

diverse in its methods and thus that some responses to the demarcation problem fit well with 

important scientific theories, but not with others that are equally authoritative.3 

More importantly, by describing science’s systematicity in contrast with ordinary or 

common knowledge, Hoyningen-Huene’s claim aligns well with the argument of this thesis: that 

Townsend’s theory is best understood as an effort to respond to epistemic values, instead of 

contextual values in poverty research. Put another way, we could interpret Townsend’s effort to 

develop his theory in tandem with epistemic values as a way to make his theory systematic. And 

he did this because widely accepted beliefs about poverty lack systematicity precisely because they 

are influenced by contextual values. Ultimately, Townsend aimed to make his theory influence 

social beliefs and displace, at least partly, what he regarded as the wrong common sense about 

poverty. In fact, only then could his theory inform public policies to combat poverty. For him, 

systematicity is a vaccine against ideology (see Introduction, ii).4 

 
2.1.2. It is part of a middle-range theory 

The second sense in which his theory is systematic is that it bridges the study of poverty 

with broader economic and sociological theories on social inequality.5 In other words, his theory 

of poverty is an instance of what some social scientists and philosophers call middle-range theories 

(Merton, 1968: ch. 2; Alexandrova, 2017: xxxix-xli; Cartwright, 2020b: 277). These theories are 

better understood in contrast to broad-range theories, whose concepts are more abstract and 

attempt to explain a broader set of (potentially all) societal facts. Think about rational choice 

 
3 Take the case of the Popperian capability of being falsified. While it fits well in explaining major breakthroughs in 
physics, it has difficulties accounting for the theory of evolution.  
4 Griffiths (1997: ch. 7) and Alexandrova and Fabian (2022: 6) note that a common view in the history and philosophy 
of science regards the conceptualization of nature in fruitful and new (also called “technical”) ways as an important 

scientific achievement. As he proposes a new conception of poverty, here as elsewhere Townsend’s theory aligns with 

the dictums of esteemed strands in the philosophy of science. 
5 This is not an original interpretation, as it is common to attribute to Townsend an account of poverty that relates it 
to inequality. In the literature, this attribution often takes the form of a simple charge that Townsend committed a 
well-known error by mistaking poverty for inequality. Exceptions are T. H. Marshall’s (1981) and Ian Gough’s (1981) 

reviews of PITUK, which, while capturing the core of Townsend’s proposal, have gone quite unnoticed. 
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theory, Max Weber’s theory of social action, Durkheim’s functionalism, or Karl Marx’s historical 

materialism. In contrast, middle-range theories target specific social phenomena and employ 

concepts that are less abstract, as seen in social capital theory, the theory of alienation, theories on 

the origins of capitalism, and, of course, a theory of poverty. One of the main goals of middle-

range theories is to connect broad-range theories with concepts that are less abstract, more specific 

working hypotheses and in this way allowing for testing them. 

In any case, both this sense and Hoyningen-Huene’s account of systematicity display a 

high level of abstraction that may be insufficient to make this notion meaningful (2013: 25-30). 

More importantly, this account of systematicity leaves out a crucial aspect of what I have been 

calling Townsend’s theory of poverty: a set of products that goes beyond a coherent set of 

propositions. For instance, two of the most important features of Townsend’s theory are its 

measure and the survey from which the data animating the measure is taken. It is more appropriate 

to classify these two products as tools rather than propositions. Moreover, I am claiming that part 

of Townsend’s theory also consists of a description of the activities or practices that led to 

producing these tools and the results for his analysis. 

This is why a third sense of systematicity is in place. This sense is found in the literature 

in the philosophy of science that places particular emphasis on the practical aspects of science and 

strives to elucidate them. I am referring to a specific account of scientific measurement. 

 
2.1.3. It fits in CRP measurement theory 

The third sense of systematicity is provided by CRP, the measurement theory developed 

by Bradburn, Cartwright, and Fuller (Bradburn et al., 2017). According to CRP, a good measure 

of the concept of interest has three elements: a precisification of the concept – that is, a conception 

of it; hypotheses about this conception and how it relates to other concepts; and a way to represent 

the conception and procedures to gather the relevant data to test these hypotheses. Additionally, it 

includes arguments showing that these three elements are in the right connection and it may also 

provide an explanation (the causes) of the relevant phenomenon that connects these three elements 

with a broad-range theory. 

A measure according to CRP can be understood as a middle-range theory (Cartwright, 

2020b: 278-285). Hence, I argue that Townsend’s theory of poverty is a middle-range theory 
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whose core aligns well with CRP. Townsend’s theory concentrates on one social phenomenon – 

poverty – and provides a set of interrelated elements in its favor, among which the cut-off measure 

is just one: 

● a conception of it – relative deprivation caused by lack of resources;  

● hypotheses concerning the elements of this conception – for instance, the point of 

disproportion hypothesis; 

● anthropological observations that motivate his conception – for instance, that people have 

a basic need for social integration;  

● a representation to test these hypotheses – the cut-off measure;  

● procedures to build the measure – how to, inter alia, build a survey that measures resources 

appropriately;  

● an explanation that connects it with a broad-range theory – poverty is one of the effects of 

a broader phenomenon, that is, the diverse forms of social stratification, which in turn are 

explained by a class-based, materialistic theory. More precisely, poverty is primarily the 

result of inequality in how resources are distributed and how they are reinforced by social 

beliefs about poverty;  

● a record of the process by which the research was conducted – for instance, the description 

of how the survey with the British population was put into practice;  

● and the theory’s policy prescriptions – for instance, a substantial reduction in top salaries 

or wages. 

Now, let us look at CRP with more detail, discussing its three elements and how they can 

support each other. This will make easier to understand the different elements in Townsend’s 

theory and how they interrelate. 

 
2.2. A measurement theory: CRP 

In the philosophy of measurement and in metrology, the science of measurement, we find 

different theories that aim to describe and regulate measurement across different disciplines or to 

address different aspects of this activity. In this section, I introduce a theory particularly suited to 

the social sciences: the measurement theory developed by Norman Bradburn, Nancy Cartwright, 

and Jonathan Fuller (Bradburn et al., 2017). This theory is especially relevant for understanding 
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poverty measurement more generally and Townsend’s cut-off measure and his broader theory in 

particular. 

Before continuing, it is worth asking: what does measurement in the social sciences entail? 

Peter Adcock and David Collier’s (2001) reference work on social science measurement provides 

some help here. They describe measurement as a set of complex decisions ultimately linking 

concepts to observations. This linking process is often described as one about measurement 

validity, which in their words consists of answering the question: “Do the observations 

meaningfully capture the ideas contained in the concepts?” (Adcock & Collier, 2001: 530). In the 

next chapters, I will delve deeper into the basic idea that Townsend thought an adequate measure 

of a concept like poverty involves making and justifying choices. In fact, a key concept in social 

science measurement, validation, refers to this process. Validation consists of providing arguments 

for the conception, representation, and procedures used to produce the measure results, as well as 

for the consistency of these elements. One of the advantages of CRP theory is that it offers a useful 

framework for understanding this process by making it more explicit. 

Let me repeat what, according to the CRP (Bradburn et al., 2017: 73-74), good 

measurement involves. First, it involves the following activities: 

● Conceptualization: providing a conception of the concept to be measured;6 

● Representation: providing a formal representation of it, that is, the formal features that 

capture the features of the concept; 

● Formulating procedures: providing rules for applying the representation to the 

measurement scores or results. 

Second, good measurement involves providing arguments for why the chosen conception, 

representation, and procedures are adequate and in the right relationship with each other. In what 

follows below, these points will become clearer as we talk about each element in some detail, 

illustrating them with important choices in poverty measurement. I will also answer a possible 

objection to adopting CRP as my parameter for interpreting Townsend’s theory. 

 

 
6 What I call “conception,” Bradburn, Cartwright, and Fuller call “characterization.” I stick with the former term as it 

is extensively deployed in the literature on poverty measurement. 
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2.2.1. Conceptualization 

CRP emphasizes that many concepts animating measures in the social sciences often are 

what the Austrian philosopher Otto Neurath called Ballung concepts.7 These concepts are used as 

typical currency in everyday speech and different, sometimes disparate, meanings are attributed to 

them. This means they are often connected only by family resemblance and have fuzzy boundaries, 

where we do not know whether it refers to a given object or not. To feature in scientific theories 

and animate measures, a Ballung concept needs to be precisified. We need to get rid of its many 

meanings, settle their boundaries, and determine precisely what things in the world belong to it 

and what do not. This involves specifying its intension and narrowing down its extensionality. 

More importantly, it is essential to make these aspects explicit to our interlocutors to avoid 

misunderstandings. All these activities correspond to conceptualization, and its result is a 

conception of a given concept. 

Choosing poverty’s basal space is also an instance of conceptualization, as it entails 

narrowing down poverty’s extension by changing its intension. A possible result of 

conceptualization is the revision of the Ballung concept’s folk meaning and folk extension. This 

means the meaning of the revised scientific concept may differ from the meaning attributed by 

non-experts to it and may differ from the list of things that are taken to fall under the concept too. 

Let me give an interesting example of this. Consider William of Ockham, an English 

philosopher and Franciscan who lived in the late Middle Ages. In accordance with Francis of 

Assisi, Ockham embraced apologetic poverty, that is, a life voluntarily deprived of any kind of 

property, living as a “mendicant.” 8 Now, remember that the capability approach makes room for 

people’s choices to not achieve basic functionings. This means that according to poverty as 

capability deprivation, Ockham and Franciscans alike are not considered to be in poverty. Of 

course, one interpretation of poverty found in common speech refers to this kind of apologetic 

poverty. However, people like Sen have reasons to work with a revised conception of poverty that 

 
7 While Ballung concepts are not exclusive to the social sciences, they are certainly more prevalent there than in hard 
sciences, like mathematics or physics. 
8 Ockham’s choice for apologetic poverty somewhat resonates with Francis’ Testament, where one reads: “Those who 

embraced this life gave everything they had to the poor. They were satisfied with one habit which was patched inside 
and outside, and a cord, and trousers. We refused to have anything more.” Furthermore, Ockham’s preference for a 

life of simplicity mirrors the parsimony of his ontological approach, translated into the razor named after him. Whether 
this parallel is coincidental or deliberate is something to check. 
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does not include cases like Ockham’s. These motives are related to the purposes that typically 

animate Sen and his followers’ work, such as to enable a normative evaluation of social states that 

pays attention to people’s agency. As a consequence, deprivations that result from someone’s own 

choices should not, ceteris paribus, concern us from the point of view of social policy.9 

Townsend’s own revisionary conception of poverty will be discussed later (Section 3.1). 

Now, let us talk about representation. 

 
2.2.2. Representation 

We should also specify the features of the formal entity that is taken to appropriately 

represent the thing to be measured, in our case, the chosen conception of poverty. This formal 

entity is commonly called a “measure” of the quantity of the conception to be measured. A lot of 

debates in poverty measurement concern what features an adequate representation of it should 

reflect. 

A basic representational choice concerns determining the appropriate operations that we 

can perform with the measure. This translates into establishing the appropriate metric system or 

scale of the measure. The most famous scale classification is from Stevens (1946), which divided 

them into nominal, ordinal, interval, and ratio scales. While the first two do not allow us to make 

any mathematical operation, interval scales allow us to add or subtract our results, and the ratio 

scale allows us to add, subtract, divide, and multiply. For instance, income is most often measured 

on a ratio scale and if we take it as our indicator of poverty, then we can perform the four operations 

with the results of such a measure. 

In the case of poverty, another important representational choice consists of whether our 

measure of poverty refers to a continuous or binary variable. This problem can help us seeing how 

representation is linked to conceptualization. If we conceive poverty as a matter of yes or no, then 

we should conceive it as a kind of binary variable, otherwise, it will be an invalid measure. In fact, 

we can interpret Soares’ claim that we mentioned in the last chapter (Section 1.1) as stating that 

the problem of setting a poverty line in a non-arbitrary way rests on the features he attributed to 

 
9 If we agree with Baujard and Gilardone’s (2017) argument (note 47 in Chapter 1), we can claim that Sen has 
developed the capability approach with a revisionist goal in mind: to offer an alternative to welfare economics’ almost 

exclusive focus on well-being or utility as the basis for evaluating social states. 
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the conception of poverty as well-being deprivation. Soares claimed that given well-being is a 

continuous variable and poverty binary (so, someone is or is not poor, period), then we could trace 

the poverty line not in accordance with well-being but only in accordance with political or moral 

criteria. Of course, we have mentioned that one can dispute this simply by denying that poverty is 

binary or well-being is continuous. Also, we could argue that it is indeed possible to establish 

meaningful statistical relationships between a continuous variable and a discrete variable. The 

important thing to note is that, according to CRP, in a good measure, such choices are not taken 

for granted but are objects of argumentation too. 

Keep in mind that the process of offering arguments to support the elements of a measure 

and to ensure their consistency is validating a measure. I should note that we find two main 

different ways of doing so in poverty measurement: one that is formal and the other empirical. 

Formal validation consists of providing proofs of representational theorems. This is typical of what 

the literature calls “axiomatic poverty measures.” 10 These measures are designed to satisfy certain 

mathematical properties that are taken as axioms. These axioms refer to the structure of the 

measure and how it will respond to changes in its arguments. Among these axioms, the most 

important have normative interpretations. For instance, the monotonicity axiom states that “Given 

other things, a reduction in income of a person below the poverty line must increase the poverty 

measure” (Sen, 1976: 219). Another, the transfer axiom, states that “Given other things, a pure 

transfer of income from a person below the poverty line to anyone who is richer must increase the 

poverty measure” (Sen, 1976: 219). The motivation for both axioms was to ensure that the measure 

is sensitive to a transfer of income from the poorest poor to those who are better off. Here, the 

measure is not validated empirically, but deductively. 

This deductive validation of axiomatic measures is quite different in spirit from how 

Townsend argues for the way he represents poverty. He favored empirical validation, that is, 

basing a choice about a poverty measure on empirical evidence. This was the case of how he 

argued the poverty line should be determined: based on a hypothesis about the elements of his 

 
10 The so-called “axiomatic method” was introduced by Sen in the seminal “Poverty: An Ordinal Approach to 

Measurement” (1976). Its most notable measures include the family of poverty indicators called ‘FGT,” named after 

Foster, Greer, and Thorbecke, which proved this family of indicators satisfies a set of axioms taken as normatively 
desirable (Foster et al., 1984). For a detailed account of this method, see Alkire et al. (2015: esp. 109-122). 
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conception, that is, the point in the resources scale where relative deprivation becomes 

disproportionate. In the case of positive test results, the line would be validated. 

 

2.2.3. Procedures 

Finally, we need rules for applying the measure to the observations. In fact, these 

observations serve as inputs to the measure. More concretely, these rules state how the values of 

our poverty measure should be collected and processed. This process of application has three steps: 

(a) data collection, (b) processing, and (c) checking reliability. Let us see each in turn. 

 

a) Data collection 

It relates to how the relevant data is collected and registered by the researcher. For most 

poverty measures, the first step is carried out through household surveys. These surveys are the 

building bricks of quantitative social research. The most important tool here is the questionnaire, 

which contains the questions that a person must answer about the conditions of their household.11 

A well-known issue for social researchers is that hardly ever the person who runs the analysis (that 

is, who performs the steps b and c) is the one who designs and supervises the survey. The data that 

animates the analysis is most commonly the result of census or sample research conducted by 

official public institutions like the Federal Statistical System of the United States or the Instituto 

Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística [“Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics”]. For most 

of his career, Townsend made use of secondary data. But, as we shall see, the results of PITUK 

were peculiar in this sense, as they were the result of a nationally representative survey designed 

and conducted by him and his associates.12  

 

b) Processing 

Here we are referring to how a measure processes its relevant data. This activity of 

processing is often called “scoring,” or simply “counting the cases” of the conception of interest. 

 
11 From the perspective of economics, Deaton’s (2015) work is a reference for working with data from household 

surveys for various purposes. Atkinson (2019) discusses and offers practical guidance related to data associated with 
poverty measurement. 
12 I thank Chris Renwick for bringing this to my attention. 
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The scores constitute elements of a measure that are, so to speak, most closely related to the data. 

It is in that sense that Adcock and Collier write that “[v]alid measurement is achieved when scores 

… meaningfully capture the ideas contained in the corresponding concept [more precisely, 

conception] (2001: 530).  

In a good measure, the steps taken in scoring the cases are transparent and well-argued. 

How could a poverty measure’s score be well-argued? To illustrate, imagine we view poverty as 

multidimensional, comprising various kinds of deprivations. Take, for example, five distinct kinds 

of deprivation. If our measure includes one indicator per deprivation, a key question arises: How 

many indicators must a person meet to be classified as poor? Just one? All five? Or perhaps an 

intermediate number, like three? In the literature, the first option is often called the “union 

criterion;” the second the “intersection criterion;” and the third the “intermediate criterion” (see 

Table 2.1).13 If we consider poverty to be multidimensional, it might sound strange to regard a 

single indicator score as sufficient for classifying someone as poor, hence rejecting the union 

criterion. Therefore, we may regard no single indicator as sufficient. We may even adopt an 

intersection criterion; however, this procedure has rarely been adopted in the literature (Alkire et 

al., 2015: 124). Actually, for those who claim that no single indicator can do justice to the 

multidimensional character of poverty, the most popular procedure involves taking more than one 

but less than all indicators, hence the intermediate criterion (Alkire et al., 2015: 33). 

 

Table 2 Multidimensional counting criteria. (Author’s own elaboration.)  

Number of dimensions to be in poverty 

Union Intermediate Intersection 

One indicator More than one but less than all All indicators 

 

It may be worthwhile to explore how we could argue for the inadequacy of the union 

criterion. First, we could consider what would be more adequate given our conception of poverty. 

Prima facie, a valid measure of a multidimensional conception may require multiple indicators. 

However, the relationship between indicators of a conception and the conception itself is less 

 
13 For an in-depth review of different ways of counting deprivations and their basic rationale, see Alkire et al. (2015: 
ch. 4). 
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straightforward. Take, for example, a glycemic blood test for diabetes: it does not encompass all 

dimensions of the disease, yet this does not render it invalid. As mentioned above, it is not 

impossible for a single indicator to be an adequate proxy of a multidimensional basal space 

(Section 1.2.2). In fact, it is this rationale that underpins the main arguments for income-based 

measures of poverty. However, we have also seen how arguments for multiple indicators of 

poverty stem from an empirical observation: relying solely on an individual’s income can cause 

us to lose track of individuals who suffer from non-income but poverty-related deprivations.14 In 

a nutshell, one could argue that the best reasons for considering single indicators as insufficient 

measures of a multidimensional conception of poverty are those that appeal to both conceptual 

arguments and empirical evidence. 

In any case, clearly stating and motivating such processing rules is vital, especially in 

multidimensional poverty. Chapter 4 will deal with Townsend’s rules for counting the several 

indicators of deprivation in his measure of poverty. Now, let us talk about the last step of 

application. 

 

c) Checking reliability 

This concerns what statistical tests will be performed to ensure that a measure’s result is 

reliable. I follow Alkire et al. (2015: ch. 8) in their account of this matter, and by “reliable” here I 

mean both reliable and robust. A measure is robust when its results are not too sensitive to small 

changes in its features, like where the poverty line is settled – to be more precise, when its results 

are not too sensitive to small changes in its parameters. We have mentioned above that reflecting 

on poverty measurement is important because our conclusions about the state of poverty in a given 

population can differ depending on the poverty line we deploy. Also, the people who are selected 

for policies to relieve or overcome their poverty may be different too, depending on the line. While 

these differences can reflect substantive debates about the matter, it may be undesirable to have 

 
14 We could also further support the notion that a single indicator is insufficient on a more explanatory basis. That is, 
we may assess an indicator by its ability to identify the most significant cause of the phenomenon under consideration. 
Within Townsend’s theory, this would mean that our focus shifts from his index of deprivation to his index of total 
resources. After all, it is the latter that would allow him to capture only those relative deprivations that are caused by 
a lack of resources. Indeed, Townsend’s inclusion of indicators of resources that go beyond income was driven by the 

putative lack of explanatory power of previous indicators for understanding the full scope of relative deprivation. This 
is the topic of Section 3.1.2. 
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our measure’s results sensitive to small changes in its parameters. For instance, this might make it 

difficult to ascertain whether changes in poverty levels are due to economic conditions or merely 

due to fine adjustments in the measurement. Of course, it may be hard to distinguish when 

differences in results in poverty measurement are a question of robustness or of substantive 

judgment. Here, we may need to debate directly about some of our conceptualization and 

representational choices. 

And reliability? Well, here means, broadly, ensuring that the results of the measure allow 

us to draw conclusions about the whole population being studied, and not only about those people 

who took the survey. For instance, most often poverty data is gathered through sample surveys 

rather than a complete census. Thus, Townsend drew upon statistical inferences when he 

concluded things about poverty in the whole UK based on a survey conducted only on a subset of 

its population. So, we need to acknowledge the risk of the sample does not represent the entire 

population. In fact, Townsend did strive for checking how certain they were about its results.15  

Discussing reliability and robustness appropriately would require a more thorough 

discussion of statistics. Eventually, we could further discuss whether and when we should interpret 

a survey’s results in causal terms. However, delving into these topics would extend the length of 

this thesis significantly. Therefore, I have chosen not to include them, trusting that their absence 

will not undermine the strength of my argument. 

 

2.2.4. A possible objection and an answer 

One might claim that interpreting Townsend’s measure according to one specific theory 

like CRP can be undesirable, as it would make the interpretation dependent on CRP being the right 

measurement theory. Here as elsewhere, one finds in the philosophy of measurement several 

theories about the same object.16 For instance, there is some debate about what metaphysical 

attitude we should adopt over the nature of the concepts that guide what we intend to measure. 

Should we take these concepts as referring to real entities (whatever “real” might mean) and which 

the measure should be able to capture; or are they just tools through which we organize our 

 
15 As we shall see (Section 4.3.3), reliability also applies to other elements of the survey, like its questionnaire. 
16 For a comprehensive review, see Tal (2015). For a measurement theory aimed to be applicable to different sciences, 
see Mari et al. (2021). 
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language, and with our measure we only aim to produce results that allow us to satisfy certain 

purposes? Some measurement theories may be compatible with the former, but not with the latter 

option, and vice-versa. 

What is the case of Townsend’s view about these matters? To answer, take this passage for 

a moment: 

… [T]he importance of scientific definition and assessment must not be underestimated. I 

doubt whether reality should be regarded fundamentally as what people make of it. This is 

to confuse consciousness with the external construction of events. A distinction has to be 

made between subjective perceptions and objective structures and relationships, even when 

knowledge of that external reality is necessarily filtered through human perceptions. 

(Townsend, 1987b: 32) 

Townsend is expressing what we might call a “realist” view about poverty. However, it is 

well beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss issues related to the ontology of poverty, either 

according to Townsend’s or other theories. Fortunately, I believe this same passage can be 

interpreted differently, as an epistemic statement about how we should investigate poverty and 

assess our views about it. Whatever we and Townsend might mean by “real,” it is a fact that his 

main concerns rested on discussing how poverty should be investigated and how we should assess 

the different views on the matter. Thus, his focus is on ensuring that a theory is epistemically 

sound, not on asserting that it is true. In fact, CRP is arguably compatible with different views 

regarding the ontology of measurement, but it is certainly more focused on providing a framework 

to address epistemic concerns – such as ensuring that a measure is systematic. 

 

2.3. A note on my primary source: Poverty in the United Kingdom 

Before exploring the key elements of Townsend’s theory, it is important to note that my 

principal source for his theory on poverty is his magnum opus of 1979, Poverty in the United 

Kingdom. While it is true that throughout the 1980s Townsend refined his theory – something that 

can be traced in his paper “Deprivation” (1987a) and further in another monograph dedicated to 

poverty (Townsend, 1993) –, PITUK is not only his most cited work but also an “apotheosis of an 

intellectual development” that began not with him but with Richard Titmuss’ work, the pioneer 



Chapter 2 
98 

 

 
 

 
 

 

social policy researcher and his mentor (Wedderburn, 1981: 274; Lund, 1981: 257).17 Furthermore, 

we will discuss in the Conclusion that it was PITUK that established the so-called “scientific” or 

“statistical approach” to measuring poverty. This approach is grounded in Townsend’s conception 

of poverty and his emphasis on epistemic values as a guide for measurement, while also 

incorporating modern statistical techniques not available at the time of PITUK to enhance its 

methodology. 

Thus, it is not surprising that, for the most part, sorting out his theory consists of sorting 

out the concepts and rationale that occupy the already mentioned paragraph of PITUK: 

Poverty can be defined objectively and applied consistently only in terms of the concept of 

relative deprivation. That is the theme of this book. The term is understood objectively 

rather than subjectively. Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to 

be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the 

activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at least 

widely encouraged or approved, in the societies to which they belong. Their resources are 

so seriously below those commanded by the average individual or family that they are, in 

effect, excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs and activities. (Townsend, 1979: 

31) 

It is only this conception of poverty as relative deprivation that is, in Townsend’s sense, 

objective, and an objective measure of poverty is one that operationalizes it. What is often called 

“Townsend’s measure of poverty” regards the point of disproportion hypothesis. This is a 

hypothesized cut-off in a society’s scale of resource distribution below which someone’s 

participation in society’s standard of living (poverty’s basal space) diminishes disproportionately 

or, to put it differently, is “excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs, and activities.” This 

cut-off would offer a non-arbitrary – in Townsend’s words, “objective” way – to settle the line 

below which families or individuals would be in poverty. Like any hypothesis, it could be tested, 

and it may be that no adequate evidence will be found in its favor. In any case, in this way the 

measure is guided by “an external criterion of evaluation” (1979: 38), that is, it would satisfy the 

epistemic value of testability. 

 
17 Richard Titmuss (1907-1973) was a social researcher and the founder of the field called at his time “social 

administration” (now “social policy”). He also served as the founding chair of Social Policy at the LSE. 
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Townsend then contrasts this measure with three other measures, or “standards” of poverty. 

These are the state or official standard (or the administrative measures); the relative income 

standard; and the deprivation standard, which is given by his index of relative deprivation. The 

first two are as popular in poverty research and public policy as they are “subjective,” meaning 

they are influenced by non-epistemic, contextual values influencing poverty research. The third is 

objective as it is based on an objective conception of deprivation, that is, relative deprivation. 

However, it is not a measure of poverty, as it lacks a line that separates those who are 

disproportionately deprived from those who are not. In any case – and somewhat unexpectedly –, 

we shall see in Chapter 4 how Townsend utilized not only the cutoff measure but all four measures 

in his analysis of poverty in the UK.  

It is with these points in mind that we should read the next chapters. 

 
Conclusion 

We have sorted out in what sense Townsend’s theory of poverty can be regarded as 

systematic. The theory aims to distinguish itself from commonsensical knowledge in typical 

scientific dimensions, like epistemic connectedness, completeness (or unification), 

comprehensiveness, as well as exhibiting descriptive, explanatory, and predictive power. Also, I 

argue that Townsend’s is a middle-range theory of poverty, as it is concerned with a specific 

phenomenon and it makes possible connecting broad-range theories with empirical data. In this 

way, the theory exhibits systematicity as it enhances unification. Finally, the way he developed his 

cut-off measure of poverty aligns well with CRP measurement theory. In accordance with CRP, 

we shall see that he provides arguments for his choices over each element of the measure, as well 

as for these elements being in the correct relationship. Thus, the measure would exhibit enhanced 

performance in the dimensions of defending knowledge claims and epistemic connectedness.  

These are only enunciations that Townsend’s theory is systematic in these three senses. I 

need to show his distinctiveness from commonsensical knowledge, its capability of linking broad-

range theorizing with empirical data, as well as how it fits well with CRP. This is what the next 

three chapters will do, by dealing with specific elements of the theory: its conception, how it 

represents it, what steps it takes to gather the relevant data, and its explanation. We will start with 

Townsend’s conception of poverty.
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CHAPTER 3 

The Conception of Poverty as Relative Deprivation by Lack of Resources 

 

 

Introduction 

I have mentioned that sorting out Townsend’s theory of poverty largely involves analyzing 

the concepts and rationales presented in the opening paragraph of PITUK. Let us take a look at it 

once more: 

Poverty can be defined objectively and applied consistently only in terms of the concept of 

relative deprivation. That is the theme of this book. The term is understood objectively 

rather than subjectively. Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to 

be in poverty when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the 

activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at least 

widely encouraged or approved, in the societies to which they belong. Their resources are 

so seriously below those commanded by the average individual or family that they are, in 

effect, excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs and activities. (Townsend, 1979: 

31) 

But now, let us add the sentence that immediately follows it: “The consequences of 

adopting this definition will be illustrated to bring out its meaning” (Townsend, 1979: 31). In this 

chapter, my goal is to “bring out” the meaning of Townsend’s conception of poverty. Doing so 

translates into discussing the elements that constitute the most basic elements of the theory. These 

are Townsend’s conception of poverty, the hypotheses and anthropological observations that aid 

in understanding this conception, as well as the reasons for preferring it over its alternatives. His 

conception of poverty can be interpreted as a product of his main critiques directed towards 

conventional conceptions of it, mainly the conception that poverty is related to subsistence. This 

is why it really helps to contrast his with Sen’s conception. Indeed, an important aspect of this 

presentation will involve exploring the following dialectic: highlighting how Townsend’s 

conception of poverty diverges from its primary alternatives. 

We will start with the conception of poverty. Poverty is relative deprivation caused by a 

lack of resources. Thus, the conception has two elements. One is relative deprivation, namely, 

deprivation from society’s standard of living. We will see that to be relatively deprived is to be 

deprived of a basic need that is a social need. Relative deprivation is also relative to a society’s 

time and space. Further, I will show in what sense poverty refers to objective rather than subjective 
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relative deprivation. The other element is resources. Poverty is a specific kind of relative 

deprivation, one that is caused by a lack of resources. In the theory, the conception of resources is 

broadened to include kinds that are different from income. Thus, in our search for the causes of 

poverty, we should look not only at those systems that distribute income but also at a variety of 

systems that distribute other kinds of resources in a society. The upshot is that both relative 

deprivation and resources are multidimensional. 

Then, we will look at the hypotheses about the conception of poverty and the 

anthropological observations that motivate it. The hypotheses establish functional relationships 

between the elements of poverty (for instance, between resources and relative deprivation). Among 

these, the most well-known is the point of disproportion, which states that there is a point in the 

resource distribution where relative deprivation increases disproportionately. It is there, Townsend 

argues, that the poverty line should be drawn. Some hypotheses also provide functional 

relationships between these elements and broader social phenomena (for instance, between the 

official standard of measuring poverty and the level given by the point of disproportion).  

The anthropological observations explain some of the aggregate-level relationships that are 

the object of hypotheses like the point of disproportion, by establishing the causes of these 

relationships at the level of people’s actions. Other anthropological observations are provided as 

reasons in favor of Townsend’s conception. For instance, to support the idea of considering social 

needs as basic needs too, he claims that the need for social integration is given by transcultural 

anthropological observation. All of these intend to align his conception of poverty with his 

preferred epistemic values. 

Nevertheless, one might still argue that Townsend’s choice of the standard of living as 

poverty’s deprivation space is indeed a contextual judgment, thus challenging his pursuit of value-

freedom. This objection will be explored in some detail in the middle of the chapter.  

*** 

Sections’ outline 

Section 3.1 provides an in-depth discussion of Townsend’s conception of poverty, 

including its two elements – relative deprivation and resources –, the objection that his 

conceptualization involves a contextual judgment, and in what sense both elements are 

multidimensional. Then, Section 3.2 presents and discusses the hypotheses and anthropological 
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observations that are related to the elements of the conception and that relate these elements to 

other social phenomena. 

 

3.1. Conception of poverty 

We can state Townsend’s conception of poverty in the following way: 

● Conception: Poverty is relative deprivation caused by lack of resources. 

The objective of this section is to unpack this conceptualization by discussing its two main 

elements: relative deprivation and resources. They are the core of Townsend’s theory. As we have 

seen in Chapter 2, we must understand these elements as precisifying poverty, that is, determining 

what poverty is and distinguishing it from what it is not. We will make a brief detour to the 

objection that his choice for the standard of living as poverty’s deprivation space is a contextual 

judgment. After discussing these, we will briefly point out the multidimensional character of both 

the standard of living and resources. 

 

3.1.1. Relative deprivation 

Relative deprivation concerns Townsend’s precisification of the kind of deprivation he 

takes poverty to be, that is, his poverty’s basal space. To put it roughly, relative deprivation 

concerns deprivation from a society’s standard of living. In the broadest terms, a standard of living 

is “the set of customs and activities which they are expected to share or in which they are expected 

to join” (1979: 54). In a different place, he writes that being relatively deprived is to be deprived 

of “the types of diet, [to not] participate in the activities and have the living conditions and 

amenities which are customary, or are at least widely encouraged or approved, in the societies to 

which they belong” (1979: 31). In both quotations, “they” refers to individuals, families, and 

groups that belong to a given society. 

Townsend also employs “style of living” as a synonym for “standard of living” – but not 

always. This might create some confusion, as in common speech style of living often refers to the 

activities and living conditions of particular people or groups in a given society. Actually, as 

Townsend himself notes, in the same society one can find different styles of living, or “gradations” 

and “different mixes” of local styles for different regions, communities, classes, racial groups, 

religions, and occupations (1979: 58-59). To be precise, Townsend rejects the existence of a 
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“unitary and clear-cut ‘style of living’” within a single society but argues that there is one style of 

living that is expected to be followed by a majority of a national population (1979: 259). This is 

an important part of his theory, as 1970’s Britain was already a multicultural society. Diverse as it 

is, however, for Townsend it makes sense to talk about a majority’s style. Henceforth, unless 

otherwise specified, by “standard of living,” I shall refer to a society’s style of living or to the 

majority’s style of living. 

Accordingly, we can restate his conceptualization as follows: 

● Conception*: Poverty is deprivation from a society’s standard of living caused by lack of 

resources. 

Now, let us discuss three features of Townsend’s notion of relative deprivation that are 

pivotal in understanding his theory: a) Social needs are basic needs too; b) Deprivation is always 

relative to each society and its specific time; c) Poverty concerns objective relative deprivation. 

These features correspond to a new degree in Townsend’s process of conceptualizing the concept 

of relative deprivation. Following this, I will address a critical point: d) The objection that 

Townsend’s selection of relative deprivation as poverty’s basal space relies on contextual 

judgments, which potentially contradicts his pursuit of value-freedom. 

 

a) Social needs and relative deprivation 

The first feature concerns the relation of poverty’s basal space and the notion of needs. I 

have said that it is often unnoticed that Townsend belongs to an old tradition that regards poverty 

as a matter of needs. We have seen how this tradition goes back at least to the subsistence approach 

(Section 1.3.2). Needs here refers to physiological needs – mainly food. The core of the subsistence 

approach is to claim that these needs are basic in the sense of being necessary for a subject’s 

physiological efficiency or freedom from illness.1 Though belonging to this tradition, however, 

Townsend’s understanding of human needs differs in important ways from the subsistence 

approach. 

 
1 Let us remember that other researchers (like Rocha, 2006) deploy the term “basic needs” to refer to the approach in 

the social indicators’ tradition, which considers far more needs as basic than just physiological ones (Section 1.3.4). 
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The first feature of Townsend’s relative deprivation conception is that his notion expands 

the list of needs that are considered basic. Here, Townsend draws upon what he takes to be a 

fundamental feature of human beings: that beyond physiological needs, social needs are basic too. 

He notes that this is an observation that has been made since at least the 18th Century, most notably 

(but not only) by Adam Smith (Section 1.4). However, in theorists like Smith, Townsend argues 

that “the implications and applications [of this observation] do not appear to have been spelled out 

systematically and in detail” (1979: 32) – a gap his approach aims to address. 

These needs relate to our social character, that is, to our drive for integrating into different 

kinds of groups – familial, regional, national, and global. This integration should be understood as 

participating in or as being part of these groups. Townsend defines the elements that constitute 

these groups both materially – “diets,” “living conditions and amenities” – and non-materially – 

“customs” and “activities.” So, a much wider set of goods is considered basic for Townsend, such 

as a society’s typical garments, house furniture, objects of symbolic value like family pictures, 

child toys; an amenable environment, including health in terms of temperature, comfort, and 

appearance; and more. Beyond a set of goods, a society’s typical activities are also considered 

basic, such as: going to restaurants, bars, or the movies; attending communal meetings; 

participating in holiday parties and trips to meet distant family members; children and young 

people attending schools, etc. 

More recently, the World Bank has developed a poverty measure based on the recognition 

of the importance of social needs. Its designers, Chen and Ravallion (2011), developed it for 

application in medium- and high-income countries. The idea is that poverty measurement should 

be sensitive to the fact that the costs of social inclusion are relative to a country’s economic 

development. As a country becomes wealthier, the costs increase, and the poverty line should rise 

accordingly.2 However, this measure does not replace but only complements the IPL, which is still 

considered the most suitable for poor countries. In that sense, as Chen and Ravallion recognize, it 

is assumed that there is a part of poverty that is not relative but absolute. 

 
2 More precisely, the “weakly relative poverty line” (as they call it) does not rise proportionally with a country’s 

average income. If it did, a uniform increase in income across the board would leave the extent of poverty unchanged. 
Differently, with the weakly relative line, if all income levels increase at an equal rate, the poverty rate will actually 
decrease (Ravallion, 2016: 212-213). 
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It can be argued that Townsend would still believe that this does not take the 

anthropological observation about the social character of human needs seriously. To fully 

understand this, we need to explore the extent to which Townsend’s conception of relative 

deprivation is, if you will excuse the redundancy, relative. 

 

b) The relativity of relative deprivation 

The second feature concerns the relative character of relative deprivation itself. For 

Townsend, what is taken as a basic (physiological or social) need is relative to a given society and 

to the changes this society endures. For instance, since Rowntree had endeavored his first study in 

York until the 1970s, British society has changed in a variety of ways. According to Townsend, 

there was increased stratification, developed division of labor, and growth of powerful new 

organizations (1979: 915-917). All these contributed to changes in existing needs and the 

emergence of new kinds of needs.3 

By taking poverty’s basal space as relative, Townsend is distinguishing himself from the 

view that poverty does not vary according to a given society nor to the changes the same society 

endures. Such invariance regarding time and place is often understood as taking poverty to be 

absolute. Following Atkinson (2019: 52-54), this invariance can be applied to two elements in a 

poverty’s measure: 

● Absolute basal space: for all times and all societies, poverty’s basal space is the same.  

● Absolute poverty line: for all times and all societies, the poverty line is the same. 

Different combinations are possible here. So, it is important to be clear in what sense one 

takes poverty to be absolute (if in terms of society and/or its time), and regarding which of its 

elements (if in terms of its basal space and/or its line). For instance, some researchers take the 

World Bank’s IPL as based on an absolute, in time and place, conception of poverty. According 

 
3 Here, Townsend is also building upon the framework of his and Abel-Smith’s mentor, Richard Titmuss (see note 17 

in Chapter 2). Chris Renwick notes (2023: 16) that Titmuss’ influence on Townsend may also be found more 

profoundly in his criticism that both academia and, more importantly, state capacity were not keeping pace with the 
changing social needs resulting from the social development that post-war Britain had undergone. One can almost 
hear Townsend speaking in Titmuss’ “Social Administration in a Changing Society” (1951). For more about 

Townsend and Abel-Smith’s work with Titmuss, see Renwick (2023). 
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to this interpretation, in the IPL, poverty is taken to be deprivation from physiological needs for 

all countries in the world, and at all times.4 

Another notable kind of absolute view about poverty’s basal space takes poverty to be only 

subsistence deprivation. Which means that at all times and all societies, to be poor is to be deprived 

only in such a way.5 A different view claims that while at all times and all societies subsistence 

deprivation is poverty, this does not exhaust poverty’s basal space. Accordingly, in societies with 

higher levels of development, where subsistence poverty has been eliminated, there may still be 

forms of poverty. This last view was vindicated by Sen (1981). In its favor, Sen makes these 

comments about Townsend’s relative deprivation approach:  

It is, however, worth noting that the approach of relative deprivation – even including all 

its variants – cannot really be the only basis for the concept of poverty. A famine, for 

example, will be readily accepted as a case of acute poverty no matter what the relative 

pattern within the society happens to be. Indeed, there is an irreducible core of absolute 

deprivation in our idea of poverty, which translates reports of starvation, malnutrition and 

visible hardship into a diagnosis of poverty without having to ascertain first the relative 

picture. Thus the approach of relative deprivation supplements rather than supplants the 

analysis of poverty in terms of absolute dispossession. (Sen, 1981: 17) 

To sum up, Sen vindicated an absolute core of poverty. This core can be interpreted as 

absolute both in terms of the basal space and the poverty line, as well as absolute according to the 

time and space of the corresponding space and line. But Sen also claimed that the relative 

deprivation approach complements this core, because humans are “social animals” with social 

needs too (1981: 15). 

In a series of works published in the Oxford Economic Papers, Sen and Townsend sharply 

disagreed on the merits and limitations of an array of poverty-related themes, but over and above 

 
4 The World Bank’s IPL adopts an absolute poverty threshold in the sense of being virtually applicable to all countries 

in the world. However, when it comes to its time dimension, we have observed that its poverty line has been updated 
sometimes since its initial calculation in the 1990s (see note 6 in this thesis’ Introduction). These updates are not 
periodical, and in years without updates, the poverty line certainly fails to capture changes in prices or a country’s 

economic growth. This suggests that the poverty line can also be considered absolute in the time’s sense. I called it 
“virtually” applicable to all countries because, in practice, the Bank’s calculations often are restricted to low-income 
or middle-income countries (Ferreira et al., 2016: 144-145). 
5 In that sense, absolute poverty is often considered synonymous with extreme poverty or “indigence” (see note 34 in 

Chapter 1). This also aligns with Rowntree’s concept of primary poverty (Section 1.3.2). 
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about the existence, meaning, and implications of this “absolute core.” 6 Townsend's 

dissatisfaction lies in the word “too,” as he denies this complementarity and argues that even if 

reduced to this core, the “absolutist” view is a non-starter. In this debate, Townsend largely 

reiterated arguments presented in some of his previous papers and books. One of these arguments 

relates to the relativity of social deprivation. 

Townsend contends that the concept of an absolute core of poverty, particularly when it is 

interpreted as encompassing only physiological needs, is spurious. As mentioned earlier, he 

believes that even needs related to starvation, nutrition, and visible hardship are socially 

determined. To illustrate this point, consider the need for shelter. It is reasonable to say that this 

need is basic in a similar way as the need for food is basic. However, is shelter absolute in Sen’s 

sense? Townsend asserts that it is not. After all, Townsend has previously stated that shelter 

encompasses various social notions (Section 1.4), including “privacy, space to cook and work and 

play and highly cultured notions of warmth, humidity, and segregation of particular members of 

family and different functions of sleep, cooking, washing and excretion” (Townsend, 1985a: 667). 

But suppose we regard shelter as somewhat less essential than the need for food. We would 

then need to argue that even the need for food is relative. In fact, Townsend does this, thereby 

challenging any absolute core in the notion of poverty. He identifies three aspects in which food 

needs would be relative: (i) the relativity in energy requirements – relative to physical activity, 

sex, gender etc. –; (ii) the relativity of food items –; and (iii) the relativity in the Engel coefficient. 

In all, relativity here concerns a society’s custom or a society’s standard of living. Let us talk about 

each of them in turn. 

(i) Townsend criticized Rowntree’s minimum standard for not accommodating variations 

in caloric requirements based on individual characteristics. He noted that estimates of nutrient 

requirements were broad averages, not adjusted for age, family composition, occupation, or 

activity level outside work (Townsend, 1979: 34). Indeed, this relativity is acknowledged by one 

of the most authoritative benchmarks for minimum energy requirements found in the literature: 

the minimum standard set by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). 

 
6 Sen’s paper “Poor, Relatively Speaking” (1983) was followed by Townsend’s reply: “A sociological approach to the 

measurement of poverty – A rejoinder to Professor Amartya Sen” (1985a). Sen’s own reply “A Sociological Approach 

to the Measurement of Poverty: A Reply to Professor Peter Townsend” (1985) ended the interchange. 
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The FAO’s minimum animates, until today, measures of poverty that follow the 

subsistence approach. It is based on the output of a 2001 panel of experts from FAO, the World 

Health Organization, and the United Nations University. In the panel, the experts calculated, first, 

the need for basic metabolism – that is, “the energy expended by the human body in a state of rest” 

– in order to support and maintain health and good nutrition (FAO et al., 2014: 48). Second, they 

considered precisely those differences in sex and age, as well as a factor related to physical activity 

level. This factor is called the “physical activity level” (PAL) index. The panel assumes that their 

prescriptions are not for individuals but for “average energy requirements of groups or classes of 

individuals who have similar characteristics” (FAO, 2001: 2; original emphasis).7 Thus, people’s 

energy requirements are relative to such demographic and sociological features. 

(ii) For Townsend, another reason for the relativity of food requirements concerns the 

selection of food items to achieve the nutritional minimum. Townsend argued that in the 

subsistence approach, these items were chosen for minimal cost rather than reflecting the diets 

typical among the working classes.8 He regards this as an arbitrary procedure and illustrates his 

point by saying that a “family might maintain its physical efficiency just as well in a caravan … 

as in a three-bedroom house. It could go to bed early and spend nothing on electricity” (Townsend, 

1962: 215). A selection that is being insensitive to dietary customs is unrealistic, to say the least. 

Indeed, the need to select food items that respect dietary customs has long been recognized 

by economists.9 In a seminal paper from the last century, “The Cost of Subsistence” (1945), the 

American economist George Stigler refers to the “physiological” and “cultural” components of 

people’s diets. In a society like the US, Stigler argues, these components vary greatly based on 

“background, social position, and cultural values” – a variety in styles of living, one might say. 

For Stigler, this implies that making judgments about a nutritional minimum for an entire 

population is not reasonable (Stigler, 1945: 314). However, Townsend extends these observations, 

 
7 It should be noted that this energy requirement is explicitly normative. In the panel’s report, one reads that its goal 

“is not meant merely to describe the energy expenditures and requirements of population groups. It intends to be 

prescriptive, in order to support and maintain health and good nutrition” (FAO, 2001: 2; original emphasis). 
8 In “The Meaning of Poverty,” Townsend puts forward a poverty measure based on what commentators claimed is a 

healthy diet (Deeming, 2012). Such a measure is based solely on food needs, determining the minimum income 
required to maintain a healthy diet in accordance with a specific standard of living (Townsend, 1962: 220). 
9 Like the question on social needs (see note 58 in Chapter 1), the problem of item selection was already noted by 
Adam Smith and other thinkers from the 18th Century (Smith, 1981 [1776]: 85-86; 870n1). 
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claiming that the only consistent approach is to acknowledge the full relativity of food needs to 

cultural factors. 

(iii) The final reason for the relativity even of such a seemingly absolute core relates more 

to how the subsistence approach incorporates non-food items. Recall that Rowntree’s poverty line 

of the 1930s included non-food items. Here, Townsend asserts, the problem lies with the Engel 

coefficient, namely, the proportion of food expenditure in Rowntree’s calculation of spendings in 

non-food necessities. In Rowntree’s poverty line, this coefficient was disproportionate compared 

to the “budgets and customs of life of ordinary people” (Townsend, 1979: 34). And by “ordinary 

people,” Townsend means not only the poor, but the whole society. 

Consider the measure of poverty adopted by Beveridge, which is based on Rowntree’s data 

at 1938 prices. In this measure, the Engel coefficient employed for households in poverty was 

58%, whereas estimates for families of the same size not in poverty were at 41% (Townsend, 1979: 

34). For Townsend, this is arbitrary: we should not base our measure of poverty solely on the 

customs of the working class or on those in the lowest income decile. He argues that doing so 

overlooks the fact that individuals with lowest incomes are also encouraged and even demanded 

to live by the majority’s standard of living. Furthermore, this majority’s style includes not only 

people in poverty, but the style of living of the “rich” too, because:10 

the influence of national government, trading systems, education, the mass media, industry 

and transport systems will tend towards the establishment of diffuse cultural norms. 

Pakistanis in Bradford will tend or will be encouraged to adopt English habits of going 

away on summer holidays, patterns of child care, car-driving and travel, and patterns of 

consumption, even when they remain distinctive in other respects. Certain practices 

gradually become accepted as appropriate modes of behaviour, and even when a group 

performs particular rituals of religious observance or engages in particular leisure-time 

activity, it shares other customs with many different groups in society. (Townsend, 1979: 

259)  

Compare Townsend's argument with what we have just seen George Stigler claim. Stigler 

refutes the reasonableness of assuming an encompassing standard of living in societies like the 

US. This stands in stark contrast to one of the core tenets of Townsend’s approach, which 

advocates for a majority’s standard of living that is promoted across all classes. As I have said 

 
10 Townsend intentionally adopts the term “rich” (1979: 337). 
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before, I will not resolve these debates here. It suffices to mention that one of the most significant 

critiques of PITUK, as stated by Piachaud (1993 [1981]: 117-119), argues precisely this: in 

multicultural societies like the US and the UK, there is no such thing as a general standard of 

living, even if we understand it as a majority’s standard. 

Let us return to Sen’s position in this debate. It should be recognized that Sen accounted 

for these three variations in food needs. After all, the capability approach heavily emphasizes the 

differences in people’s abilities to convert food (or, more precisely, commodities) into nutrition 

and health. What, then, is the difference between him and Townsend?  

Well, Sen maintains that his preferred poverty’s basal space is not determined by these 

variations. To repeat, he famously stated that “poverty is an absolute notion in the space of 

capabilities but very often it will take a relative form in the space of commodities or 

characteristics” (Sen, 1983: 161). It does not matter at all at what time or society we are referring 

to; some kinds of basic capabilities – such as those related to nutrition and health – will always 

constitute the core of the concept of poverty. It may be the case that other capabilities may emerge 

in different societies, but they are merely this, artifacts of different societies. In this sense, Sen is 

an absolutist about poverty’s basal space and a relativist about the means by which a person can 

achieve this space. 

In fact, I propose this interpretation: that the crux of the disagreement between Sen and 

Townsend lies in poverty’s basal space, rather than in its absolute or relative nature. Sen advocates 

for the superiority of basic capabilities in assessing a person’s life and, consequently, in identifying 

those in poverty. Townsend, on the other hand, champions the standard of living as poverty’s basal 

space.  

Just recall what we observed when comparing Sen’s and Townsend’s approaches (Section 

1.4). These two concepts, basic capabilities and standard of living, are related yet distinct. As 

mentioned earlier, Sen views the standard of living as an achievement, while basic capabilities are 

the ability to achieve (1987: 109-110). To put it differently, Sen sees poverty’s basal space as 

deprivation of a particular kind of opportunity – the basic capability to choose among a special 

kind of possible states: functionings. Conversely, Townsend views poverty as deprivation of a 

special kind of outcome – a specific actual state, that is, participating in the conditions of life that 

are standard in society. It is not a coincidence that Sen repeatedly asserts that focusing solely on 
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outcomes, rather than the opportunity to achieve them, is a limitation of all needs-based 

approaches, including Townsend’s (Sen, 1983: 162; 1992: 109). 

We have also mentioned that capabilities and the standard of living also differ in their 

levels of abstraction. Capabilities refer, inter alia, to all possible standards of living someone can 

achieve. Furthermore, the standard of living is essentially a relative notion and, as such 

descriptively richer or thicker than that of capabilities. To describe a standard of living, we need 

to refer to a more detailed set of objects and practices specific to a given time and place. This is 

not the case for capabilities.  

I believe it would be a modest yet significant advancement to frame this debate not in terms 

of the absolute or relative nature of poverty, but rather in terms of poverty’s basal space.11 This 

comes closer to what I take to be the core of Sen and Townsend’s disagreement, I think. Exploring 

why Sen and Townsend each prefer their respective spaces could provide valuable insights. One 

hypothesis is that their disagreement stems from moral or political differences. Namely, while Sen 

is a philosopher of freedom, focusing on an individual’s opportunity to do what she wants, 

Townsend aligns with the ideal of social integration, typical of egalitarian communitarian 

philosophers.12  

However, an obvious issue with this hypothesis is its inconsistency with Townsend’s 

pursuit of value-freedom. After all, Townsend’s preference for the standard of living would 

ultimately stem from contextual judgments, contradicting his efforts to avoid the influence of 

moral and political values in poverty measurement. I will delve into this hypothesis further in a 

moment. But first, let me discuss the final aspect of Townsend’s conception of relative deprivation: 

that it is a relative and, at the same time, an objective notion. 

 

 
11 Of course, examining the (still sparse) philosophical literature on the absolute or relative nature of poverty remains 
valuable. For instance, Fragoso and Lemay (2024) offer a comprehensive presentation of this debate and propose an 
intriguing solution to it. 
12 This hypothesis emerged from my reading of Townsend’s “A Society for People” (1958), an essay often regarded 

as the closest reflection of his political philosophy (Glennerster, 2011: 320; Renwick: personal communication). 
Indeed, Robert Goodin’s (1988: ch. 4) analysis of the British communitarian tradition seems to resonate with 
Townsend’s emphasis on social integration found in his 1958 paper. Prominent figures in British egalitarian 

communitarianism include William Morris and Richard H. Tawney. Interestingly, White (2021: section 1.3) discusses 
political aspects related to the concept of relative deprivation, yet Townsend’s work is not mentioned at any point! 

For a review of the capabilities approach from a moral and political perspective, see Robeyns and Byskov (2020). 
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c) Objective relative deprivation  

The third and final remark about Townsend’s concept of relative deprivation concerns the 

distinction between subjective and objective deprivation. He states that “[p]overty can be defined 

objectively and applied consistently only in terms of the concept of relative deprivation ... The term 

is understood objectively rather than subjectively” (Townsend, 1979: 31; my emphasis). In the 

introduction, I mentioned that I interpret his notion of objectivity as a general attitude of 

prioritizing epistemic values in social research (Introduction, ii). Here, however, I will discuss 

how Townsend employs this notion not in the context of social research in general, but specifically 

with regard to relative deprivation. 

By focusing on objective relative deprivation, Townsend departs from the original 

sociological formulation of this concept, which refers to subjective deprivation. Here, this refers 

to an individual or group’s feelings of deprivation, to which they believe they are entitled. This 

subjective notion of relative deprivation was coined by the authors of The American Soldier, a 

survey conducted in the late 1940s. Funded by the US War Department, the survey collected 

information from over half a million soldiers to investigate veterans’ attitudes on various issues. It 

revealed discrepancies between respondents’ comparisons with both societies at large and their 

primary comparisons’ groups. 

Sociologists Walter Runciman and Robert Merton further developed the notion to denote 

feelings of deprivation one may have when compared to others.13 A person or group may compare 

themselves with different persons or groups. The reference groups – or “significant others” in 

terms of someone’s feelings – become the benchmark from which an individual may feel deprived. 

In a society with diverse reference groups, a person or group may feel deprived compared to those 

closer to them but may be better off compared to the country as a whole. For instance, as Townsend 

notes, “a group of skilled manual workers may feel deprived in relation to a group of office staff, 

and it may be observed that their take-home earnings may be as high, or higher, than the salaries 

of the office staff” (1979: 48). 

 
13 The original study was coordinated by the American sociologist Samuel Stuffer and was published in four volumes 
in Stuffer et al. (1949). We find Merton’s developing it out in his Social Theory and Social Structure (1968: chs. 10 
– with Alice Rossi – and 11). Runciman’s reference work is Relative Deprivation and Social Justice (1966). 
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Townsend claims that, in this context, relative deprivation “denote[s] feelings of 

deprivation relative to others and not conditions of deprivation relative to others” (1979: 47-48; 

emphasis on the original). Beyond feelings, subjective relative deprivation also concerns the 

beliefs an individual or collectivity holds about the facts related to deprivation. Townsend 

acknowledges that some beliefs may correspond to “actual deprivation,” but these feelings and 

beliefs can and often mismatch with “objective” or “actual [relative] deprivation” (1979: 48). Take 

again the example of skilled manual workers experiencing subjective relative deprivation. To 

ascertain that “subjective and objective states are out of line,” we should look for not only their 

earnings but their “actual working conditions, security of employment, promotion prospects and 

fringe benefits” and “the conditions available either to other groups of workers in the same 

industry, or workers comparable to themselves in other industries” (1979: 48). The result may be 

that they are, in fact, objectively deprived, but this is something to be checked.  

The reference to other groups of workers in the same or comparable industries highlights 

an important issue. We have said that within a single society there are diverse reference groups. 

Then, which group defines this society’s standard of living and, consequently, determines who is 

in poverty? Townsend asserts that the answer does not lie in an individual or group’s beliefs or 

feelings about the matter. These do not determine the actual level of deprivation of the individual 

or group. To identify the most disproportionately deprived, we should examine the whole social 

structure of the society, and only then determine which group is actually the most deprived and 

therefore in poverty. 

In a nutshell, regarding relative deprivation, Townsend’s notion is objective as it is not 

determined by people’s subjective states – their feelings or beliefs – but by the structure of society. 

I will talk more about the structural character of Townsend’s theory below (Section 5.2.1). 

*** 

I have attempted to clarify Townsend’s conception of relative deprivation, arguing that it 

is based on the assertion that social needs are basic needs; that relative deprivation is inherent to 

society and its era; and that subjective views do not determine relative deprivation. But some 

readers might question whether, throughout these claims, Townsend was influenced by or relied 

on contextual judgments, ultimately contradicting value-freedom. Let us discuss this objection 

now. 
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d) Incompatible with value-freedom?  

The objection states that, despite his own intentions, Townsend’s theory conflicts with 

value-freedom. It is argued that his choice of deprivation from the standard of living as poverty’s 

basal space – in contrast to alternatives like subsistence or capabilities – was influenced by moral 

or political values. Hence, the objection alludes to the hypothesis I have just mentioned (end of 

Section 3.1.1.b). If true, his theory of poverty would not align with the value-free ideal. 

Let us discuss an interesting way out of this objection. The argument is that a researcher 

can accept the value-free ideal while acknowledging that poverty involves a contextual judgment. 

Suppose Maria, a sociologist, wants to measure poverty in Brazil. Further suppose that Maria 

discovers through an opinion survey that the majority of Brazilian society holds moral and political 

values about poverty that differ from her own. For instance, let us assume the majority believes 

that the space of poverty’s deprivation is defined by Brazil’s standard of living, whereas Maria 

thinks that the deprivation space of poverty concerns basic capabilities. What space must Maria 

consider when constructing a poverty measure for Brazil? Well, Maria can choose to build her 

measure not according to her own values but based on those of Brazilian society. Why? Because 

she regards society’s values as constituents of poverty, not as objects of her own evaluation or 

prescription. In the words of Sen, Maria’s “poverty description will then reflect socially held value 

judgments rather than be value judgments themselves” (1980: 366, original emphasis).14 Or in 

other words, poverty would refer to the contextual values of the relevant society, and Maria’s 

analysis will still be value free – it will be free from her own values or evaluations. In fact, this is 

not just a theoretical possibility but it corresponds to the consensual approach in poverty measure.15 

We will discuss this approach further (Conclusion, iii). 

 
14 It is in that sense that Sen (1980b, 1981) claims that poverty can involve contextual judgments but still be objective: 
Maria would make an objective judgment about what are the values of Brazilian society. 
15 I am grateful to Alessandro Pinzani and Anna Alexandrova for pointing this possibility out to me. Alexandrova also 
hypothesizes that such an attitude is widespread in scientists measuring things like poverty, inequality, and 
deprivation. Further, she suggests that these “researchers who take on to study these phenomena have some ambition 
not to saddle science with the task of effecting moral progress” (personal communication). It is important to note that, 
as we will see, the followers of the consensual approach distinguish themselves from this kind of attitude as they strive 
to empirically account for society’s value judgments and, more fundamentally, to do so motivated by a democratic 
ideal. Additionally, it might be argued that Townsend is not aligned with such researchers, as he might be aiming for 
such progress. 
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However, for two reasons this solution is not available to Townsend. First, as we have just 

mentioned, he denies any place for subjective judgments in constituting relative deprivation. 

Society’s values are not relevant for determining poverty’s basal space. Second, one of the 

“findings” of the PIITUK survey was that the majority of the British population holds the view 

that poverty concerns deprivation from subsistence, not from the standard of living (Introduction, 

iv). So, Townsend’s conception of poverty diverges from a socially shared understanding of the 

concept.  

We have mentioned that this is not an uncommon result of conceptualizations of Ballung 

concepts (Section 2.2.1). But does this mean that revisions in the extension and intension of 

ordinary concepts can happen freely? It is arguable to say that, when deviating from common, 

contemporary views, the burden of proof rest with those arguing for the revision.16 On what 

grounds does Townsend base his preferred and revisionary notion of poverty’s deprivation space?  

It is conceivable that, ultimately and despite his explicit aims, my aforementioned 

hypothesis is right after all: Townsend might be implicitly influenced by egalitarian and 

communitarian intuitions, leading him to favor the standard of living as the most appealing basal 

space for measuring poverty. On the positive side, if Townsend’s selection of poverty’s basal space 

is acknowledged as stemming from a contextual judgment (Section 1.2.1) – and value-freedom is 

dropped out – his theory would gain both consistency and normative strength. On the downside, 

his approach might appeal only to those with similar moral and political beliefs. Indeed, an issue 

with this hypothesis lies in the PIITUK survey findings, which suggest Townsend is likely in the 

minority regarding this matter. Therefore, to influence public policies as he initially intended, 

 
16 A challenge for proposals of revisionary conceptions is determining the limits of revision. Specifically, when does 
a revision of the ordinary concept of poverty begin to alter its subject matter, that is, when does it start to address a 
fundamentally different subject? Cappelen (2018) explores this issue from the perspective of the philosophy of 
language, within the framework of what is known as “conceptual engineering.” While this field is emerging within 

philosophy, I argue in Maia (2021) that this body of literature essentially replicates efforts already undertaken by many 
social scientists, such as Sen and Townsend. These figures have addressed the complexities of revisionary projects 
not from a purely theoretical standpoint but by considering the implications of these projects for scientific disciplines 
and policy proposals. I believe that their longstanding endeavor offers more promise than the purely theoretical 
approach of conceptual engineering – though this point is not crucial to the argument presented in this thesis. 
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Townsend would also need to engage with the moral and political disputes about contextual 

values.17  

While this interpretation is worth considering, accepting it would also mean accepting the 

abandonment of Townsend’s pursuit of value-freedom. Furthermore, I believe it would neglect a 

crucial aspect of his viewpoint on the relationship between social science and common perceptions 

about the phenomena being studied. Townsend’s conception of poverty was intentionally 

revisionary but his arguments in favor of revision were not of moral or political nature. The 

conception was revisionary for the same reason that he rejected the consensual approach or other 

methods based on subjective views about poverty, as he writes: 

“I doubt whether reality should be regarded fundamentally as what people make of it. This 

is to confuse consciousness with the external construction of events. A distinction has to 

be made between subjective perceptions and objective structures and relationships, even 

when knowledge of that external reality is necessarily filtered through human perceptions.” 

(Townsend, 1987b: 40). 

We may say that Townsend believes the social scientist should, prima facie, be skeptical 

of commonsensical and subjective views about poverty. He asserts that “false consciousness is not 

an important sociological concept for nothing” (Townsend, 1985b: 44). Veit-Wilson expands on 

this, arguing that according to Townsend “social institutions of capitalism, the state and the family 

enslave individuals by shaping their lives and hence their needs. People do not recognise the forces 

which drive them” (Veit-Wilson, 1987: 196). Townsend posits that the criteria for determining 

people’s real needs should not rely on their own perceptions but rather on their behavior which, he 

argues, can reveal aspects of the human condition that may not be transparent to their perceptions 

(Townsend et al., 2006: 81-82). These aspects are mainly accessible through representative 

surveys and, primarily, transcultural anthropological observations. In fact, as we shall see below 

(Section 5.2.1), for him important features of poverty are opaque to commonsense, requiring the 

systematicity of science to uncover them. Furthermore, Townsend observes that the majority’s 

views are “filtered through, or fostered by, the value or belief systems of sectional groups, the state 

or whole communities” (Townsend, 1985a: 660). This is why I argued that the notion of ideology 

 
17 This was arguably part of Sen’s strategy when he advocated for measures of social states that extend beyond mere 

utility: he delved deeply into moral and political questions, and hence deserved to be called not only an economist but 
also a political philosopher. 
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is crucial in Townsend’s pursuit of value-freedom (Introduction, ii). We shall see that for him the 

prevailing beliefs about poverty are those of the elites (Section 5.3). In this way, society’s 

contextual values, beliefs, culture, and power dynamics serve as tools for them to maintain social 

order and control. This is what lurks behind his distrust of common sense. 

Of course, one might object, “what philosophical position, what sets of facts and values, 

gives Townsend or any observer the privileged status of expert to identify other people’s false 

consciousness or reinterpret the authentic needs of a society?” (Veit-Wilson, 1987: 197). Is not 

this stance fundamentally undemocratic? Also, why does this purportedly objective conception of 

poverty align with a critique of the subsistence approach and advocate for radical reforms of the 

British Welfare State? Does this not raise suspicions that it is merely an ideology of another kind 

– Townsend’s preferred one – masquerading as “objective science”? 

I will not pursue these objections further.18 The crucial point is that all these suggest it 

might still be worthwhile to propose an alternative interpretation, one that views Townsend’s 

selection of the standard of living not as inherently rooted in moral or political beliefs, but rather 

as an epistemic strategy aimed at achieving a comprehensive understanding of poverty. From this 

perspective, Townsend’s selection of the standard of living is seen not as a reflection of personal 

moral or political values but as a choice designed to maximize the explanatory power, predictive 

accuracy, and unification of his theory. Accordingly, part of what his theory seeks to show is the 

epistemic advantages associated with choosing this basal space. In essence, choosing a society’s 

standard of living as poverty’s deprivation space could enhance the theory’s alignment to various 

epistemic values, and hence its objectivity (in Townsend’s sense at least).19 

 
18 In response to the first objection, Townsend argues, on the one hand, that criteria of need should not be determined 
by social perceptions, “whatever might be said about the valuable legitimating functions of mass endorsement of 

particular standards in a political democracy” (1985b: 44). On the other hand, we could speculate that as a Fabian, he 

believed the dissemination of such “objective” research could convince people of the adequacy of his conception. 

Thus, his revisionary view would not be imposed from above but would become common sense through its acceptance 
by the people. Regarding the other objection, Townsend might echo my discussion of Marx in note 16 of the 
Introduction: He could argue that a scientifically rigorous analysis of poverty naturally aligns with the interests of 
those in poverty, not due to any ideological bias, but as a methodological – and perhaps fortuitous – consequence of 
a theory that prioritizes epistemic values. 
19 This interpretation aligns Townsend’s perspective with the strategy that Badiei (2022) argued Marx, Friedman, and 

Mises employed to sidestep disputes over contextual values about their objects of research. 



Chapter 3 
118 

 

 
 

 
 

 

We have discussed two divergent responses to the objection that Townsend’s choice of the 

standard of living as poverty’s deprivation space involves a contextual judgment. The first 

response concedes to the objection, suggesting that the theory indeed harbors an inconsistency, 

which could be resolved by rejecting value-freedom. The other response denies that there is a 

contextual judgment. The latter is a response that apparently aligns more closely with Townsend’s 

writings and defends the choice on the grounds of the epistemic values this space supposedly 

promotes, thereby preserving value-freedom.  

Unfortunately, as it happens elsewhere, a definitive judgment about each answer extends 

far beyond the scope of this thesis. For now, let us look at the second element of the 

conceptualization: resources.  

 

3.1.2. Resources  

Resources play a pivotal and peculiar role in Townsend’s theory. Here, he reflects the 

British tradition of viewing poverty as not only a deprivation of needs but as deprivation of needs 

with a specific cause. Let us revisit a passage I have already mentioned (Section 2.3) once more: 

Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they 

lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities and have the living 

conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at least widely encouraged or 

approved, in the societies to which they belong. Their resources are so seriously below 

those commanded by the average individual or family that they are, in effect, excluded from 

ordinary living patterns, customs and activities. (Townsend, 1979: 31; my emphasis) 

Beyond a deprivation from a society’s standard of living, poverty refers to such deprivation 

when caused by a lack of resources.20 It is essential to understand in what sense resources function 

as a cause here. In Townsend’s theory, the lack of resources does not explain poverty but is part 

of poverty’s constitution. In the former sense, lack of resources would be the cause of the 

 
20 While this distinction between poverty and relative deprivation was already espoused in PITUK, he makes it explicit 
in Townsend (1987a). Also, here I disagree with Nájera and Gordon (2023) that suggests that Townsend aligns with 
the actually commonly held view that poverty is “the lack of command of sufficient resources over time, the outcome 

of which is social and material deprivation.” That is, they claim that Townsend regarded poverty’s basal space to be 

resources, not the standard of living. In this interpretation, deprivation from society’s standard of living would not be 

poverty’s basal space but an effect (a central effect, to be sure) of poverty. It is true that this view animates future 
developments of some research programs initiated by Townsend, but it is patently incompatible with his text and 
theory. It is also in contradiction to interpretations by other researchers, like Callan et al. (1993: 142). 
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phenomenon to be explained. Poverty would be the explanandum – the thing to be explained – and 

lack of resources the explanans – the explanation of the explanandum. In the latter sense, lack of 

resources is part of what poverty is – and this is Townsend’s perspective. The role of resources in 

his theory is not to provide an explanation for the phenomenon but to distinguish it from other 

kinds of deprivation.21  

This is another illustration of his conception diverging from a socially shared 

understanding of poverty. In fact, many people then claimed that Townsend’s conception excludes 

important kinds of deprivations not caused by a lack of resources, but which should still be 

regarded as poverty. For those who believe that one of the main causes of poverty is an individual’s 

choices, Townsend’s conception might seem a spurious and arbitrary revision. Once more, 

remember that the CRP measurement theory states that a good measure demands arguments for 

how the concept to be measured is conceptualized. Below, we shall see that one of the reasons 

provided by Townsend in favor of his conceptualization of poverty is what he regarded as an 

anthropological observation. But he also, I believe, hoped that his conceptualization of resources 

would be justified by its greater ability to explain and predict poverty-related phenomena. Hence, 

such discrepancy with common speech would be an expected and desirable outcome of a 

systematic theory of poverty. 

And what about the meaning of resources? Townsend is less explicit in outlining his 

conception of resources than in his detailed conception of standard of living, but we can assume 

that resources simply are economic means or enablers of something. However, a more important 

aspect of his theory is the recognition that there are different kinds of resources. The theory 

identifies five kinds of resources: cash income; private income in kind; capital assets; value of 

employment benefits in kind; and the value of public social services in kind (Townsend, 1979: 88-

89). 

One thing that may strike the reader is that although important, income concerns only one 

of the five kinds. In contemporary analyses of matters like inequality, in fact, it is common to 

acknowledge that analyses based solely on income inequality are vital but partial. Other kinds of 

 
21 As we shall see (Section 5.1), his proposed explanation for poverty involves the causes of the two elements that 
make up his conceptualization, which means the explanation of poverty lies in both the causes of a society’s 

distribution of resources and its standard of living. 
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resources, such as access to public services and wealth (“capital assets”), are also important for the 

analysis. For instance, solely considering income inequality might depict Britain or Brazil as much 

more unequal than if we take into account their public health systems. Such considerations, 

however, were not as common at the time of PITUK’s publication as they are today. Like his 

conception of poverty, Townsend regarded his conception of resources as revisionary, moving 

“beyond conventional conceptions or definitions” to “test” ordinary conceptions to try to reveal 

their inadequacies (1979: 230). He also put this revised conception into practice by devising his 

survey in a way that could capture the other kinds of resources that figure in this more 

comprehensive conception. In this way, his account of resource inequality would have broader 

explanatory power, comprehensiveness, and comparability (Townsend, 1979: 232). 

The last paragraph concerns resource inequality. In what sense does this relate to poverty? 

For instance, one might criticize Townsend’s conception of poverty and its measure, as it includes 

kinds of resources that are not relevant to assessing poverty. Take wealth, for example. Some might 

consider it really relevant for inequality, but not for poverty. As an answer, I think that this broader 

conception of resources is partly motivated by his endeavor to satisfy another epistemic value, 

unification. Remember, Townsend aimed to integrate poverty with the study of social inequality. 

Of course, one might deny that such integration is desirable or justifiable at all. But if someone is 

still not convinced that wealth has anything to do with poverty, a simple reason for doing so is that 

wealth or employment benefits “enable people to obtain material goods and services and styles of 

consumption in more or less generous measure than their fellows” (1979: 23). In summary, income 

is not the sole determinant of a person’s standard of living, and thus, our analysis should extend 

beyond it. 

Another consequence of considering kinds of resources beyond income pertains to the 

explanation of poverty. Townsend highlights the various systems that allocate resources in 

capitalist societies (for the list of the five kinds of resources and their main systems of distribution, 

see Table 3): 

Living standards depend on the total contribution of not one but several systems 

distributing resources to individuals, families, work-groups and communities. To 

concentrate on cash incomes is to ignore the subtle ways developed in both modern and 
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traditional societies for conferring and redistributing benefits. (Townsend, 1979: 54-55; 

my emphasis) 

Townsend argues that poverty is partly the outcome of these systems. To explain poverty 

fully, we must examine the “scope, mechanisms and principles of distribution of each system 

controlling the distribution and redistribution of resources” (1979: 88).22 For instance, if we only 

look at earned cash income (as indicated in Table 3), we will only examine systems related to 

wages, salaries, and the fiscal system. However, this analysis would exclude other important 

systems. To name but a few: the public authority loans system, building societies and insurance 

companies, employer subsidies, capital issues system of companies, banks and insurance 

companies, and home production, as the family and the community. 

 

Table 3 Five kinds of resources and its main systems of distribution. (Source: Townsend. 1979: 88-89.) 

KINDS OF RESOURCES SYSTEMS OF DISTRIBUTION 

Cash income 

Earned Wage and salary systems of private industry and the state 

Self-employment income system 

Fiscal system 

Unearned Asset-holdings (rent, dividends, and interest from deposits with banks and 
building societies, insurance policies, land and buildings, government and 
company securities) 

Fiscal system 

Social Security Social insurance and assistance 

Employer sick pay and pensions 

Family 

Fiscal system 

Court maintenance orders 

Capital assets 

House/flat occupied by family and 
possessions 

Family 

Public authority loans system 

Building societies and insurance companies 

Employer subsidy 

 
22 This is another facet of Richard Titmuss’ influence on Townsend’s work. One of Titmuss’ major theoretical 

contributions was his comprehensive account of the various systems that distribute resources in capitalist societies 
(Wedderburn, 1981: 274). See note 3 in this Chapter 3. 
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Fiscal system 

Assets (other than occupied house) Employer gift 

Family 

Earnings 

Fiscal system 

Capital issues system of companies, banks, and insurance companies 

Value of employment benefits 

Employers’ fringe benefits 

(subsidies and value of 
occupational insurance) 

Industrial welfare system 

Fiscal system 

Occupational facilities Industrial planning and management 

Safety inspectorate 

Trade union 

Value of public services 

Chiefly other than cash, including 
government subsidies and services, 
e.g., health and education, but 
excluding social security 

Central and local public education system 

Central and local public welfare system 

Private income in kind 

Home production: Family 

Personal leisure 

Self-employment 

Gifts Family 

Value of personal supporting 
services 

Family 

Community 

The detailed definition of each item is found in “Appendix Five – Some definitions” (Townsend, 1979: 980-985). 

 

3.1.3. Multidimensionality 

To finish our account of Townsend’s conception of poverty, it is important to note that 

both resources and the standard of living have many kinds. We might say, both are 

multidimensional. This is why Townsend’s concept of poverty as relative deprivation is considered 

a precursor to multidimensional conceptions and measures of poverty (Beck et al., 2020: 6). 

A standard of living encompasses such a different set of things: “the amenities available 

to, and the customs or modes of living of, a majority of the population” (Townsend, 1979: 

251).More precisely, it includes the “diet, clothing, fuel and light, home amenities, housing and 
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housing facilities, the immediate environment of the home, the characteristics, security, general 

conditions and welfare benefits of work, family support, recreation education, health and social 

relations” (1979: 249). Being deprived of just one element in this set does not constitute poverty, 

but rather deprivation simpliciter. Therefore, relative deprivation refers to multiple kinds of 

deprivation at once.  

Townsend conducts both unidimensional and multidimensional analyses of deprivation 

and of various kinds of resources in PITUK. For the multidimensional analyses, he needs to 

measure both total resources and an individual’s overall relative deprivation. This is crucial not 

only for testing the point of disproportion but also for analyzing the overall distribution of total 

resources in the UK – a critical undertaking in his analysis of British inequality. To accomplish 

this, he constructs indices of these two multidimensional concepts, a process that involves 

aggregating diverse pieces of information into a single value. While such aggregation procedures 

have been more extensively discussed and refined within the context of axiomatic measures 

(Section 2.2.2), Townsend was well aware of some of the main challenges involved in this process: 

There are two special difficulties in deriving total rank in stratification theory from 

individual rank dimensions. Total rank is very difficult to express if the form of distribution 

varies in each individual dimension. It is also difficult to express if there is no criterion 

according to which the different dimensions can be weighted. The conversion of values in 

the different dimensions into equivalent cash incomes offers a means of overcoming the 

second problem. However, such a conversion may overlook subtleties in the different 

meanings placed on the value of assets, goods and services in everyday social life, as we 

shall see. (Townsend, 1979: 56n1) 

Whether his solutions to these challenges are satisfactory is a different matter. Now, let us 

examine other two pivotal elements in Townsend’s middle-range theory of poverty: hypotheses 

about the conception and the anthropological observations that motivate it. 

 

3.2. Hypotheses and anthropological observations about poverty 

This section presents the hypotheses and anthropological observations that lie at the core 

of Townsend’s theory of poverty. These two are the components that give substance to his 

systematic middle-range theory of poverty. They also reflect how Townsend deployed quantitative 
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and qualitative techniques in an interactive way to investigate the same phenomena. More 

importantly, they reflect how he regarded the two kinds of research as complementary. 

It is fair to say that such a blend reflects Townsend’s own mixed training. As Howard 

Glennerster (2011) points out, Townsend was initially trained as an anthropologist and only later 

as a quantitative social scientist. Glennerster notes that Townsend was interested in “not the 

anthropology of far away people … but close observation of the lives around him” (2011: 305). In 

fact, Townsend began by studying families in slums and working-class areas of London and other 

British cities. Later, he focused on investigating the lives of people living in “communal houses”: 

public, private, and religious housing institutions – often regarded as remnants of the Old Poor 

Law – for the elderly and people with disabilities without family care. His primary goal with this 

research was to determine whether these institutions were really necessary in an industrial society 

like Britain and, if so, what form they should take. He conducted interviews with welfare 

authorities, staff, and residents, and also utilized simple observation techniques. But since then, he 

has also deployed “harder” types of evidence, so to speak, including the analysis of official records. 

To achieve some generality, he selected houses to visit based on a national random sample of 173 

such housing units. The product was The Last Refuge (Townsend, 1964), a publication that along 

with similar studies, led him to conclude that “[the] public debate about social policy had a strange 

air of unreality alongside the facts of people’s lives” (Townsend, 1958: 108). Indeed, this work 

played a pivotal role in the movement during the 1960s and 1970s, in Europe and Latin America, 

to reform and deinstitutionalize mental health care and promote community-based treatments. 

Qualitative and quantitative methods differ, inter alia, in how detailed their propositions 

are, and how general or specific they are. Within Townsend’s theory, qualitative observations of 

specific people’s lives and their environments were sources for devising hypotheses with a certain 

level of generality, applicable to entire populations.23 Conversely, the hypotheses focus on 

 
23 In this regard, Townsend can be seen as an enthusiast of what are called “Q-Squared approaches” to poverty 

research, which involve integrating quantitative with qualitative evidence. For a review of this, see Shaffer (2013). 
Nevertheless, on the other hand, he fundamentally aligns with what might be called a “quantitative approach,” where 

qualitative findings are employed with the ultimate goal of building theories that have representativeness and broader 
applicability. In fact, Townsend’s view aligns with John Goldthorpe’s (2015) program for sociology. Both 

acknowledge human variation but nonetheless seek to identify and explain population-level regularities. Indeed, 
recounting his initial anthropological work among working-class people, Townsend noted that despite the variations 
he observed, he always “tried to make sense of them and to group people so that generalization might be possible” 

(Townsend, 1958: 109). 
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relationships between macro-level phenomena – primarily statistical aggregates. Surveys and the 

measures are tools for testing these hypotheses, and in cases of positive results, the causes of these 

macro-level relationships would stem from some of these anthropological observations of people’s 

actions.24 

But in his poverty theory, anthropological observations and hypotheses also played a 

vindicatory role. Townsend utilized anthropological observations (both his own and others’) not 

merely for formulating hypotheses and providing explanations but also to motivate his conception 

of poverty. For instance, the claim that social needs are fundamental human needs underpins his 

adoption of relative deprivation as poverty’s basal space. Townsend argues that this claim is based 

on transcultural anthropological observations.25 Regarding hypotheses, some relate to the internal 

relationships within Townsend’s conception of poverty, that is, the internal relationships between 

its elements. Others concern the relationship between this conception and other phenomena 

typically associated with poverty. By framing these ideas as hypotheses, Townsend would allow 

his conception of poverty to be evaluated against “external criteria” (1979: 78) or, in other words, 

to be empirically validated. This is an instance of his efforts to make his conception satisfy 

epistemic values. The key epistemic value here is the capability to subject these hypotheses to 

empirical testing and, in cases of positive results, their ability to predict and ascertain some of the 

causes of poverty. 

Let us now discuss in detail the hypotheses and observations of his theory, each in turn. 

 

3.2.1. Hypotheses 

Before continuing, I remember the reader of a point about the objects of these hypotheses. 

I have mentioned that by Townsend’s theory of poverty, I am referring not only to its causes but 

to the entire set of products that constitute his middle-range theory about this phenomenon. 

Accordingly, the theory provides hypotheses not only about the causes of poverty but also about 

 
24 I deliberately use the term “positive results” in quotation marks when discussing hypothesis testing to avoid 

entanglement with two major strands in 20th Century philosophy of science: verificationism and falsificationism. This 
choice is advantageous, especially considering that Townsend’s theory is systematic in that sense given by Hoyningen-
Huene: According to Hoyningen-Huene, his account of scientific systematicity is compatible with both verificationism 
and falsificationism (Hoyningen-Huene, 2013: 150). 
25 It should be noted that aside from references to thinkers such as Adam Smith, Townsend did not specify the sources 
of these putative transcultural anthropological observations. 
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the elements of his conception. The former kind of hypotheses concerns the realm of its 

explanation of poverty, accounting for its relationship with other phenomena, such as social beliefs 

and welfare policies. The latter kind of hypothesis is different, as it pertains to the relationships 

between resources and the standard of living, as well as additional hypotheses intended to explain 

these relationships themselves. 

There are two kinds of hypotheses in Townsend’s theory: value-related hypotheses and 

macro-level or functional hypotheses. We will examine each of them in turn. 

 

a) Value-related hypotheses  

These refer to the relationship between what Townsend perceives as the subjective side of 

the poverty phenomenon and its objective side. The former encompasses contextual values, 

people’s beliefs and feelings, as well as social beliefs regarding the matter. We have seen that these 

elements do not constitute poverty nor determine who is in poverty. Poverty is not subjective 

deprivation, and someone may be in poverty without believing so. However, the poverty researcher 

can and should take an interest in these subjective states. For instance, are certain views about 

poverty more prevalent than others? What about the relationship between these subjective states 

and the objective elements of poverty? How do they compare? Do they identify the same 

individuals as being in poverty? Do they overestimate or underestimate poverty according to 

objective relative deprivation?  

Townsend formulates two hypotheses of this kind: 

α. The official standard is the dominant subjective standard: the level of cash payments 

to sectors of the population in need reflects, with some qualifications, where the poverty 

threshold should be according to large sections of a society’s population. 

This hypothesis is operationally relevant as it provides a means for the poverty researcher 

to investigate subjective views about poverty in a given society. The prevailing view about it can 

then be discerned in the official measures of poverty that govern benefit levels in modern welfare 

states. This might allow the researcher to check other hypothesis such as whether variations in 

these levels between different countries relate to levels of economic development or cultural 

standards. 
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And what is the relationship between the dominant view about poverty and the objective 

view? This is what Townsend hypothesized: 

β. Inadequacy of the official standards: the level set by the official poverty standard falls 

below the level set by the cut-off measure.  

This would imply that the dominant subjective view about poverty underestimates 

objective poverty. Townsend posits that one reason for this possible inadequacy is the influence 

of contextual values and misguided social beliefs about this level.  

Thus, hypotheses α and β connect subjective views about poverty with objective claims. 

 

b) Macro-level hypotheses 

It is accurate to say that macro-level are the most significant and well-known hypotheses 

in Townsend’s theory. To start, these hypotheses specify relationships between aggregate 

phenomena. In our context, they pertain to functional relationships between the two elements of 

poverty: resources and the majority’s (also referred to as “national”) standard of living. They are 

formulated as hypotheses about the relationship between inequality in the distribution of resources 

and the majority’s style of living. Here, they refer to resources ranked in descending order. 

The hypotheses propose that for an individual, family, or household: 

1. Direct relationship: participation in the majority’s standard of living has an inverse 

relationship with diminishing resources (Townsend, 1979: 57; 59). 

This hypothesis unfolds into two more specific hypotheses: 

1.1. Resources and multiple deprivations: people who lack the necessary resources 

will, in most cases, experience multiple and overlapping kinds of deprivation. 

1.2. Resources and cumulative deprivations: deprivation from participation in the 

majority’s standard of living becomes more comprehensive and intense as resources 

decrease. 

Lastly, we also find two further hypotheses: 

2. Proportional but gradual: participation in the majority’s standard of living decreases 

proportionally to falling levels of resources, but the decline is more gradual than the 

decrease in resources (Townsend, 1979: 59). 
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3. Point of disproportion: there is a point in the scale of resource distribution where 

participation in the majority’s standard of living begins to decrease disproportionately 

(Townsend, 1979: 57; 59).26 

The point of disproportion hypothesis is directly related to the cut-off measure of poverty: 

it is this point that determines the objective or scientific poverty line. Consequently, Townsend 

argues that if social benefits aimed at combating deprivation, such as the British Supplementary 

Benefit, are to be effective, their levels should align with this point of disproportion.27 Therefore, 

we could reinterpret hypothesis β as stating that the level set by official poverty standards, like the 

Supplementary Benefit, falls below the level indicated by the point of disproportion. 

Let us now look at the role that observations play in Townsend’s theory. 

 
3.2.2. Observations 

 More than just providing material to devise hypotheses, observations about people’s lives 

are the cornerstones of his approach as they play a dual role: they are reasons for how Townsend 

conceptualized poverty and they help explain some of the aggregate-level relationships. We shall 

examine each kind of observation based on its role in turn. 

 

a) Observations that are reasons for his conception 

Here we have two observations: that there is a majority’s style of living and that there is a 

basic need for social integration. Let us start with the former. It addresses the issue mentioned 

above that, within the same society, there is variation in styles of living. Consider ethnic minorities, 

for instance. Do their potentially different styles of living share some similarities? Does their 

existence preclude the idea of a majority’s standard of living that could then figure in Townsend’s 

conception of poverty? The answer is no, because: 

this tends to ignore the marked interrelationship of many communities within regional and 

national economic, political, communication, welfare and other systems. Members of 

 
26 It is in this context that Townsend also asserts that his conception of poverty “attempts to provide an estimate of 

objective poverty on the basis of a level of deprivation disproportionate to resources” (Townsend, 1979: 248-249; my 
emphasis). 
27 Here, I am temporarily setting aside T. H. Marshall’s challenge to Townsend’s view, regarding the link between 

“two horses,” one being sociological theory and the other prescribing social policy. I will address this challenge later 

(Conclusion, b). 
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ethnic minorities can often be said to participate in commonly shared rather than exclusive 

activities. They use the common system of transport, work in multiracial occupations, go 

to multiracial schools which broadly subscribe to national cultural values, and generally 

adapt in many ways to the conventions and styles of life of the national society. Many of 

their needs will therefore be the same as of persons who are not members of such minorities 

and the same as of persons who are members of other minorities. (Townsend, 1979: 53) 

This passage is an observation that motivates his conception of the majority’s standard of 

living. In other words, this observation states that: 

a. Majority’s style of living: there is a society’s standard of living, that is, an accepted and 

encouraged style of living by the majority of the national population (Townsend, 1979: 59; 

249). 

Now, let us look at the second and perhaps more fundamental observation: 

b. Social integration: people have a basic need for social integration. 

This observation primarily motivates his conception of social needs as basic, in contrast to 

the traditional emphasis on subsistence needs (Section 3.1.1). Secondly, it motivates his 

conceptualization of resources as the cause of relative deprivation (Section 3.1.2). Indeed, social 

integration suggests that a significant barrier preventing people from participating in the majority’s 

standard of living is not a matter of personal choice or preference, but rather a scarcity of their own 

resources, which stands out as a key factor. 

Some may argue that Townsend’s emphasis on social integration is either a trivial fact or 

a tentative hypothesis. If it is a trivial fact, then integration does not significantly contribute to our 

understanding of poverty. If it is a tentative hypothesis, it must be tested; only with positive results 

can it serve as an explanation for the functional relationships between resources and the standard 

of living. Also, as a tentative hypothesis, Townsend would be circular in using it to motivate his 

conception of human needs, relative deprivation, and poverty.  

While Townsend sometimes takes for granted the view that humans have a need for 

integration, he also refers to it as the product of scientific observations: 

In observations of behaviour in every society the drive to satisfy hunger sometimes takes 

second place to other drives, especially those which are conditioned by other peoples’ 

expectations or because of an inculcated sense of obligation in the workplace or at home, 

or through sheer coercion. (Townsend, 1985a: 664; my emphasis) 
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 Thus, the drive for integration is an empirical statement based on what he considers to be 

anthropological observations. In fact, towards the end of his life, he called social integration as the 

“chief criticism” of the subsistence approach: 

people are not simply individual organisms requiring replacement of sources of physical 

energy. They are social beings expected to perform socially demanding roles as workers, 

citizens, parents, partners, neighbours and friends (Lister, 1990). Moreover, they are not 

simply consumers of physical goods but producers of those goods and are also expected to 

act out different roles in their various social associations. They are dependent on 

collectively provided utilities and facilities. These needs apply universally and not merely 

in the rich industrial societies. (Townsend, 2006: 19) 28 

Now, let us consider those observations that have an explanatory role in the theory. 

 

b) Observations that explain relationships at the macro-level 

These observations concern mechanisms intended to explain, at the individual or micro-

level, the functional relationships previously mentioned at the macro-level. Specifically, micro-

level hypotheses pertain to mechanisms at the level of a person’s actions.29 I call them sacrifice 

and isolation. Starting with the former observation: 

c. Sacrifice: people close to the point of disproportion tend to sacrifice or make the best of 

their efforts to participate in the nation’s standard of living even without adequate 

resources.  

This hypothesis explains hypothesis (2), proportional but gradual. It corresponds to earlier 

claims made by economists like Adam Smith and researchers like Rowntree that, in Townsend’s 

words we have just mentioned, state that “in every society the drive to satisfy hunger sometimes 

takes second place to other drives, especially those which are conditioned by other peoples’ 

expectations or because of an inculcated sense of obligation in the workplace or at home, or 

 
28 Brazilian readers may recall the lyrics of the band Titãs: “Bebida é água / Comida é pasto / Você tem sede de quê? 

/ Você tem fome de quê? / A gente não quer só comida / A gente quer comida, diversão e arte” [“Drink is water / Food 

is pasture / What are you thirsty for? / What are you hungry for? / We don’t want food alone / We want food, fun, and 
art”]. 
29 I refer to them as “personal” mechanisms rather than “behavioral” or “psychological” mechanisms, due to the 

contested issue in economics about what is the most appropriate focus for hypotheses concerning people’s actions. In 

any case, I am not entirely convinced about Townsend’s stance on this issue (if he had any at all). 
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through sheer coercion” (1985a: 664; my emphasis).30 In fact, we may say that the sacrifice 

hypothesis follows from social integration.  

It is important to remember that these expectations, obligations, and coercion affect not 

only the rich but also the poor, even though the latter “cannot buy goods as expensive as those 

bought by, or live as well as, the rich.” The poor too “are presumed … to engage in the same broad 

scheme of consumption, customs and activities [as the rich]” (1979: 922). Consequently, the poor 

“strive to conform with what is expected of them [even] when income shrinks (they economize in 

what they do but still undertake the same activities)” (1985a: 662; see also 1993: 39). 

Finally, we have: 

d. Isolation: below the point of disproportion, people are excluded or withdraw from the 

majority’s standard of living (Townsend, 1979: 57; 59; 249).  

This observation explains hypothesis (3), point of disproportion. We should note that 

isolation may result from two different processes. One is systematic exclusion from access to 

resources, which in turn are needed to access this standard (Townsend, 1979: 566). Exclusion 

relates to what Townsend called “social minorities” (Section 5.3.1). 

The other process is when isolation is an action of “drop-out” or “withdraw”: 

[in isolation] they withdraw (or withdraw their children) from fulfilling certain social 

obligations or well-established customs or activities. They no longer meet friends, children 

are occasionally absent from school, heating is turned off, conventional diets are no longer 

regularly observed, visitors are not longer invited into the home, ill-health and disability 

become more common. (Townsend, 1985a: 662; my emphasis) 

The reader might think there is an inconsistency between isolation caused by withdrawal 

and social integration: If people have a drive for integration, how could they withdraw from it? 

Well, first of all, somewhere Townsend claims that below the point of disproportion, social 

participation becomes “impossible” which means that whether people are willing or not to 

integrate does not matter in the end (Townsend, 1979: 59). In any case, some might argue that this 

implies these individuals choose to neglect their basic needs. However, is not this as absurd as 

 
30 In the passage by Alfred Marshall that I previously mentioned (note 58 in Chapter 1), we also find the observation 
that “in order to obtain them [conventional necessities] the average man and woman will sacrifice some things which 

are necessary for efficiency” (Marshall, 1890: 58). Similar observations were also made by Adam Smith’s 

predecessors (Smite, 1981 [1776]: 870n2). 
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suggesting that a person can simply disregard other basic needs, such as hunger? Indeed, answering 

these questions could lead us into debates on the philosophy of action. Intriguing as these debates 

are, it suffices to say that, yes, there are cases of extreme – almost complete – isolation. But the 

thing is that below the point of disproportion, social participation decreases disproportionately but 

still not discretely. This would indicate that most people below the point of disproportion still 

maintain some connection – faint as they may be – to their society’s customs or activities. 

 
Conclusion 

Townsend’s conception of poverty states that poverty is relative deprivation caused by lack 

of resources. This conception of relative deprivation refers to a society’s standard of living, that 

is, the style of living approved by the majority of the population. This entails three important 

features in his conception of poverty. First, deprivations related to social needs are fundamental 

deprivations; in other words, social needs are basic needs too. Second, even food deprivation is 

relative to a given society. Third, poverty refers to objective relative deprivation, which means 

relative to a society’s social structure but not to people’s feelings and beliefs about deprivation. 

While one might object that Townsend relies on contextual judgments in this conceptualization, 

contradicting his pursuit of value-freedom, he might argue that his choice is justified through 

epistemic values. 

The conception also precisify the cause of relative deprivation: lack of resources. 

Townsend’s conception of resources encompasses every economic means that contributes to 

someone’s standard of living. As a consequence, it goes much beyond income, directing our 

attention to the various societal systems that distribute different kinds of resources. Finally, both 

his conception of deprivation and resources are multidimensional, which means they are composed 

of different kinds, with different features, and maybe with different causes. Thus, for 

operationalizing the cut-off measure, Townsend must devise an adequate index of relative 

deprivation and total resources. 

Observations and hypotheses play pivotal roles in Townsend’s theory of poverty. They 

improve our understanding of his conception of poverty as relative deprivation caused by lack of 

resources and also aim to justify its adoption over alternatives. The hypotheses establish 

relationships between the elements of the conception and between these elements and other 
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phenomena. The observations motivate the conception, stating that it is based on evidence such as 

transcultural anthropological observations. They also aim to explain some aggregate-level 

relationships that are the object of some hypothesis, by establishing mechanisms at the level of 

people’s actions. 

To test these hypotheses, a measure and a data source are needed. These are the two 

elements of the theory that will be discussed next.
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CHAPTER 4 

Measures and Procedures 

 
 
Introduction 

In his review of Poverty in the United Kingdom, Ian Gough asserts that Townsend 

employed not only the cut-off measure but also three additional measures in his analysis of 

poverty: the state or official standard, given by the levels of public assistance benefit to people in 

poverty in a country (also called the “administrative measure”); the relative income standard, 

given by a percentage of the mean income of the population; and the deprivation standard, which 

is given by Townsend’s index of relative deprivation (Gough, 1981: 317-319). According to 

Gough, of these four measures, two are subjective, and one is objective but does not establish a 

threshold where relative deprivation escalates disproportionately, thus, failing to distinguish 

between those who are in poverty and those who are not. Given Townsend’s emphasis on 

objectivity and the need for an objective measure of poverty, the question then arises: why is this 

the case? 

It is conceivable that Townsend employed these three additional measures because the 

evidence for the point of disproportion hypothesis was tentative at best. While this might be true, 

however, I also believe this reflects the systematic character of Townsend’s theory. As T. H. 

Marshall notes, “it would be wrong to imagine that the chief value of this [Townsend’s] vast piece 

of research rests in the overall picture of a condition which we call ‘poverty’” (1981: 84). Marshall 

suggests that Townsend’s thorough analysis of different aspects of relative deprivation is valuable 

irrespective of the existence of a point of disproportion that separates poor from the non-poor. For 

instance, the variation that Townsend “finds” across the scale of resource distribution, occupations, 

areas, and demographic factors such as unemployment, gender, and age, represents valuable 

research findings. In our words, the other elements of the theory are valuable regardless of the 

outcome of the tests of the point of disproportion hypothesis. 

Additionally, utilizing a variety of poverty measures may fulfill the epistemic values of 

explanatory power and comparability. Townsend meticulously presents and juxtaposes the 

frequently divergent outcomes yielded by these four measures when applied to the same data set, 
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that is, the PITUK survey.1 Further, subjective measures yield critical insights because they 

encapsulate societal beliefs and contextual values about poverty. Crucially, they are part of the 

explanation of poverty, as they influence the distribution of resources within a society. Therefore, 

a theory that include subjective measures in its explanandum is one with greater explanatory 

power. 

This chapter presents the other two elements of Townsend’s middle-range theory of 

poverty: representation and procedures, detailing the construction of both the relative deprivation 

measure and the cut-off measure. To do this, I explore the development and application of two 

indexes: the index of total resources and the index of relative deprivation. These indexes are 

essential tools in operationalizing Townsend’s theory, as they allow testing the functional 

hypotheses about the conception of poverty (Section 3.2.1). Indeed, the cut-off measure is 

contingent upon the success of testing one of these hypotheses, the point of disproportion. I will 

also discuss the survey methodology employed in PITUK. The survey is the crucial tool for 

Townsend collecting the data that these measures need. We will examine the main features of the 

PITUK survey, focusing on the practical aspects of data collection and Townsend’s documentation 

of the challenges he and his team encountered during its conduct. The chapter will also briefly 

comment on the procedures to ensure the validity and reliability of the survey results. 

This chapter will also present selected results of Townsend’s analysis as they serve as good 

illustrations of the theory. Nevertheless, the assumptions underlying Townsend’s procedures, as 

well as the procedures themselves, are all contested. Townsend himself conceded that the findings 

regarding the point of disproportion hypothesis were “tentative” at best. These issues suggest that 

the results from PITUK are best viewed not as definitive conclusions, but as illustrations of 

Townsend applying his theory to empirical data. Thus, I will refer to these as his “findings” to 

highlight their contested status (see Introduction, iv). 

*** 

 
1 Similar to the approach observed in PITUK, it is a common practice among poverty researchers to analyze poverty 
within the same population using different measures (for instance, according to the IPL and 60% of mean income). 
However, I believe that their rationale differs from Townsend’s. My hypothesis is that these researchers are concerned 

with providing an analysis of poverty that relies less on a single “right” or “best” measure of poverty – thereby 
mitigating the risk of their analysis being compromised by flaws within a single measure. Instead, they focus on 
generating results that are robust across different measures. 
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Sections’ outline 

The four measures of poverty are presented in Section 4.1. Next, in Section 4.2, I present 

and discuss how Townsend constructs and applies the index of total resources and the index of 

relative deprivation to arrive at the cut-off measure. Throughout, I will also present a selection of 

PITUK’s “findings.” I finish the chapter in Section 4.3 with a presentation and discussion of the 

main tool for gathering the data related to poverty: the PITUK Survey. 

 
4.1. Four measures of poverty 

In this section, I will present the four measures that Townsend employed in PITUK. In the 

book, Townsend conducts numerous descriptive exercises and runs dozens of analyzes on various 

aspects of poverty in the UK. Most of the time, he does not use his famous cut-off measure. Instead, 

the bulk of the work involves applying three other measures, comparing their results and 

interpreting them to build his theory of poverty. Curiously, of these three measures, only one is 

objective, as noted below: 

Subjective Measures: 

● State measure: given by the society’s public assistance benefit. A prominent example 

is the Supplementary Benefit standard, the criteria used by Britain’s welfare system to 

qualify families for several poverty-related policies. 

● Relative income measure: based on a percentage of a society’s average income. For 

instance, those earning less than 60% of the mean income could be considered to be in 

poverty under a measure of this kind. 

Objective Measures:  

● Relative deprivation measure (or simply deprivation measure): it measures the level 

of an individuals’ deprivation from her society’s standard of living. It does not establish 

a specific poverty line and thus is applied across all societal segments, regardless of 

income ranges.  

● Cut-off measure: it is set at a hypothesized point determined by a resource level below 

which households experience disproportionate relative deprivation. (For making this 

more concrete, see Figure 4.) 
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Note: The deprivation measure does not enable us to identify those that are in poverty and 

those that are not, but only to rank individuals according to their levels of deprivation.2 The cut-

off measure, however, provides a means to distinguish those who are disproportionately deprived 

– that is, those in poverty – from those that are not. In any case, the deprivation measure alone is 

a tool for Townsend to test other hypotheses (such as direct relationship; resources and multiple 

deprivation; resources and cumulative deprivation; and proportional but gradual – see Section 

3.2.1.b). Using this measure, Townsend also analyzes patterns of deprivation throughout PITUK, 

examining its relationship to other important variables such as class, occupation, age, and gender, 

and comparing its results about poverty in the UK with those obtained from other measures. 

 

Figure 4 Graph that illustrates the results of the cut-off measure. (Source: Townsend, 1979: 261.) 

 
Townsend’s original description says, “Modal deprivation by logarithm of income as a percentage of 

supplementary benefit scale rates” (1979: 261; Figure 6.4) 
 

Now, it is time to finally discuss in detail the index of total resources and the index of 

relative deprivation. 

 
2 In this way, the deprivation index is similar to measures of well-being that do not divide a population into two distinct 
groups but only rank them accordingly. 
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4.2. Two indexes and the cut-off measure  

 With this section, readers should gain an understanding of the context and rationale behind 

a crucial figure in the theory, namely, the graph that Townsend derived when operationalizing his 

conception of poverty based on the results of PITUK Survey (Figure 4). To achieve this, we need 

to present the procedures he used to first produce the indexes of resources and relative deprivation, 

and second, how he applied these indexes to test the point of deprivation hypothesis. If the test 

produces positive results, then the cut-off measure would be set at that point. 

A note about indexes. We have seen that both conceptions of resources and standard of 

living are made up of different elements. As previously mentioned (Section 2.3), a society’s 

standard of living includes its ordinary living patterns, customs, and activities. More concretely, 

Townsend describes it as “the types of diet, participate in the activities and have the living 

conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at least widely encouraged or approved” in 

a society (1979: 31). These are diverse elements. Some are related to consumption items, others to 

household amenities. Others are activities like having a birthday party. On the resource side, we 

have seen that Townsend enumerates five kinds: cash income, capital assets, employment benefits 

in kind, public social services in kind, and private income in kind. To investigate inequalities in 

each, Townsend needed to classify individuals based on their access level to each kind of resource. 

Now, however, he needs to rank them according to their command over total resources. Another 

aggregation procedure is needed. So, to sum up, measuring relative deprivation and resources 

requires indexes that sum up these diverse elements.  

Neither of the two aggregation procedures is straightforward. Below, we will discuss one 

important issue in calculating each of them. In the case of resources, we face the problem of 

marketability. In the case of relative deprivation, there is the previously mentioned issue of item 

selection. 

 

4.2.1. Index of total resources 

As we have seen, to create a ranking of total resources, each one of the five kinds of 

resources should be converted to a common unit. In PITUK, Townsend decided to convert all non-

income resources into monetary values. If he succeeded, this would be a great advantage, given 
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that income is typically considered to be measured on the ratio scale, which allows us to perform 

all four basic mathematical operations (Section 2.2.2). Recall, the five kinds are earned cash 

income, capital assets, value of employment benefits, value of public social services other than 

cash, and private income in kind. The procedure involved assigning monetary values to the latter 

four kinds.  

This process required a series of complex and controversial steps, along with related issues. 

It may be worthwhile to discuss one of these issues: the problem of marketability. It basically 

refers to this question: Does it make sense to include what are often considered non-marketable 

goods in the measurement of someone’s resources? For instance, to arrive at the value of public 

social services, Townsend estimated the average administrative fees associated with the real 

consumption of various services (such as education, health, welfare, and housing), based on the 

survey “findings.” Before we question the validity of this kind of procedure, the problem of 

marketability raises the question of whether it is appropriate to consider such services in market 

terms, even for the purposes of measurement.  

In his discussion of this problem, Townsend refers to reports by the Royal Commission on 

the Distribution of Income and Wealth, a commission established by the government to study the 

distribution of income and wealth in the UK.3 In their first report, the Commission chose to analyze 

income and wealth separately, based on the premise that an individual’s wealth and general 

resources cannot be reduced to a single rod. Additionally, the Commission viewed communal 

assets and human capital as not adequately represented in market terms (Townsend, 1979: 231). 

Grossly, the main objection Townsend raises against this approach is that an imperfect 

conversion procedure that acknowledges and is transparent about its limitations is better than none. 

Decisions like that of the Commission systematically underestimate the extent of inequality and, 

in Townsend’s words, “virtually amounted to an abdication of responsibility for the conclusions 

that could be drawn from their report” (1979: 232). The result is not challenging conventional 

views about the matter, a desideratum he aimed to realize (Section 3.1.1.d). Townsend argues that 

independent social researchers should be cautious with what he called “official approaches to 

 
3 Also known as the “Diamond Commission,” this Royal Commission was established in 1974 under Jack Diamond’s 

chairmanship and was dissolved in 1979. Its purpose was to investigate and report on issues related to the distribution 
of personal incomes and wealth, as directed by the Government (Royal Commission on Distribution, 1974-1980). 
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official statistics” (Townsend, 1979: 231); they should scrutinize them rather than accepting them 

at face value. In his analysis of inequality in the UK, he aimed to do this by developing his measure 

of total resources, keeping in mind two epistemic values: comprehensiveness and comparability. 

This, he believed, would likely “provide an alternative conception of social and economic 

conditions” in the country (1979: 233). 

Some “findings.” First, it is illustrative to look at the relative importance of each kind of 

resource for total command over resources (Table 4.1). This confirmed the expected importance 

of cash incomes in total resources (58%). But the relative importance of wealth (“imputed income 

from assets”) is also evident (23%). 

 

Table 4.1 Relative importance of kinds of resources. (Source: Townsend, 1979: 226.) 

Percentage of gross disposable resources provided by 

net disposable cash incomes 58% 

imputed income from assets 23% 

imputed value of employers’ welfare benefits in kind 5% 

imputed value of social services in kind 12% 

imputed value of private income in kind 2% 

 

This main general “finding” provided evidence supporting the hypothesis that focusing 

solely on income leads to an underestimation of the actual level of inequality within the UK. To 

underpin this conclusion, Townsend primarily used the Gini coefficient in his analyses (1979: 

229). He identified two main factors that increased inequality: employer welfare benefits and 

imputed income from assets. Conversely, two factors that decreased inequality were social services 

and private income in kind. However, when all four kinds of non-income resources are considered 

alongside net disposable income – that is, “gross disposable income less expenses in going to work, 

including clothing or equipment allowed for tax purposes as well as costs of travel” (1979: 180) – 

the overall distribution of resources becomes more unequal. Additionally, the top 20% of 

households based on net disposable income also received the highest monetary value in each kind 

of resource, including significant imputed income from assets and employer welfare benefits.  
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4.2.2. Index of relative deprivation 

While distinct from poverty (which could be determined only through the cut-off measure), 

results about the UK’s relative deprivation have an importance of their own. This was T. H. 

Marshall’s claim (1981: 84), who argued that Townsend’s biggest achievement was the several 

analyses of this kind of deprivation and its relationship to resource inequality. In this section, I will 

present the procedures Townsend used to build the index of relative deprivation, followed by some 

of its results. A natural question arises regarding the rationale for these procedures. As we shall 

see, one procedure in particular was heavily criticized: how he selected the indicators of relative 

deprivation. 

Townsend took three steps to build the index. First, he calculated no fewer than 60 

indicators of relative deprivation (see this thesis’ Appendix: List of 60 indicators of style of living 

for the complete list). This was only possible, after all, because of his comprehensive survey. 

Second, he chose five dimensions: dietary, household, familial, recreational, and social 

deprivation, and then narrowed the list of indicators down to twelve (Table 4.2). The final step 

involved determining how many indicators someone should score to be regarded as relatively 

deprived, that is, what counting criterion Townsend chose (Section 2.2.3.b). A minimum of five 

out of the twelve indicators (an intermediate criterion) was required (Townsend, 1979: 252). 

Scores for different indicators were added, with equal weight to each. Townsend asserted that the 

higher the score, the lower the social participation. 

More “findings.” As with his index of total resources, Townsend calculated the proportion 

of each of the twelve indicators within the population (Table 4.2). Some “findings” were 

particularly striking. For instance, over half of the population, 54%, had not had a week’s holiday 

away from home in the preceding year, and over half of the children, 57%, did not have a party on 

their last birthday. 

Now, we need to ask: How and why did Townsend arrive at this list of sixty indicators? 

How and why did he select the twelve “representative” indicators? And lastly, how and why did 

he decide on an intermediate counting criterion? 
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Table 4.2 The twelve indicators that make up the “provisional” or “summary” index of relative 

deprivation, and the proportion of population deprived in each. (Source: Townsend, 1979: 250.) 

Indicator % deprived 

1. Has not had a week’s holiday away from home in last 12 

months 
54% 

2. Adults only. Has not had a relative or friend to the home 
for a meal or snack in the last 4 weeks 

33% 

3. Adults only. Has not been out in the last 4 weeks to a 
relative or friend for a meal or snack 

45% 

4. Children only (under 15). Has not had a friend to play or 
to tea in the last 4 weeks 

36% 

5. Children only. Did not have party on last birthday 57% 

6. Has not had an afternoon or evening out for 
entertainment in the last two weeks 

47% 

7. Does not have fresh meat (including meals out) as many 
as four days a week 

19% 

8. Has gone through one or more days in the past fortnight 
without a cooked meal 

7% 

9. Has not had a cooked breakfast most days of the week 67% 

10. Household does not have a refrigerator 45% 

11. Household does not usually have a Sunday joint (3 in 4 
times) 

26% 

12. Household does not have sole use of four amenities 
indoors (flush WC; sink or washbasin and cold-water tap; 
fixed bath or shower; and gas or electric cooker) 

21% 

See this thesis’ Appendix: List of 60 indicators of style of living for the list of all indicators) 

 

We have noted that Townsend recognized that while societies like Britain exhibit a variety 

of styles of living, this does not preclude the existence of a majority’s standard of living. He writes: 

There is no unitary and clear-cut national ‘style of living’. Rather, there are series of 

overlapping and merging community, ethnic, organizational and regional styles. By style 

of living I do not mean particular things and actions in themselves, but types of 
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consumption and customs which are expressive of social form. (Townsend, 1979: 249; 

original emphasis.) 

Thus, Townsend conceives of a society’s majority standard of living not as a collection of 

specific items and practices, but rather as more abstract categories and customs that manifest 

differently across various groups. With this distinction, he aims to acknowledge the diversity of 

styles of living within the same society while maintaining the notion of a comprehensive societal 

standard of living. For instance: 

Christmas may be celebrated by an exchange of gifts from Woolworth’s, a few glasses of 

beer and a chicken from a broiler factory; or by an exchange of gifts in the best tradition 

of Harrods or Heal’s, together with all the luxurious trappings of a country-house weekend 

party: The point at which a custom is no longer practised is debatable. (Townsend, 1979: 

249) 

Townsend acknowledges the challenge in operationalizing such a national majority’s 

standard of living while also considering this variety. An adequate operationalization, he claims, 

would involve identifying numerous items related to various age groups, peer and generational 

dynamics, as well as regional and ethnic factors. Different “spheres of social life,” such as work, 

school, home, and community settings, must be considered (Townsend, 1979: 249). While 

herculean, this would enable a researcher to differentiate elements of styles of living that are 

common across large sectors from those unique to each minority. 

In practice, this would result in a list of several indicators reflecting each of these elements. 

Townsend argues that constructing such a list requires: 

an exhaustive analysis of the amenities available to, and the customs or modes of living of, 

a majority of the population, in the course of which the representativeness and 

independence of different items and their frequency and symbolic as well as material 

importance would have to be discussed. (1979: 251) 

However, PITUK did not strictly follow these guidelines. The survey’s indicators of 

relative deprivation only addressed what Townsend deemed the primary areas of personal, 

household, and social life relevant to examining the interplay between styles of living and resource 



Chapter 4 
144 

 
 

 
 

 

distribution. Ultimately, the selection of the sixty indicators was based “on the basis of pilot 

interviews and knowledge of previous studies of life-styles and amenities” (1979: 251).4 

As for the reduced list of twelve indicators comprising the relative deprivation index, he 

chose those applicable to the general population, covering “major aspects of dietary, household, 

familial, recreational and social deprivation” (1979: 251). But how did this account for the 

different styles of living of social groups within the UK? Townsend intended each indicator to 

represent a different minority, but in the end, only three of the twelve indicators applied to “a small 

majority” (1979: 251). Furthermore, when testing the point of disproportion hypothesis, he 

employed additional indicators beyond the twelve selected to check for the robustness of the 

results; yet he did not specify which indicators these were (Townsend, 1979: 255). 

Why did Townsend opt for an intermediate counting criterion when determining relative 

deprivation? He justifies this by precisely citing the diversity of styles of life: 

[n]o sole item, or even a combination of two items, can distinctly signal overall deprivation. 

Individuals have unique preferences and might choose certain extravagances or enforce 

certain restrictions due to religious, ethical, educational, or other motives, irrespective of 

their economic status. (Townsend, 1979: 252) 

Both the conception of a national style of living that accommodates subnational diversities 

and these procedures have been widely debated since (Piachaud, 1993 [1981]; Ferragina et al., 

2017: 535-537). Critics argue Townsend’s distinction between commodities and customs of 

different levels of generality is untenable.5 Also, they claimed that the selection of the initial sixty 

indicators and of the reduced list of twelve indicators were arbitrary or biased. Indeed, beyond the 

remark of basing the selection on pilot interviews and previous knowledge (1979: 251), Townsend 

does not sort out the rationale behind the selection of the indicators. Here, he may be succumbing 

 
4 He did not specify which “previous studies” he refers to, but we can infer that they might include works such as his 

own The Last Refuge (see Section 3.2). 
5 Thus, these critics reject the cogency of Townsend’s observation that there is a majority’s style of living (Section 
3.2.2.a). Using a broader data set and modern statistical methods, Ferragina et al. (2017) attempt to operationalize 
Townsend’s approach, also considering the diversity in styles of life among various ethnic minorities in the UK. They 

argue that it was not possible to identify a single threshold applicable to all groups; nevertheless, they observed a 
consistent pattern in which, across all groups, relative deprivation escalates as income diminishes. 
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to the same trap he critiqued in Rowntree’s work, namely, the selection of indicators based on his 

own biases and socio-economic background rather than on objective scientific criteria.6 

To his credit, Townsend stated that the sixty indicators were part of an “experimental stage” 

of research, and the twelve-indicator index was labeled “provisional” and calculated for 

“illustrative purposes” (1979: 251). Thus, he acknowledged the tentative nature of PITUK’s 

“findings.” Whether this acknowledgment is sufficient is something I will leave as an open 

question. 

Nevertheless, what were the outcomes of the research concerning the relationship between 

the relative deprivation index and the index of total resources? This is the question we will address 

next. 

 
4.2.3. Associating the two indexes 

The index of total resources and the index of relative deprivation enabled Townsend to 

examine the relationships between resources and relative deprivation. This essentially involved 

testing some of the hypotheses we discussed earlier (Section 3.2.1). Before turning to the cut-off 

measure, let us briefly review his “findings” on another pivotal hypothesis, the direct relationship.7 

Recall that the direct relationship hypothesis posits an inverse correlation between 

participation in the majority’s standard of living and someone’s resources. Townsend further 

refines this hypothesis into two sub-hypotheses. The first, resources and multiple deprivations, 

posits that those lacking necessary resources are likely to face various and intersecting kinds of 

deprivations. The second, resources and cumulative deprivations, posits that the level of 

deprivation becomes more comprehensive and intense as resources decrease. 

Consistent with direct relationship, Townsend’s analysis indicated a correlation between 

declining income and increasing deprivation. Supporting the hypothesis of resources and 

cumulative deprivations, he observed heightened deprivation at lower income levels among 

households of different sizes (Townsend, 1979: 252-255). Regarding resources and multiple 

deprivations, he “found” that a significant number, forty-four out of sixty indicators, were strongly 

 
6 For example, Piachaud claims that indicators 7, 8, 9, and 11 of his index of relative deprivation (see Table 4.2) “may 

be as much to do with tastes as with poverty. Not having a cooked breakfast, for example, is often a remedy for 
overindulgence on other occasions” (Piachaud, 1993[1981]: 117). 
7 I did not find any mentions of the test’s results regarding the proportional but gradual hypothesis. 
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correlated (Townsend 1979: 532-535; Appendix Thirteen). This suggests that not only does 

relative deprivation escalate with fewer resources, but also that those at the lower end of the 

resource spectrum face multiple deprivations. 

We will now delve deeper into how Townsend operationalized the most critical of his 

theory’s hypotheses, the point of disproportion.  

 

4.2.4. Procedures for calculating the cut-off measure 

With the necessary elements in place, we can now present what is commonly known as 

“Townsend’s measure of poverty,” the cut-off measure. This measure should enable him to 

operationalize his conception of poverty as relative deprivation. More precisely, should enable him 

to test the hypothesis that there is a point in the scale of resource distribution where participation 

in the majority’s standard of living begins to decrease disproportionately. 

Townsend’s procedure involves the following three steps (1979: 259): (1) Rank households 

according to their resources. (2) Check their level of relative deprivation. (3) Check whether there 

is a threshold below which people are disproportionately relatively deprived and draw the line at 

this point. Step (3) tests the point of disproportion hypothesis. If its results are positive, then we 

would find where to set the poverty line, with those below it considered in poverty (see Figure 4).  

The next step involves performing analytical tasks in poverty research, this time using the 

cut-off measure. Among these tasks are “to estimate the numbers in the population at different 

levels of living, particularly the numbers living in poverty or on the margins of it,” and “to find 

what are the characteristics and problems of those in poverty and thus contribute to the 

development of an explanation for poverty” (Townsend, 1979: 93).  

Before mentioning some of these “findings,” let me note something about how we can 

interpret the cut-off measure according to CRP measurement theory. In the cut-off measure, two 

stages of CRP – the representation and applying procedures – mix. In other words, the cut-off 

measure is not a static metric but rather a series of processes. This is an instance of the observation 

made by CRP’s developers, as well as by Adcock and Collier, that in a good measure, the practices 

of conceptualization, representation, and applying procedures are iterative. In the cut-off measure, 

the specific level at which the poverty line is settled is a variable itself, sensitive to evolving 

standards of living and economic conditions. This is why I think it fits to say that Townsend’s 
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approach is empirically based, meaning that it is set in a way that the level at which we draw the 

poverty line is responsive to data.  

Of course, this does not imply a naive empiricism that eschews theory in the name of 

something like “what the data say.” 8 In fact, some researchers call this approach as theory driven 

(Nájera & Gordon, 2023). This characterization is apt given the theoretical apparatus (of middle-

range) we have been discussing, encompassing his conception, hypotheses, and observations. 

However, other approaches that also exhibit sophisticated theoretical apparatus are not empirically 

driven in the sense of setting procedures to find the poverty line. For instance, the capability 

approach is animated by a sophisticated set of conceptions and underpinning moral and political 

theories. Also, this approach typically employs axiomatic measures based on formal advances that 

deepened our understanding of the properties of several measures, as well as of how they relate 

with what features the concept of poverty has. But in this approach, validation is mainly conceptual 

in the case of the capability approach and deductive in the case of axiomatic measures (Section 

2.2.2) . This differs significantly from Townsend’s attitude toward validating poverty measures. 

Indeed, this difference is recognized by those researchers that adopt the capability approach and 

operationalize it axiomatically, as they often refer to measures inspired by Townsend’s as 

“statistical approaches” in contrast to their own approach (Alkire et al., 2015: 86-90).9  

Further “findings.” An important aspect of the cut-off measure involves providing an 

“objective” parameter to evaluate the outcomes generated by subjective measures. Recall that one 

of the hypotheses of Townsend’s theory posits that the official standard (the state measure) places 

the poverty line below the objective poverty line, specifically beneath the point of disproportion 

(Section 3.2.1.a). Indeed, if you look at the Figure 4 above, Townsend’s results suggest that 

“below 150 per cent of the supplementary benefit standard [the state measure], deprivation begins 

to increase swiftly” (Townsend, 1979: 261). This implies that the UK’s official measure settled 

 
8 This is why I believe the term “empirically based” is more appropriate than “evidence based.” Using the former can 

help avoid associations with the evidence-based policy movement, and its tendency to consciously avoid basing 
research on theories or even models (Deaton & Cartwright, 2017), something very different from Townsend’s effort 

to develop a middle-range theory of poverty. 
9 Alkire et al. notes that typical statistical methods applied in poverty measurement include cluster analysis, principal 
and multiple correspondence analysis, latent class analysis, factor analysis, and structural equation models (Alkire et 
al., 2015: 86-90). See also this thesis’ Conclusion, iii. 



Chapter 4 
148 

 
 

 
 

 

the poverty line below the objectively defined point of disproportion – or at least this was 

“suggested” in a “tentative” manner by the cut-off measure as calculated by Townsend. 

Now, let us compare the extent of poverty according to the cut-off measure with the other 

two subjective measures: the state measure and the relative measure. According to the state 

measure, 7% of households were in poverty, with an additional 24% on its margins, translating to 

3,320,000 people living in poverty. Using the relative income standard, a slightly higher 10.5% of 

households fell below the poverty line, equivalent to 5 million individuals. However, when using 

the cut-off measure, a striking 25% of households were in poverty, affecting a substantial 

12,460,000 people (Townsend, 1979: 301-302). 

Another significant “finding” was that the level at which deprivation disproportionately 

escalates varies across different social groups – especially across “social minorities” in 

Townsend’s sense (Townsend, 1979: 301-302). For instance, the threshold for deprivation is 

notably higher for households with children and for those that have members with disabilities. 

Poverty also strongly correlates with specific social classes, ages, and family compositions. 

Unskilled manual workers and their dependents experience the highest incidence of poverty. 

Poverty is more prevalent in children than in adults under retirement, in women than in men, in 

separated and widowed than married and unmarried people, in the self-employed than the 

employed, and in dependent than the employed. Notably, the retired population exhibited the 

highest proportion of poverty. Unfortunately, due to sample limitations in the PITUK survey, 

Townsend was unable to draw conclusions regarding differences between immigrant and ethnic 

minorities.  

Lastly, concerning the relationship between poverty and the different kinds of resources, 

as we would expect, the extent of poverty worsens when considering non-income resources. 

Indeed, there is a strong inverse correlation between asset ownership and poverty: over half of 

those who are in poverty or on the brink of poverty possess no assets at all (Townsend, 1979: 295; 

see also Table 3.1, “Capital Assets”). Townsend says that lacking assets is “perhaps the single 

most notable feature of the poor” (1979: 921). 

Now, let us look at the tool he deployed to gather the data required by his conception of 

poverty, the PITUK survey. 
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4.3. Survey 

To put the aforementioned indexes into operation, Townsend required the relevant data on 

the resources and standard of living of people in the UK. The survey method, a central tool in his 

endeavor, was employed for this purpose, as indicated in PITUK’s subtitle: A Survey of Household 

Resources and Standards of Living. Its design was intended to ensure reliability and, more 

important than anything else, validity in line with Townsend’s comprehensive conceptions of 

resources and standard of living. While the debate about survey validity and reliability has evolved 

enormously since this survey from the late 1960s, my objective here is not to assess it by current 

standards but to illustrate how the survey occupies a central place in his theory of poverty. In fact, 

the survey can also be regarded as an argument or rationale for his middle-range theory of poverty.  

To finish this chapter, I will first place this survey in the broader context of the history of 

poverty measurement, then present its general characteristics, and briefly discuss its reliability and 

validity. 

 

4.3.1. The survey method and the British tradition of social research 

The products of a survey (answers to questionnaires) provide the raw data informing 

measures and theories about social phenomena like poverty. In CRP vocabulary, surveys are tools 

for collecting relevant items to feed into a given measure. Accordingly, in PITUK, the survey’s 

design and execution were intended to be in the right relationship with the two other elements of 

a good measure: its conception and representation.  

The development and conducting of social surveys have historically been intertwined with 

poverty measurement. We have seen how the surveys by Booth and Rowntree on poverty in the 

UK were key steps in the development of social science. Among the distinctive features of these 

surveys, it is the fact that they were designed with the two researchers’ purpose in mind. Booth 

and Rowntree, as industrialists, had the resources to hire teams for conducting these surveys 

according to their own purposes and conceptions. 

We have mentioned that this level of control over their design and execution is uncommon 

in social research (Section 2.2.3.a), as researchers rarely have the resources required for designing 

and executing their own surveys. More common is that they rely on secondary data from 

institutions – typically statistical offices – produced with different purposes in mind. In fact, prior 
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to the PITUK survey, Townsend and his colleagues primarily utilized secondary analysis of data 

from government-designed surveys, like the Family Expenditure Survey, which was used in The 

Poor and the Poorest (1965).10 This necessitated a creative use of existing data, but naturally 

imposed significant constraints on their analysis. This is precisely why the PITUK survey is so 

special. 

 
4.3.2. The PITUK Survey 

In the Preface of PITUK, Townsend narrates how he and Abel-Smith secured funding from 

the Joseph Rowntree Memorial Trust to plan a large survey, organize its questionnaire, and 

coordinate the necessary fieldwork. This process was tailored to align with their research interests 

and theoretical perspectives on poverty. Due to the broad data requirements of Townsend’s 

conception of resources, no research agency had the expertise for interviewing, leading them to 

recruit a team of researchers coordinated by Townsend himself. In the process, Townsend 

continues, he faced two major challenges. First, in 1968 Abel-Smith accepted an invitation to work 

at an important post in the Labour government at that time. Second, the research team faced issues 

in coding analysis due to the limited availability, then, of computers capable of processing the vast 

amount of data. Both factors explain, in Townsend’s own words, the ten years publication delay 

of PITUK since the fieldwork’s completion.11  

The survey was conducted in 1968-69. The main survey collected data from all 

constituencies (electoral areas) in the UK, encompassing 2,052 households and 6,098 individuals. 

Local surveys in poor areas of four parliamentary constituencies – Salford, Neath, Glasgow, and 

Belfast – gathered data from 1,208 households and 3,950 individuals. The rationale behind the 

survey is painstakingly detailed and discussed in PITUK’s chapter 3, entitled “Methods of 

Research.” The procedures, as well as a reproduction of the questionnaires from both surveys are 

found in the thirteen (sic) appendixes that close the book (1979: 927-1176). 

 

 
10 The Family Expenditure Survey ran from 1961-2001 and collected information on food consumption and 
expenditure with the goal of producing the UK’s Retail Price Index. For more information about it, see Office for 

National Statistics (n.d.). 
11 The large list of interviewers and data analysts can be found in the Preface of PITUK. While the bulk of the book 
was Townsend’s responsibility, it is quite reductionist to claim that this monumental work was solely his authorship. 
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4.3.3. Validity and reliability 

Now, a brief comment on survey reliability. Even though it might sound obvious, 

Townsend’s primary motivation for employing the survey was to obtain representative evidence 

of Briton’s resources and styles of living. After all, he assumed the diversity inherent in any 

society, necessitating that sociological research rely on representative samples of the populations 

being studied (Section 3.2).  

To ensure representativeness, he employed a multi-stage approach in sampling and 

stratification techniques, incorporating both broad regional stratification and detailed local criteria 

(1979: 98-100; Appendix One). The goal was to capture a sample as representative as possible of 

the UK’s diverse income groups and to include typically underrepresented populations. Here is a 

summary of each stage: 

● Initial Stratification: The UK’s 630 parliamentary constituencies were divided into ten 

regions and then categorized into three income-based strata: high, middle, and low. From 

these, fifty-one constituencies were selected to ensure a spread across income groups. 

● Secondary Stratification within Constituencies: Within the selected constituencies, wards 

were stratified based on the proportion of the population aged 25 and over who left school 

at 15 or under, using census data. This stratification would allow for a more nuanced 

sampling within income groups, addressing variations in educational attainment. 

● Sampling in Four Poor Areas: For the sampling in Salford, Neath, Glasgow, and Belfast 

areas, information from the census and local councils regarding wards within these areas 

was used to identify the poorest wards based on criteria like the percentage of adults who 

left school early, the percentage of children receiving free school meals, and the average 

value of dwellings, from which further samples of addresses were drawn. 

To compile a comprehensive and up-to-date list of addresses, including those less likely to 

be captured (like itinerants), access to electoral registration officers’ records was obtained with 

permission from the UK Home Secretary. These records included “partly built” and “empty” 

addresses. 

Despite these efforts, the survey encountered significant limitations, such as a high non-

response rate (1979: 111-113). To mitigate this issue, the results were cross-checked with a series 



Chapter 4 
152 

 
 

 
 

 

of administrative sources, including those produced by the previously mentioned Royal 

Commission (1979: 110-111; Appendix Two).12 As Townsend states at the beginning of the book: 

Although I have drawn on a number of studies carried out in the 1970s, and on the reports 

in 1975, 1976 and 1977 of the Royal Commission on the Distribution of Income and 

Wealth, the principal source of information is the national survey carried out for the 

specific purpose of writing this book in 1968-9. (Townsend, 1979: 17) 

The questionnaire’s validity was a crucial concern, given Townsend’s comprehensive 

conceptions of resources and style of living. A somewhat long and fascinating comment about the 

design and rationale of it is detailed in Appendix Nine (1979: 1076-1083). Its sections and 

questions were based on “pilot research into minority groups who had not been studied intensively 

hitherto” and were proportionally poorer than the general population (1979: 93).13 The 

questionnaire covered sections on “housing and living facilities, employment, occupational 

facilities and fringe benefits, cash income, assets and savings, health and disability, social services, 

private income in kind and style of living” (1979: 94). Further, they included questions about 

people’s attitudes on poverty and their beliefs about their own situations and the state of 

deprivation of Britain. 

Given the extensive data for Townsend’s broader conceptions, he and his team faced a 

common challenge in questionnaire application. He notes that “[s]urvey directors assume … that 

every section of the population will understand approximately the same questions and provide an 

appropriate range of answers” (1979: 114). This assumption is problematic because, similar to the 

term “poverty,” different individuals may interpret the same concepts differently. To mitigate this 

issue and enhance validity, a survey must not only have a well-designed questionnaire but also 

 
12 See note 4 in this Chapter 4. 
13 This means that Townsend relied on pilot research based on pre-existing notions (such as groups already considered 
poor), to develop his own conception of poverty and other relevant conceptions. Essentially, Townsend used existing 
conceptions as a foundation for his new theory. While this approach is common in the social sciences, it risked 
inadvertently shaping his conceptions with the conventional views that Townsend precisely sought to question. 
Townsend acknowledged this difficulty in developing his broader conception of resources, highlighting the challenge 
of creating an alternative measure of inequality without depending on conventional and familiar views about this 
concept (Townsend, 1979: 232). This dilemma mirrors Abraham Kaplan’s “paradox of conceptualization” (1999 

[1964]: 52-54), which states that while adequate concepts are essential for formulating a theory, a solid theory is 
necessary to develop adequate concepts. Kaplan claims that the only way out of this is an iterative process where 
improved concepts lead to better theories, subsequently refining concepts further. Such a cycle would ensure that new 
theories are progressively more precise and effective. Alexandrova notes this coherentist rationale is not exclusive to 
the social sciences. Recent work in philosophy of measurement argues that this iterative approach is also common 
even when in the measurement of physical quantities (Alexandrova, 2017: 124-125). 
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effective interview procedures that minimize misunderstandings. Another aspect impacting the 

survey’s validity is its ability to reflect the dynamic nature of Townend’s conception of poverty 

(Section 3.1.1.b). Townsend suggested that ideally, cohort studies should be conducted to monitor 

a specific group in the population over time, capturing changes and trends. However, such 

longitudinal studies were not implemented in PITUK (1979: 114). 

 
Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have presented the four poverty measures used in PITUK, highlighting 

that Townsend considers only the relative deprivation and cut-off measures to be objective. I 

detailed his procedures for deriving the index of total resources, a process that involved reducing 

five kinds of resources into a single metric. Next, I described his procedures for deriving an 

“illustrative index” of relative deprivation, comprising twelve indicators selected from an initial 

list of sixty. According to this measure, individuals scoring five or more out of these twelve 

indicators are classified as relatively deprived. Furthermore, I discussed the controversial notion 

of a national majority’s standard of living within Britain’s diverse styles of living. Critics have 

drawn parallels to Townsend’s earlier critiques of Rowntree, questioning the sixty indicators 

Townsend selected to gauge relative deprivation. Key findings from the research were also 

highlighted. Moreover, I provided an overview of the PITUK survey, emphasizing the challenges 

Townsend and his team encountered during its execution. 

I argued that the cut-off measure is empirically driven, with the point to settle the poverty 

line being determined by the data on people’s resources and their relative deprivation. It is the cut-

off measure that, so to speak, bridges the gap between the rawest empirical data and the most 

abstract components of Townsend’s middle-range theory. Accordingly, I now turn to the part of 

the theory that aims to link poverty with the broader phenomenon of social stratification: his 

explanation of poverty.
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CHAPTER 5 

An Explanation of Poverty 

 
 
Introduction 

In the literature, much less discussed than his conception and measure of poverty is 

Townsend’s explanation of the phenomenon. This is in stark contrast with the relevance that 

Townsend himself gives to the matter. In fact, the bulk of the more than one thousand pages of 

PITUK are concerned with laying out the causes of poverty. Therefore, it may be worthwhile to 

present the explanation of poverty – that is, its causes – according to Townsend’s theory. This is 

the objective of this chapter. 

To start, the words of T. H. Marshall in his review of PITUK are once more worth reading: 

It is a vital element in his [Townsend] approach to insist that poverty is an integral part of 

the structure of stratification and cannot be understood apart from it – and stratification is 

a system of inequalities. But he does not on that account abandon the concept of poverty, 

which he sees as a stratum with a particular character of its own. (Marshall, 1981: 82) 

T. H. Marshall here refers to two traditional attitudes found in the social sciences when 

investigating poverty: reducing poverty to inequality or treating it as a phenomenon with distinct 

features yet somewhat disconnected from social stratification. Townsend’s theory intends to be 

different: while poverty is not reduced to inequality, to put it somewhat crudely, poverty is 

ultimately a by-product of inequality in access to resources (1979: 33; 57). Or, to use Townsend’s 

own words: 

… the denial by major nongovernmental as well as government institutions of access of 

certain kinds of people to earnings or earnings substitutes, the structuring of the resource 

systems in relation to social stratification and even the evolution and structure of the wage 

system attracted little attention [both from economists and sociologists]. (Townsend, 1979: 

61) 

We can also read this passage in terms of Townsend’s theory of poverty being a middle-

range theory: a theory that accounts for the particular features of this phenomenon and also 

connects it to an object of broad-range theory, that is, the structure of social stratification. Below, 

I sort out Townsend’s explanation of poverty. The causes of poverty originate from the two 

elements of his conception: the unequal distribution of resources and the dynamics of the standard 

of living.  



Chapter 5 
155 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Social classes are the primary factors that mediate individuals’ access to resources within 

a society. But classes function in tandem with institutions that regulate both the production and 

allocation of resources. We have seen that income is a significant yet not the sole kind of resource 

in the theory. Accordingly, an explanation of poverty must also consider how other kinds of 

resources like wealth are unequally distributed. Additionally, Townsend’s explanation considers 

the causes of poverty for groups he refers to as “social minorities.” Members of these groups are 

sidelined from the wage economy, hence demanding that we look for systems of resource 

distribution beyond the wage system. Some of these are children, unpaid housewives, the elderly, 

people with disabilities, and ethnic minorities. 

Regarding dynamics of the standard of living, a full explanation of poverty must address 

the different styles of living one finds in a society. For Townsend, these styles mirror the 

differential access to resources. However, remember that relative deprivation is not limited to 

specific styles of life but pertains to a national majority’s standard. This standard is something to 

which all social classes, the rich and the poor, are expected to follow. It is part of an explanation 

of poverty to account for how this national style of living emerges. 

Townsend’s theoretical approach is rooted in class relations. He defines social classes as 

“segments of the population sharing broadly similar types and levels of resources, with broadly 

similar styles of living and some perception of their collective condition” (Townsend, 1979: 370). 

In Townsend’s theory, classes have explanatory precedence over alternative factors, such as status 

or a person’s human capital.1 His theory is also structural, which Townsend understood in two 

senses. It is structural in an ontological sense, since the causes of poverty are not intrinsic to 

individuals but reside in the processes that connect them to systems of resource distribution. It is 

also structural in an epistemic sense, as the causes of poverty are opaque to common sense unless 

we develop a systematic, scientific theory of it.  

*** 

 
1 John Goldthorpe argues that since Townsend’s PITUK, the analysis of poverty in Britain has prioritized class as an 

explanatory factor. More precisely, poverty has been considered the result of institutional social relations that dictate 
resource distribution (Goldthorpe 2009: 735). In favor of this perspective, Goldthorpe claims that there is recent 
evidence that household poverty risk is primarily linked to the class of the household head, even when accounting for 
his or her educational attainment. One way of interpreting this is that class has explanatory precedence over other 
factors. 
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Sections’ outline 

This chapter presents Townsend’s explanation of poverty in three sections. Section 5.1 

outlines the explanation, showing how causes of poverty stem from the elements of his conception. 

In Section 5.2, I discuss two distinctive features of the explanation. First, its causes are structural, 

in the sense of being non-individualistic and opaque to commonsense. Second, a person’s 

command over resources takes explanatory precedence over other causes of poverty, like status. 

The chapter concludes with Section 5.3, summarizing the key elements and processes that 

underpin the explanation of poverty. 

 

5.1. Outlining the explanation 

The main source for this discussion of Townsend’s explanation of poverty is PITUK. It is 

true that in another major work, The International Analysis of Poverty (1993), he expands his 

analysis of poverty from the UK to a global context. But the core of the theory remains the same 

in both works. In fact, Townsend had already stated in PITUK that its framework is applicable 

both to so-called “First World” and “Third World” countries.2 The difference lies in the scope of 

the systems analyzed. Instead of national systems of resource distribution, in 1993 Townsend 

examines global systems, such as international agencies and transnational corporations, that 

contribute to global inequality. 

Townsend’s explanation of poverty consists of systematic propositions about the causes of 

this phenomenon. To understand them, it is useful to first make some remarks about the nature of 

explanation. It helps to compare it with its contrasting class, namely, a description. Providing a 

description is, roughly, to establish the relevant features of a natural or social phenomenon. In 

contrast, providing causes for a natural or social phenomenon is one of the canonical ways in which 

philosophers understood providing an explanation. Our phenomenon of interest is poverty. 

Therefore, by providing a conception and measure of poverty, Townsend aims to develop the most 

 
2 One reads that “[u]ntil social scientists can provide the rigorous conception within which the poverty of industrial 

societies and the Third World can both be examined, and the relationship between inequality and poverty perceived, 
the accumulation of data and the debates about the scale and causal antecedents of the problem will in large measure 
be fruitless” (Townsend, 1979: 60; my emphasis). 
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adequate tools for capturing the causes – its explanation – of the relevant features of poverty – its 

description.3 

The extent and severity of poverty are some of the relevant features of poverty that 

Townsend aims to explain. At its more abstract level, an explanation of poverty is concerned with 

what he refers to below: 

In all societies, there is a crucial relationship between the production, distribution and 

redistribution of resources on the one hand and the creation or sponsorship of style of living 

on the other. One governs the resources which come to be in the control of individuals and 

families. The other governs the ‘ordinary’ conditions and expectations attaching to 

membership of society, the denial or lack of which represents deprivation. The two are in 

constant interaction and explain at any given moment historically both the level and extent 

of poverty. (1979: 917) 

Hence, more abstractly, the causes of poverty lie in three processes: 

● how a society’s resources are produced and distributed; 

● how a society’s standard of living originates and spreads through society; 

● how the distribution of a society’s resources interacts with this society’s standard 

of living.  

These processes are related to the two elements of his conception of poverty: resources and 

a society’s standard of living. This is one of the senses in which, Townsend argues, only through 

adequate conceptions and adequate measures of both elements can we adequately explain poverty 

(1979: 40; 64; 113; 915-916). And remember, “adequate” here means, inter alia, satisfying 

comprehensiveness, namely, taking into account its several dimensions (1979: 1; 33; 38; 45; 57).  

The substantive part of the explanation is then filling into the details of these three 

processes. More precisely, Townsend states as the theory’s priorities to establish these four 

processes (1979: 87-88):  

 
3 An important caveat. I use these notions without assuming any commitment to specific accounts of scientific 
explanation. More precisely, I am not assuming that all explanations are of a causal nature; that is, I do not take a 
stance in the debate over whether, beyond causal explanations, there are also functional or intentional ones. Further, I 
am not ascribing to a specific model of scientific explanation – that is, I am not ascribing to the deductive-nomological, 
statistical, mechanical, unificationist, or pragmatic model of explanation. For an introduction to these and related 
questions, I refer the reader to Woodward and Ross (2021). 
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o how the different systems of resource distribution allocate not only income but 

different resources for different groups in society; 

o how a society’s resource distribution causes different groups in the population to 

have different styles of living; 

o how entities like class and minority groups are mediators between differences in 

access to resources and differences in styles of living; 

o how, among different styles of living, a unified society’s standard of living 

emerges.4 

With these broad points in mind, let me present what one might take as the distinctive 

features of Townsend’s theory of poverty. 

 

5.2. Distinctive features 

Townsend distinguishes his theory in two key ways: first, it is structural; and second, it 

gives explanatory precedence to command over resources rather than status or prestige. Let us see 

each in turn. 

 
5.2.1. Structural theory 

The meanings commonly attributed to “structural” explanations or “structural” approaches 

in the social sciences are disputed matters, and it is not my goal here to discuss them. I am 

interested only in showing that Townsend’s theory is structural in two senses: one ontological and 

the other epistemic. 

Let us start with the ontological sense. Townsend refers to his theoretical framework as a 

“structural approach” to poverty (1993: 101-106). The relevant contrast class here is an 

 
4 Townsend’s theory of poverty is profoundly sociological insofar as it places poverty within the broader framework 

of social stratification. In his own words, “[a]ny explanation of the fact that the poor receive an unequal share of 

resources must be related to the larger explanation of social inequality” (Townsend, 1979: 33). Let us think about what 

the sociologists David Grusky and Manway Ku claim that social stratification is mostly concerned with. They say that 
its three main objects are: (1) processes that determine which goods or resources are deemed valuable and desirable; 
(2) the allocation rules that distribute these resources across various societal positions – mainly but not exclusively 
occupational classes, such as doctors, farmers, and “housewives” – within the social structure; and (3) the mechanisms 
that link individuals to these social roles, leading to unequal control over valued resources. Now, compare them with 
the four processes we have just mentioned. It is possible to interpret (1) as related to the causes of styles of living; (2) 
as related to the process of resource distribution and their relationship with entities like classes; and (3) as related to 
the causes of someone being part of a given class or group. 
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“individualistic approach,” according to which the causes of poverty lie in the features of people 

that are poor. Townsend discusses two such approaches. One is the “sub-culture of poverty,” which 

posits that “the poorest section of society forms a sub-society or a sub-culture which is distinctive 

and largely self-perpetuating” (Townsend, 1979: 65). Accordingly, the causes of poverty would 

lie in the behaviors of these people. The other is what he calls “orthodox economic approach,” 

which traces the causes of poverty to the lack of productive capacity of individuals that, as a 

consequence, do not supply employers’ demand for workers’ ability (1979: 71). Townsend cites a 

passage from an enthusiast of this approach: “If an individual’s income is too low, his productivity 

is too low. His income can be increased only if his productivity can be raised.” 5 The components 

of productivity would include education, skill, ability, and, in the most sophisticated version of 

this approach, human capital (1979: 74). In Townsend’s words, the orthodox approach treats the 

demand side as exogenous, that is, institutional and historical variations among societies are taken 

as constants and not as explanatory factors themselves. For him, this reflects a prioritization of 

simplicity – an epistemic value potentially at odds with his emphasis on comprehensiveness – in 

theorizing about poverty. And because institutional structures are viewed as constants, the focus 

shifts to how individuals make choices within these structures. Specifically, the approach looks at 

how people decide in relation to education, training, and mobility, factors that are then seen as key 

to individual success and societal contribution (1979: 74). 

In contrast, a structural approach posits that the causes of poverty do not lie in individuals 

but in the rules of institutions and occupations, and in the processes of resource distribution. In our 

former example, a worker’s productivity is now taken as a function of his or her class. This is 

because her class determines the allocation of social resources related to self-investment and 

differential access to various types of resources. All this contributes to the causes of workers’ 

“share of the final product” (1979: 78). Additionally, the worker’s income constitutes only a part 

of her resources, as the system that distributes wages is one of the different systems of resource 

distribution.6 

 
5 To wit, Thurow, L. C., Poverty and Discrimination (1969: 26, apud Townsend, 1979: 74). 
6 Note that this relates to the question of the appropriate level of explanation for social phenomena. Methodological 
individualists, broadly speaking, argue that macro-level relationships need to be in some way underpinned by micro-
level relationships, typically understood as individuals’ actions. The interpretation of “in some way” varies, and there 

are different views on how this requirement should be met. Holists deny that this is an adequate requirement. In 
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Now, let us look at how Townsend’s theory is structural in an epistemic sense. This is 

related to his emphasis on the differences between subjective and objective views about poverty 

that we have discussed above (Sections 3.1.1.c and 3.1.1.d). For him, only a scientific approach to 

poverty could find several and crucial aspects of the phenomenon, as these aspects are not available 

to commonsensical or superficial accounts of it. The structure of poverty, then, is epistemically 

opaque. To understand this, let me refer to a possible objection to PITUK’s conclusions that 

Townsend’s advance in the Preface. We have seen above that the conclusions of the book came to 

light more than ten years after its survey was originally conducted. In the meantime, British society 

suffered a series of changes in people’s styles of living and modes of interaction: 

People are conscious of the rapid spread of car ownership, colour television, telephones, 

central heating, hi-fi equipment and air travel; the introduction of new methods of 

production in industry and new drugs and surgical techniques in medicine; new fashions 

as well as materials and processes in the clothes that are worn and the goods and furnishings 

that are bought for the home; new types of musical and theatrical entertainment; and an 

array of new bodies, controls and procedures brought into existence by legislation. 

(Townsend, 1979: 18) 

Does this imply that PITUK’s conclusions are no longer valid? Townsend argues that this 

is not the case. Despite these societal changes, he points out that certain factors in British society 

remain unchanged or stable. These factors are precisely those that are structural, and these are 

those factors that for him have stayed largely unchanged over these ten years. The most important 

of these factors are how the command over resources is distributed unequally in a society, and how 

this unequal distribution is mainly mediated by social classes. This is the reason for the enduring 

relevance of PITUK’s conclusions a decade later, or so he argues.  

 
Townsend’s theory, we could argue that the functional relationships between resources and levels of deprivation would 

be an instance of the macro-level explanations, while anthropological observations like social integration an instance 
of the micro-level explanations (Section 3.2). Does this mean that Townsend adopts methodological individualism? 
How could this be reconciled with his critique of individualist explanations of poverty? A form of individualism 
known as “structural individualism,” may offer the answer. According to Mateus Leite (2021), this form of 

individualism does not assume some of the main problematic stances of other forms of methodological individualism. 
Leite argues that structural individualism does not assume an atomistic perspective of behavior, acknowledges the 
influence of macro-level phenomena such as norms, culture, or institutions on individual behavior, and does not 
automatically subscribe to contentious theories of human action, such as rational choice theory. Still, structural 
individualists insist that macro-level claims need proper grounding at the micro-level, meaning there must be a way 
to show how individuals' actions and beliefs lead from one macro state to another. Arguably, Townsend’s 

anthropological observations may offer such micro-foundations. For an in-depth discussion, see Demeulenaere (2011: 
introduction) and Leite’s thesis on this matter (2021). 
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Let me explore this point a bit further. For Townsend, one reason we might overlook a 

society’s structural stability is the timespan. Changes may be temporary or cyclical. In societies 

with class or group conflicts, any advantage gained by one group may be temporary and subject to 

reversal by opposing groups over time.7 Worse, Townsend continues, there are factors that 

contribute to the proliferation of short-term, partial, and superficial views about phenomena such 

as poverty. Groups and interests often work, consciously or not, to obscure inequality. Those who 

gain the most from it tend to either ignore inequality or rationalize it as justified or minimal. In 

turn, these perspectives are mirrored in policymaking and affect how social research is conducted 

and presented. 

So, Townsend’s theory is structural in two ways: ontologically, as it offers structural rather 

than individualistic explanations of poverty; and epistemically, as it uncovers causes of poverty 

that are opaque to commonsense explanations.  

These two senses of “structural” are related in an interesting way. What Townsend means 

by a “structural account” is deeply related to what Hoyningen-Huene (2013) claims about the 

systematic character of scientific theories. Remember that Hoyningen-Huene argues that scientific 

systematicity is better understood in contrast with commonsensical forms of knowledge. The latter 

forms of knowledge fare poorly in the nine dimensions of systematicity, which are deeply related 

with Townsend’s preferred epistemic values. Put this way, given his pursuit of epistemic values, 

Townsend’s theory of poverty aims to provide an account that likely differs from unsystematic 

claims about the phenomenon. Additionally, it is no accident that the prevalence of some of these 

unsystematic claims can be attributed to contextual values and their influence on social beliefs. 

Remember, Townsend calls these claims “subjective,” and to them, he opposes those claims based 

on an objective theory of poverty. Thus, we can see how the epistemic structural sense of his theory 

is closely related with the ontological sense: It is only through science’s systematicity that we 

could arrive or at last start to arrive at society’s structure. 

 
7 The work of contemporary researchers such as Thomas Piketty (2014) may reflect such a belief that important social 
phenomena can be accessed only through long-term analysis. Indeed, considering Piketty’s substantial influence from 

Tony Atkinson, who was himself influenced by Townsend, it is plausible to suggest that Townsend’s ideas have 

indirectly influenced Piketty’s work – or, at the very least, that Piketty’s research partially derives from a research 

tradition that Townsend was a significant member of (Introduction, ii). 
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Before we proceed, let me discuss a possible objection to this way of relating Townsend’s 

ontological and epistemic sense of a structural explanation. One can accept, first, that a common 

sense’s individualistic, non-structural explanation of poverty is the result of its lack of 

systematicity; and second, also accepts that there are non-structural theories of poverty and that 

these theories are, for that reason, wrong. However, one can deny that the reason for these 

individualistic theories being wrong is related to why common sense’s explanations are wrong. 

After all, this objection claims, there are systematic theories of poverty that are nonetheless 

individualistic.  

My response is that we can interpret Townsend as arguing that individualistic theories of 

poverty are simply not systematic. They lack or perform poorly on those epistemic values that 

systematicity requires. For instance, Townsend criticizes a then popular individualistic explanation 

of poverty arguing that it suffered from ambiguity, lack of evidence, lack of logical consistency, 

and lack of reliability because, inter alia, it did not deploy the survey method and it was quite 

difficult to test (Townsend, 1979: 67-70).8 In a nutshell, for him individualistic explanations such 

as these result precisely from their lack of systematicity.9 

Now, let us move to the second distinctive feature of Townsend’s theory. 

 

5.2.2. The explanatory precedence of control over resources 

We have mentioned that the structural aspects of a society (which are more stable than 

superficial aspects) concern the distribution of command over resources. They also concern the 

factors that mediate these resources and the individuals that receive them. The primary factors 

among these are social classes. 

In the explanation of poverty, these factors also have a special status. According to 

Townsend, command over resources takes explanatory precedence over other factors, or, to put in 

 
8 Note that if Townsend’s theory is compatible with structural individualism (see note 6 in this Chapter 5), this does 
not mean that his theory is individualistic in the sense that he criticizes. This is so because, first, structural 
individualism does not necessarily lead to “individualistic” explanations, and second, because the systematic nature 

of Townsend’s theory does not lead to an inadequate explanation – or so he argues. 
9 Systematicity is primarily an epistemic notion. This aligns well with my interpretation that Townsend’s emphasis is 

on providing not a “true” theory of poverty, but a theory that is epistemically sound, namely, one that is systematic 

(Section 2.2.4). 
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other words, they dominate other factors.10 What are the explanatory factors that contrast with 

command over resources? Townsend has in mind above all the notion of status. This reflects where 

he puts himself against what he calls the neo-Weberian school of social stratification. In fact, he 

identifies in the sociology of his time a regrettable prevalence of a neo-Weberian approach.11 In 

this approach, roughly speaking, occupations are considered the fundamental units of analysis and 

are ordered into socioeconomic or prestige scales. Despite occupations playing a role in 

Townsend’s theory, he distinguished them from social classes. To remember, he defines social 

classes as groups with similar types and levels of resources, styles of life, and a shared awareness 

of their collective condition (Townsend, 1979: 370). Occupational classes are a factor in the 

determination of class, but only one factor alongside others like “income, wealth, type of tenure of 

housing, education, style of consumption, mode of behaviour, social origins and family and local 

connections” (Townsend, 1979: 370).12 

In distinguishing his approach from this emphasis on status, Townsend identifies his work 

as following a Marxist tradition. However, he points out two differences between his approach and 

this tradition. First, he argues that Marx notably did not account for the proliferation of 

intermediate groups in industrialized societies. Townsend spends a great deal of effort emphasizing 

how, in the century that followed Marx, intermediate groups (like professionals and managers) 

arose making a class framework centered only around capitalists lacking explanatory power. In 

fact, Townsend argues that these intermediate groups are among the distinctive explanatory factors 

of poverty in modern industrialized societies like Britain. To see this just remember that one of his 

five kinds of resources is employment benefits in kind, resources distributed through systems 

mediated by occupations (Section 3.1.2). Second, Townsend claims that Marx followed classical 

economists in the level of granularity that his analysis of resource distribution adopted. In 

Townsend’s words, Marx was mainly concerned with “the aggregate shares of the factors of 

 
10 The reader may find these descriptions of explanatory primacy somewhat vague. Fisk (1982) provides an interesting 
proposal to make them more precise, and he does so specifically within the context of Marx’s materialism. 
11 As interesting as it may be, to determine where Townsend fits in the current landscape of social stratification schools 
in sociology is not necessary for the purposes of this thesis. 
12 By moving the focus from occupations to this broader notion of class, Townsend also redirects our attention from 
solely income to include additional kinds of resources, such as wealth. This shift takes us beyond the wage system to 
other systemsn of their distribution, like the family. 
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production,” and not with explaining their distribution within and between classes (Townsend, 

1979: 80-81). 

Townsend claims that the group he refers to as “neo-Marxists” is not subject to these 

shortcomings, while also embracing the primacy of resources in their explanations. However, he 

considers this school of stratification as lacking in several crucial areas. They ignore the peculiar 

features of the resources of social minorities, as well as restrict themselves to income instead of 

broadening their analyses to other kinds of resources. More importantly, he criticizes this school 

for maintaining Marx’s basic ideas about classes in a way that is too general and unclear. 

Regarding this latter point, he is calling for the development of measures that could turn these 

ideas more amenable to his favorite epistemic values. 

This is why Townsend positions himself between the neo-Marxist and neo-Weberian 

schools of social stratification.13 In the terms of this thesis, his middle-range theory of poverty as 

relative deprivation caused by lack of resources was intended to, first, be connected with a broad-

range theory of social class of a Marxian stripe. And second, to make these broad ideas more 

precise and amenable to empirical scrutiny through an appropriate measure of poverty. 

 

5.3. Elements and processes that explain poverty 

In this section, my goal is to show to the reader how his middle-range theory connects 

poverty with broader processes of social stratification and to what Townsend considers the main 

factors that explain it. An important caveat is that while providing an account of the elements and 

processes that explain poverty occupies the bulk of PITUK, I will only present these elements and 

processes briefly.14 

I begin by explaining resource distribution, focusing on its main factors: social classes and 

social institutions, and the processes they mediate. Another aspect of the explanation addresses 

 
13 Townsend discusses a third school, functionalism, and denies that functionalist explanations are adequate for 
explaining poverty (1979: 83-87). In a first approximation, functionalism explains objects of social research (like 
institutions, norms, or phenomena) insofar as they serve a purpose and that are indispensable for the long-term survival 
of the society. I will not discuss whether his conceptualization of functionalism is adequate, but I refer the reader to 
Daniel Little’s account of this school in the social sciences (Little, 1991: ch. 5). Some commentators like T. H. 
Marshall (1981: 85-86) think that the elements of Townsend’s explanation of poverty, contrary to his own statements, 

flirt with functionalism. Indeed, Pedro de Souza argued that Townsend’s theory shares many features with the 
functionalism of Talcott Parsons. Unfortunately, I will not delve into this topic in this thesis. 
14 Townsend offers a concise yet comprehensive account of his explanation of poverty in (1979: 916-922). 
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how people from social minorities, lacking access to the wage system, are either granted access to 

resources or excluded from them. Furthermore, the section will discuss the explanation of 

differences in styles of living and how these relate to differences in access to resources. The final 

element of the explanation must show how poverty’s basal space emerges; put another way: it 

must explain how, from these diverse styles of living, a national style of living that all in society, 

both rich and poor, are expected to follow emerges. 

 

5.3.1. Inequality in access to resources 

As previously mentioned, Townsend’s conception of social classes is broader than the 

sociological notion of occupations. Classes encompass not only an individual’s occupation but 

also their income, wealth, education, style of living, family, and community (Townsend, 1979: 

370). It is true that, for him, occupations account for the scope and values of people’s earnings 

and, in fact, the PITUK survey “found” that differences in occupational rank are highly correlated 

with differences in levels of deprivation in work.15 However, if we look only at occupations, 

Townsend adds, we consider only the wage system, which, important as it is, is mainly responsible 

for distributing only one kind of resource: income.  

To explain the unequal access to non-income related resources like wealth, we must 

consider that a person’s class influences not just her net income (which is, to recall, “income after 

direct taxes and the receipt of cash benefits,” Townsend, 1979: 125), but also her ability to: 

accumulate wealth, to access educational and professional credentials, and to cope with life’s 

instabilities. In this sense, someone’s occupation is a product of their class. For instance, wealthy 

families often provide their children with superior education, aiding them in climbing the 

occupational ladder. These children also benefit from continued material support and stability at 

crucial points in their professional lives. Moreover, the family plays a pivotal role in accessing 

wealth given that inheritance is a key factor in its accumulation, leading to what Townsend calls 

“the resilience of fortunes” in Britain (1979: 921).  

 
15 For instance, we have seen that children of unskilled manual workers are more likely to be in poverty (Section 
4.2.4). 
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In short, classes mediate people’s access to the production and distribution of resources in 

society. But during the development of societies, social institutions arise to reinforce the rules of 

access to this production and distribution. Some institutions are linked to the productive process, 

such as the financial and labor markets. Other institutions are independent of production and are 

related to governmental, bureaucratic, and professional bodies. Agencies of the state, unions, 

industrial boards, and the government determine differences in wages, salaries, employment 

benefits, social benefits, as well as their evolution. Both kinds of institutions account for 

hierarchies in levels of income, profit, and status. Townsend argues that these institutions primarily 

act to channel resources to their members and the groups they represent, while also presenting 

these processes as legitimate and just. Regarding elite institutions, he contends that there is an 

“active defence and promotion by the rich of their resources and interests” (Townsend, 1979: 366; 

original emphasis). This is why, for him, “[t]o comprehend and explain poverty is also to 

comprehend and explain riches” (Townsend, 1979: 338).  

An explanation of poverty should also consider the access (or lack of access) to resources 

by social minorities, such as ethnic minorities, children, unpaid care workers, retired individuals, 

and people with disabilities. Due to limitations in the PITUK survey, ethnic minorities such as 

immigrants from India, Pakistan, and the African continent were not extensively analyzed. 

However, Townsend dedicates considerable discussion to the predicaments of children, unpaid 

care workers such as unemployed housewives, elderly retired people, and people with disabilities. 

Townsend distinguishes these social minorities into two groups: dependents of wage 

earners and non-dependents. Starting with the latter, among the non-dependents, the main groups 

consist of retired elderly individuals who receive pensions, and people with disabilities who are 

entitled to sick pay or other forms of social benefits. Within the dependent we find children and 

adults that are unpaid care workers, such as housewives. Other adult dependents include people 

with disabilities and the elderly who lack pensions or social benefits.  

We have seen that the PITUK survey “found” that social minorities are disproportionately 

affected by relative deprivation (Section 4.2.4). For Townsend, the causes for this are not, in the 

case of dependents, only the low amounts paid to their family earners. The primary explanation is 

their exclusion from the wage system, coupled with the inadequate amounts of social benefits and 
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payments they receive from social security.16 This exclusion stems from the social meanings 

attached to childhood, marriage, non-productive work, and family. The case of children is 

particularly noteworthy, as they were excluded from paid work due to the progressive 

unacceptability of child labor and the simultaneous requirement of school attendance. However, 

families in poverty either face a lack of income or their social benefits are insufficient to meet the 

needs of their children. 

Townsend makes an interesting further point. Certain forms of protected status can lead to 

dependence and deprivation if not accompanied by access to the necessary resources. This would 

be the case of children following the cessation of child labor. Furthermore, in the case of non-

dependents, granting rights such as retirement and pensions may appear “entirely reasonable” 

during periods of economic growth. Yet during economic downturns, the value of these social 

benefits and their occupational pensions are often eroded by inflation, and their levels are not 

adequately adjusted by relevant institutions. This is why, he claims, the PITUK survey “found” 

that elderly people, who were not in poverty during their working lives, often fall into poverty after 

retirement.  

His argument is not aimed at eliminating these protected statuses and rights. Rather, he 

questions why, in the first place, resources are primarily distributed through the wage system. As 

we shall see, Townsend advocates for a rebalancing that would enhance child benefits, social 

security systems, and income schemes for women engaged in unpaid care work.17 This is why he 

argues that reducing the disparities between earners and dependents is a critical policy change 

necessary to eliminate poverty (Conclusion, ii). 

We now turn to the final element of Townsend’s explanation of poverty: the differences in 

styles of living and the national majority’s standard of living. 

 

 
16 Remember that the cut-off measure establishes the point of disproportion at 150% of the value of the Supplementary 
Benefit Scale (see Figure 4 in Chapter 4). 
17 This might offer an explanation for a similar process that recently occurred in Brazil. Barbosa et al. (2020) showed 
that during the country’s last economic crisis (2012-2018), the social benefit Programa Bolsa Família did not 
effectively function as a safety net for the poor. One of the main reasons for this was the failure to regularly update 
the transfer amounts during a period of fiscal restraint by the state. 
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5.3.2. Inequality in styles of living 

Roughly speaking, Townsend posits that differences in access to resources lead to 

differences in people’s styles of living. For instance, he claims that occupational classes reflect 

differences not only in in resource production but also in styles of living (Townsend, 1979: 921). 

There exists a hierarchical structure in both access to resources and styles of living, and these two 

processes are interrelated. Contextual values and social beliefs play a significant role in justifying 

the acceptance of these hierarchies and inequalities. Moreover, the styles of life of the rich receive 

higher social acknowledgment, while the styles of life of those in poverty are frequently used to 

justify derogatory views about them and to blame their poverty on their choices. 

But poverty is deprivation from the standard of living of an entire society, not just from 

specific styles of life. Therefore, explaining poverty also requires accounting for how a shared 

style of life becomes prevalent across a nation. While this aspect may be one of the less developed 

in Townsend’s theory, he posits that social institutions such as churches, media, professional 

associations, and advertising agencies play a crucial role in this process, as they: 

endeavour to universalize, for example, standards of child care, the practices of 

marriage and family relationships, reciprocity between neighbours and the 

treatment of elderly, disabled and blacks. State as well as market agencies are 

constantly seeking to widen and change modes of consumption and behaviour. A 

social style of living is cultivated and recommended, in which both poor and rich 

are expected to participate. (Townsend, 1979: 922; my emphasis.) 

I have mentioned that in Townsend’s theory, relative deprivation is not only determined by 

the styles of life of the lowest income stratum or the bottom social classes. It concerns deprivation 

from the standard of living of the entire society, a standard that both the rich and the poor are 

presumed to share. People with low resources are also expected to participate in the customs and 

activities, and to possess the items that constitute this standard of living of the entire society. 

However, Townsend adds that they “cannot buy goods as expensive as those bought by, or live as 

well as, the rich, but they are presumed, none the less, to engage in the same broad scheme of 

consumption, customs and activities” (Townsend, 1979: 922; my emphasis).  

It may seem that the national style of living is predominantly determined by the style of 

living of the rich. So, beyond favoring a resource distribution that benefits themselves, the rich 
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also promote a style of living that enhance their status. And this is precisely what Townsend 

claims: 

More precisely, the rich play a very active part (especially today through ‘professional’ 

position) in redefining standards of deprivation and poverty as the years pass. They 

influence public attitudes to what is accepted as ‘deprivation’ or ‘poverty’ or ‘adequate 

living standards’ or ‘a civilized minimum standard’. They do so increasingly through the 

authority yielded to them by society by virtue of their professional qualifications and status. 

This is a second, distinctive, aspect of their power. In some ways they are encouraging a 

redefinition of poverty. (Townsend, 1979: 367) 

 Thus, for Townsend, what actually trickle-down is not society’s resources, but rich’s style 

of life. This is another sense in which both the level and nature of relative deprivation are socially 

determined. 

 This was a broad-brush presentation of Townsend’s explanation of poverty. I should note, 

nonetheless, that he meticulously attempted to trace these elements and processes through official 

reports, reference works, and primarily through the results of the PITUK survey.18 Nevertheless, 

whether he succeeded in this endeavor is a separate question. 

 
Conclusion 

Townsend’s theory fundamentally regards the causes of poverty as stemming from the two 

elements of his conception. Poverty is understood as relative deprivation due to a lack of resources, 

and hence its causes are rooted in the distribution of resources within a society, the emergence of 

standards of living, and the interplay between these two elements. Furthermore, the causes of 

poverty are structural, meaning two things. First, they are not attributed to the individuals affected 

by poverty, leading Townsend to reject individualistic explanations that focus on the 

characteristics of those that suffer from it. Second, structural causes are opaque to common sense, 

necessitating systematic scientific investigation for their discovery. Superficial or transient 

 
18 Despite the pivotal role Townsend attributes to the rich (chapter 9 is dedicated to them), PITUK is primarily a book 
about deprivation and those in poverty. Several chapters of the book meticulously detail poverty and relative 
deprivation across various domains – such as work (1979, chapter 12), housing (chapter 13), and environment (chapter 
14) –, as well as geographical areas (chapter 15), social minorities (chapter 16), the unemployed and underemployed 
(chapter 17), low-income individuals (chapter 18), older workers (chapter 19), disabled people and those with long-
term illnesses (chapter 20), children with disabilities (chapter 21), single-parent families (chapter 22), and the elderly 
(chapter 23). He also discusses the welfare state’s role in explaining poverty, including the Supplementary Benefit 
(chapter 24) and means-tested benefits (chapter 25). 
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changes in economic conditions may obscure underlying stability or cyclical patterns in society, 

which can only be revealed through more extensive analysis. Additionally, the influence of 

contextual values often distorts common-sense perceptions about the causes of poverty and hinders 

scientific inquiry. A theory of poverty must therefore adhere to epistemic values, as only through 

the systematic approach of science can the structural factors of poverty be uncovered. 

Against explanations based on status, Townsend contends that the critical structural cause 

of poverty is the distribution of command over resources in society. Social class emerges as the 

most significant mediator between resources and individuals, but institutions such as governments, 

professional associations, and unions also play a crucial role in resource distribution and its 

legitimization. Beyond the hierarchical wage system, groups that are excluded from it – referred 

to by Townsend as “social minorities” like children, unpaid care workers, the elderly, and people 

with disabilities – face disproportionate relative deprivation. This is explained by societal 

meanings that exclude them from the labor market and by the insufficiency of the resources 

channeled through social security and assistance programs. The uneven distribution of resources 

gives rise to diverse styles of living, while institutions like the church, media, and advertising 

agencies contribute to the universalization of a standard of living, ultimately determining relative 

deprivation. Finally, Townsend argues that this process of universalization predominantly extends 

from the rich to the poor. 

All these considerations are a reflection of Townsend’s theory placing the origins of 

poverty within a broader social class framework, drawing inspiration from Marxist theory yet 

adapting it to contemporary industrial societies. Most importantly, his approach operationalizes 

previously broad and empirically elusive Marxist statements, subjecting them to his preferred 

epistemic values, such as testability, explanatory, and predictive power. In this way, Townsend’s 

middle-range theory of poverty aims to bridge the gap between broad-range Marxist theories and 

empirical data by providing tools – primarily measures – to operationalize theoretical statements 

and subject them to empirical testing. 

With the explanation of poverty, we approach the conclusion of our discussion of the core 

elements of Townsend’s theory. It is time to draw things together in the Conclusion, where I will 

offer a final overview, present its last element – policy prescriptions –, and make concise remarks 

on both the strengths and weaknesses of the theory.
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Beyond providing a description and explanation of poverty, in PITUK Townsend also 

provides what he regards as his theory’s “policy prescriptions.” He views these prescriptions as 

intertwined with the other elements of the theory, arguing that:  

“policy prescriptions permeate conceptualization, measurement and the formulation of 

theory; alternatively, … the formulation of theory inheres within the conceptualization and 

measurement of a problem and the application of policy.” (Townsend, 1979: 61) 

Some critics regard this vindicated integration of policy and theory as an inconsistency in 

Townsend’s theory. T. H. Marshall (1981) argues that Townsend conflates two fundamentally 

distinct activities: scientific inquiry and policy advocacy. David Piachaud (1993 [1981]) contends 

that for Townsend’s policy advice to be effective, it would require abandoning value-freedom. 

While I acknowledge these criticisms, in this conclusion my focus is not to pass judgment on their 

merit. Instead, my only evaluative claim centers on a different aspect of Townsend’s theory. 

Despite any potential flaws, the theory has achieved a significant epistemic value: that of 

fruitfulness. Townsend’s work has not only inspired a variety of research programs in poverty 

measurement; it has also added grist to the mill for those who argue that taking poverty as more 

than income is far from a trivial observation. 

Thus, in the conclusion of this thesis, I do three things: (i) Recapitulate the main points of 

the preceding chapters and link Townsend’s view on contextual values in science with my claim 

that his theory is systematic; (ii) Present and briefly discuss the final element of the theory, namely, 

its “policy prescriptions;” And (iii) argue for the theory’s fruitfulness. 

 

i) Recapitulation  

Throughout this thesis, I have claimed that the theory of poverty that Townsend presents 

in Poverty in the United Kingdom (1979) is systematic. It is systematic in its pursuit of satisfying 

the epistemic values of explanatory and predictive power, testability, comprehensiveness, and 

unification. We can interpret it as a middle-range theory, bridging broad theorizing with empirical 

data. I also argued that Townsend’s favored measure of poverty, the cut-off measure, should be 

considered accordingly. This means that we should look to all the elements that make up what I 

called “Townsend’s theory of poverty.” These elements include his conception of poverty; 
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hypotheses and anthropological observations related to this conception; measures to test these 

hypotheses; steps to build these measures as well as records of how he pursued them; and an 

explanation of poverty that links it to broader theories of social inequality. Additionally, this latter 

element improves the theory’s systematicity as it fosters the dimension of unification in 

Hoyningen-Huene’s sense of systematicity.  

These elements also align closely with what constitutes a good measure according to the 

CRP measurement theory. CRP states that a good measure has a conception that makes a concept 

like poverty more precise; an adequate formal representation of the features of this conception; 

and a set of procedures to collect and process the relevant data that the measure aims to capture. 

Moreover, in a good measure each of these elements is supported by solid arguments and there are 

reasons for taking them as being in the right relationship with each other. In this way, such measure 

is systematic in the sense of performing better in the following dimensions of Hoyningen-Huene’s 

notion of scientific systematicity: defending knowledge claims and epistemic connectedness. I 

have tried to show how CRP is more than compatible with Townsend’s theory. 

Townsend conceptualizes poverty as relative deprivation due to a lack of resources. 

Starting with resources, he states that there are five kinds of them: cash income, capital assets, 

employment benefits, public social services, and private income in kind. The main reason for this 

is simple: not just income but all these kinds of resource impact an individual’s standard of living. 

He precisifies relative deprivation as deprivation from a society’s standard of living. He 

bases this conception by arguing that social needs are basic needs and that deprivation from all 

needs is relative to the standards of a given society, including physiological ones. Furthermore, he 

asserts that his conception of relative deprivation is objective, which means that, beyond satisfying 

epistemic values, it is based on the social structure rather than on individual perceptions. The main 

reason for this conceptualization lies in what Townsend takes as anthropological observations and 

hypotheses about the relationship between resources and participation in the standard of living. 

For him, the most significant anthropological observation is the human need for social integration, 

which underpins his argument for a conception of poverty that accounts for societal and temporal 

relativity. 

In favor of this conception, he also offers several hypotheses about the interplay between 

resources and relative deprivation. If, upon testing, the results are positive, the results are positive, 
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his conception of poverty would have explanatory and predictive power. If not, it would be at least 

testable. The cornerstone hypothesis is the point of disproportion, which states that there is a point 

in the resource distribution where relative deprivation increases disproportionately. It is on this 

hypothesis that the cut-off measure is based. And as a hypothesis, we need tools to test it. 

Here, enters the role of representations of his conception of resources and of relative 

deprivation. Both conceptions are multidimensional, which means that to measure someone’s total 

resources and general relative deprivation, Townsend must build an index for each.  

He established and executed a series of procedures to collect and process relevant data. To 

gather the data, he designed and conducted a survey whose questionnaire was developed with 

consideration for the kind of information required by his broad conceptions of resources and 

relative deprivation. An important aspect of the survey was identifying indicators that represent 

the various dimensions of the latter conception. This involved determining how many indicators a 

person must score to be considered relatively deprived, and thereby allowing us to assess her level 

of general deprivation. The questionnaire also included several questions about the five kinds of 

resources people may possess. To construct the index of total resources, these five kinds were 

condensed into a single monetary metric. This enabled Townsend to rank people according to their 

total resources and examine relationships with their levels of relative deprivation. If a point is 

identified in the resource ranking where deprivation increases disproportionately, then we have a 

positive test of the point of disproportion hypothesis. It is at that point that we should set the 

poverty line. 

This means that in the cut-off measure, the poverty line is a variable dependent on the 

cultural and economic dynamics of a society. This aligns well with how Townsend conceptualizes 

resources and relative deprivation. Also, we can see why the cut-off measure is not only a formal 

representation but also comprises the set of procedures that enable researchers to determine its 

value. In this sense, within Townsend’s theory, a representational feature of the poverty measure 

– the poverty line – is responsive to evidence gathered through its procedures. This kind of 

iteration, where conception, representation, and procedures are mutually reinforcing and adaptive, 

is another feature of good measures according to CRP. 

Lastly, Townsend provides an explanation of the causes of poverty, detailing how 

resources are distributed in society and their impact on people’s styles of living. This explanation 
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is structural in both an ontological and epistemic sense. It is a structural explanation in an 

ontological sense because it places the causes of poverty not in individuals but in the systems of 

resource distribution, with social classes being the primary mediators between these systems and 

individuals. The explanation is also structural in an epistemic sense because the ultimate causes 

and features of poverty are opaque, requiring scientific and systematic investigation for their 

elucidation. Therefore, beliefs not subjected to such scrutiny are unlikely to align with this 

structural understanding, though these beliefs are part of the objects that a theory of poverty should 

be able to explain. What about individualistic scientific theories about poverty? Well, Townsend 

would doubt that these theories are systematic.1 

Inequality in access to resources is primarily explained by social classes, not merely 

occupations. This underscores the importance of looking beyond earned income to fully grasp 

wealth inequality, given that access to this kind of resource does not come through the wage 

system. Social institutions also play a crucial role in determining people’s access to resources. An 

adequate explanation of poverty should also account for what Townsend calls “social minorities.” 

These are people marginalized from the wage system and are disproportionately deprived, such as 

children, unpaid care workers, the retired elderly, and people with disabilities. The disparity in 

resource access leads to varying styles of life, yet a common national majority’s style of living, or 

standard of living simpliciter, still emerges within a society. It is this standard that determines 

relative deprivation. 

These features make the explanation of poverty acquire a Marxist outlook, which 

Townsend assumes. But he adds that it is a Marxist outlook with a distinct flavor: a flavor that 

originates in the effort to make possible poverty measurement in accordance with what he, 

Townsend, regarded as the main tenets (or epistemic values) of science. Specifically, these include 

the ability to test its own hypotheses; make its claims more precise and coherent; predict key 

features about poverty (such as its extent and dynamics); and track its relationship with other 

related phenomena, such as unemployment, discrimination, and the like.  

 
1 As I have mentioned above (note 6 in Chapter 5), Townsend’s explanation might be regarded as an instance of 

structural individualism, a strand of methodological individualism that is quite different from what he means by 
“individualistic” explanations. 
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This is related to my claim that the theory is of middle-range. After all, it provides an 

explanation of poverty that connects it with broad-range theories, that is, theories with more 

abstract concepts that aim to explain a broader set of phenomena. And second, by making poverty 

measurement possible, the theory connects poverty with the relevant empirical data. 

 Finally, let me close the argument by showing how the systematicity of the theory connects 

with Townsend’s pursuit of the value-free ideal. The ideal has many meanings in the literature on 

values and science, but I will confine myself to two of them as put forward by Hugh Lacey (1999: 

2-6).2  

I start with value-freedom taken as “impartiality,” according to which only epistemic 

values should guide important choices when building a measure and an explanation of poverty. 

Roughly, accepting impartiality implies denying that poverty is a thick concept (Introduction, i), 

as it goes against a researcher basing the choices she needs to make on contextual values. Doing 

so, states impartiality, would mean to help reproduce prejudiced views about people in poverty, 

and legitimize the biased worldviews of non-poor people about this phenomenon. These are 

subjective views about poverty which are widespread in society and influence research. The result 

is that researchers end up producing subjective conceptions, measures, and theories. In turn, these 

subjective measures and theories have animated and based models of social policies to tackle 

poverty that are mistaken and bound to fail (that is, they could not end poverty). To them, 

Townsend opposes his conception, measure, and explanation of poverty, all of which are 

considered objective because they satisfy epistemic values.3 Only these could animate actual 

solutions or, as he puts it, be an “effective assault on poverty” (Townsend, 1979: 926). 

Let us link this view about values in science with our discussion of systematicity. 

Hoyningen-Huene (2013) contends that a systematic scientific theory often stands in opposition to 

less critical, everyday views about the same phenomenon. We may take these less critical views 

as being typically based on contextual values. Thus, systematicity could have the potential to act 

as a buffer against the negative impact of contextual values on beliefs about a variety of objects, 

 
2 For good presentations and discussions of these two and other interpretations of value-freedom, see Anderson (2004: 
3-7) and section 3 in Reiss and Sprenger (2020). 
3 However, consider the objection that Townsend’s choice of poverty’s basal space is value-laden (Section 3.1.1.d). 
To employ our current terminology, this objection argues that his conception lacks impartiality.  
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poverty being one of them. I think we can interpret Townsend’s strategy as one of devising a 

systematic theory of poverty to avoid the negative impact of contextual values in his research. This 

could help him to avoid what would be wrong with the work of those researchers like Rowntree. 

Impartiality, therefore, serves as a safeguard against the centuries-old detrimental influence of 

moral and political values on poverty measurement (Section 1.1). 

The second sense of value-freedom is called “neutrality” and is related to what Townsend 

called the “policy prescriptions” of the theory. This is the topic of the next section. 

 

ii) From science to policy? 

Neutrality is another sense of the value-free ideal. According to it, scientific assertions 

cannot or should not reinforce moral, political or any other contextual judgments (Lacey, 1999: 2-

6). Does Townsend also embrace this kind of value-freedom? The answer is no. Remember, 

despite his critiques of the subsistence approach, Townsend was part of the research tradition 

established by Rowntree, which viewed surveys as tools for aiding in the establishment of various 

social reforms (Introduction, ii). The difference is that Townsend belonged to a more radical 

branch of this tradition known as “Fabianism.” Its members argued for a democratic transition to 

socialism in Britain, where social reforms would gradually lead to differences in the quality of the 

society. Here, social science was seen as a necessary tool for implementing these reforms, for 

persuading the electorate of their appropriateness, and in this way ultimately leading Britain to 

socialism.  

Townsend regarded “policy prescriptions” as intimately related with the other elements of 

his (and any) theory of poverty. He stated that: 

Theories of poverty need to be related to such different policies so that they can be better 

comprehended. At the very least we can appreciate that there are disagreements not merely 

about remedies or even explanations but also conceptions and measurement (or scale) of 

the problem. Each of the policies presupposes a different conception of the problem, 

different operationalization and measurement, and different explanation. Any statement of 

policy to reduce poverty contains an implicit if not explicit explanation of its cause. Any 

explanation of poverty contains an implicit prescription for policy. Any conceptualization 

of poverty contains an implicit explanation of the phenomenon. (Townsend, 1979: 64) 
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In this way, by asserting that poverty has structural causes, Townsend argues that only 

structural changes could eliminate it. This leads him to challenge the consensus about the 

capability of the British Welfare State and its coexistence with a market economy to eradicate 

poverty. Let us remember that for him, adopting a broader conception of resources allows for 

exploring other systems of distribution. Thus, going beyond income in the conception and measure 

of poverty would also mean that policies that affect only the systems distributing income will leave 

untouched other sources of poverty.  

At the very end of PITUK (1979: 926), Townsend “sketches” six policies that, for him, his 

theory shows are necessary to eliminate poverty. Three of these are: implementing policies to 

significantly lower the wealth of the rich to a legally defined maximum; reducing top salaries and 

wages to a legally established maximum in proportion to the average; and innovating in public 

ownership and industrial democracy to create collaborative work environments, limit professional 

autonomy, and foster self-reliance and education (for the complete list, see this thesis’ Appendix: 

List of six policies to end poverty). Thus, the elimination of poverty would only be possible in a 

socialist economy arrived at through structural reforms in production and social relations.4  

However, one of the main critiques to PITUK claims that there is no obvious link from 

social science to policy. In understanding this, it may be helpful to remember the three elements 

of a thick concept that I presented above (Introduction, i) and phrase them in accordance with 

impartiality and neutrality. Following my adapted version of Anderson’s (2002) threefold 

definition, poverty is thick because: 

(a) both its application and its measurement are guided by empirical facts;  

(b) both its application and its measurement are also guided by contextual judgments 

(rejection of impartiality); 

(c) it entails prescriptive judgments (rejection of neutrality). 

What is Townsend’s view about these elements? We saw that he accepts (a), given that 

poverty research should be sensitive to empirical evidence. He rejects (b), given he endorses 

 
4 It is curious to compare the comprehensive and radical interventions advocated by Townsend to the piecemeal and 
cautious proposals to fight poverty of Nobel Laureates in Economics, Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo (2012). I 
should note that in a review of their work, Pedro de Souza actually shows how Banerjee and Duflo preference for 
small-scale interventions at least in part stems from their favored research methodologies, namely, randomized control 
trials (Souza, 2021). 
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impartiality, which states that a scientist should strive to guide her activity only by epistemic 

values.5 What about (c)? Well, by rejecting neutrality, Townsend accepts (c). After all, this is the 

only way to deploy the systematicity of his theory of poverty in favor of social change. And here 

lies the source of some of the main critiques of PITUK. 

There are some researchers that deny (b) and (c), meaning they deny that identifying 

someone as in poverty implies a contextual judgment, and also deny that someone being in poverty 

implies that she lacks a thing she is entitled to, like a right to a given policy (McLachlan, 1983). 

This position is expressed by a perspicuous formulation by T. H. Marshall, who argued Townsend 

is “trying to straddle two horses, one a sociological horse concerned with the scientific analysis of 

social structure, the other a social policy horse, concerned to expose an evil and to seek a remedy” 

(Marshall, 1981: 82). On the other hand, there are researchers that accept through and through 

Anderson’s definition of thick concepts. They argue that, yes, poverty involves contextual 

judgments (b), and this is precisely why poverty measurement can base social policies (c). Indeed, 

this was the basis of a famous critique by David Piachaud of PITUK (Piachaud, 1993 [1981]). For 

him, poverty concerns an unacceptable form of deprivation that constitutes a political problem. As 

such, its measure should reflect what society considers as those things that any person is entitled 

to have.6 

 Ultimately, the two objections are saying that it looks like Townsend wants to have the 

best of both worlds. Lest there be inconsistency, but either Townsend denies (b) and also (c); or 

he accepts (b) and also (c). I will not delve into these critiques or Townsend’s potential responses 

in detail.7 I believe it suffices to show how adding the policy prescription element to the equation 

 
5 See the discussion of the objection that Townsend’s conception of poverty is animated by contextual values and two 

possible answers to it (Section 3.1.1.d). 
6 To recall our discussion of poverty’s basal space (Section 1.2.1), it is worth mentioning three important conceptual 
interpretations of poverty that accept both (b) and (c). First, those who view the right poverty’s basal space as 
equivalent to basal equality (what is called the “equalisandum”) regard poverty measurement as determined by the 
right theory of justice and by what this theory implies on how the equalisandum should be distributed (Section 1.2.1.a). 
A second interpretation takes poverty as a matter of justice but denies any connection with egalitarianism (Section 
1.2.1.b). This is the case of followers of sufficientarianism like Frankfurt (1987) and of those that vindicate the idea 
of a social minimum (White, 2021). Third, some like Wisor (2012) accept (b) and (c) but deny that poverty’s basal 

space is necessarily a matter of justice (Section 1.2.1.c). 
7 A rigorous analysis of these objections and possible answers may require us to delve into those murky waters of 
metaethics and discuss things like the nature and relationship of evaluative and prescriptive judgments, as well as their 
relationship with factual judgments. As previously stated in the Introduction, I have decided not to embark on this 
path and to leave these questions unanswered. 



Conclusion 
179 

 
 

 
 

 

intensifies the tension between Townsend’s quest for value freedom and his objectives for social 

reform. 

These objections to Townsend’s proposed prescriptions spurred the development of 

alternative versions of the relative deprivation approach that explicitly rejected value-freedom, 

thereby aiming to more directly influence public policy. Meanwhile, other researchers maintained 

Townsend’s focus on epistemic values, and continued to be critical of a too-much reliance on 

subjective judgments when measuring poverty. As a result, Townsend’s theory has inspired a 

diverse range of research programs, some of which are quite different. I will conclude the thesis 

with a brief commentary on this aspect of the theory, which I refer to as its “fruitfulness.”8 

 

iii) Fruitfulness 

I have been referring to the dominant descriptive character of this thesis. This means that, 

so far, I was mainly concerned with providing an interpretation of Townsend’s theory of poverty 

that strives to take into account the variety of its elements and to make explicit the connections 

among them. As previously noted, the “findings” of PITUK – including those concerning the 

theory’s pivotal hypothesis, the point of disproportion – were at best tentative. Assessing these 

“findings” would be undoubtedly significant, but this thesis did not delve into the empirical (or 

lack of) soundness of Townsend’s overall theory, or of the results of PITUK. Also, I have 

deliberately refrained from providing answers to the conceptual debates engaged by Townsend, 

such as the absolute versus relative understanding of poverty. Finally, I have just noted that 

Townsend’s commitment to impartiality, alongside his objective to influence social policies 

through his theory, has been criticized for potential inconsistency. In fact, I do not pose a verdict 

on whether his pursuit of value-freedom ended up being consistent or not. Important and 

fascinating as an inquiry into these matters would be, it exceeds the scope of this thesis.  

Nonetheless, in this thesis I do offer one evaluative assertion about Townsend’s theory: I 

posit that it realizes the epistemic value of fruitfulness. More precisely, Townsend’s theory, along 

 
8 Near the end of his life (Townsend, 2009), Townsend himself supplemented his conception of poverty as relative 
deprivation caused by a lack of resources with the framework provided by human rights (Section 1.3.6). His goal was 
to deploy the normative force of human rights in advocating for more transformative policies to combat global poverty. 
Can this be reconciled with his pursuit of value-freedom, or does it represent a radical departure where he abandoned 
impartiality entirely? These intriguing questions, unfortunately, must be reserved for further exploration.  
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with its associated approach to relative deprivation, have inspired diverse research programs and 

spurred the collection of new kinds of data about poverty. Regarding the latter point, following the 

publication of PITUK, surveys both in Britain and around the globe were motivated by the relative 

deprivation approach, each aiming to thoroughly explore the different dimensions of standards of 

living and resources, along with people’s perceptions regarding these issues.9  

The relative deprivation approach has also provided a basis for theorization and 

quantitative analysis of the concept of social exclusion. This concept gained popularity in Britain 

in the late 1990s when talking about “poverty” was quite unpopular. Nonetheless, social exclusion 

and poverty are closely related. Indeed, for some researchers, the conception of social exclusion is 

not fundamentally distinct from how Townsend conceptualizes poverty. They define social 

exclusion as encompassing those deprivations beyond the mere lack of income to include non-

material dimensions of it. Hills et al. (2002) attempt to provide a more rigorous definition, stating 

that social exclusion encompasses deprivations (material and non-material) that are not solely 

caused by lack of resources, but also encompassing those stemming from discrimination and 

cultural differences. 

Ultimately, John Hills (2002) argues that social exclusion is a concept useful for 

researchers for a strategical reason. Social exclusion plays an important role for those concerned 

with non-material aspects of poverty who wish to avoid the controversies of proposing a revised – 

and broader – conception it, such as Townsend’s (Section 3.1.1.d). Ultimately, the relative 

deprivation approach could be regarded as a catalyst for more people acknowledging the 

significance of non-material forms of deprivation, despite some researchers choosing to entirely 

abandon the concept of poverty and embrace a new one.10 

More generally, Townsend’s approach influenced quantitative researchers in assessing 

poverty, deprivation, and social exclusion across different countries. Initially more prevalent in 

Europe, this research has recently expanded to regions such as Latin America and continents like 

 
9 In Britain, we had the Breadline Britain Surveys that are presented below and the Poverty and Social Exclusion in 
Britain Survey conducted in 1999 (Pantazis et al., 2006). Other surveys are found in Nandy and Pomati (2015) and 
Beccaria et al. (2022). To be clear, some surveys mentioned here are guided by the consensual approach, which itself 
draws inspiration from Townsend’s theory of relative deprivation. 
10 In that sense, they tackled the issue of the limitations of revising an ordinary concept without altering its subject 
matter by simply embracing a new concept, albeit one related to poverty. This is similar to Hull’s (2007) strategy (see 

note 13 in Chapter 1). Note 16 in Chapter 3 addresses the issue of changing the subject in revisionary projects. 
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Africa, often with support from international organizations like the EU, UNESCO, and the United 

Nations.11 These researchers mainly follow two significant research programs in poverty 

measurement and theory that have emerged as derivatives of Townsend’s work: the “scientific” or 

statistical approach and the consensual approach. Both are rooted in the concept of poverty as 

relative deprivation and its link with resources but explore different aspects of the theory.  

Akin to Townsend, the “scientific” or statistical approach to relative deprivation bases 

crucial measurement decisions on epistemic values such as explanatory power and testability.12 To 

achieve this, researchers update PITUK’s analysis using modern statistical techniques. In 

analyzing the connection between deprivation and resources, as well as in selecting indicators, 

their primary goal is to devise measures that rely less on contextual values. Proponents of the 

“scientific” approach argue that measures like those based on the capability approach have the 

undesirable characteristic of being “composed of combinations of variables that the authors think 

represent something ‘bad,’ although the exact nature of this ‘bad’ aspect is often ambiguous” 

(Gordon, 1995: 39, apud Gordon & Nájera, 2020: 1792). In other words, these measures are 

excessively influenced by contextual values, or so argue enthusiasts of the “scientific” approach. 

As an illustration, a key statistical method in this approach represents poverty as a latent 

(unobservable) variable that correlates with observable indicators. The primary goal of this method 

is to offer a statistical model of this relationship. Statistical tests are employed to determine if the 

outcomes of a poverty measure are causes or effects of the latent variable, and whether they 

conform to the model’s predictions. Accordingly, in designing the measure, researchers may select 

dimensions and indicators of poverty based on epistemic values, such as preserving the model’s 

explanatory and predictive powers with the minimum necessary dimensions. 

Researchers using these measures have explored the relationship between relative 

deprivation and levels of resources, aiming to test Townsend’s point of disproportion hypothesis. 

Enthusiasts of Townsend’s theory assert that “most [of these] empirical studies have reinforced 

the existence of such an inflection point [point of disproportion]” (Nájera & Gordon, 2023: 4). 

Others, such as Atkinson, adopt a more cautious perspective regarding these results, calling them 

“suggestive, but not definitive” (2019: 48). Atkinson notes that while trends and correlations 

 
11 For a list of such studies, see Gordon and Nájera (2020: 1792-1793) and Nájera and Gordon (2023). 
12 For an overview of this approach, see Gordon (2006) and Nájera and Gordon (2020). See also note 9 in Chapter 4. 
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between relative deprivation and resources have been observed in some countries, the extent to 

which these findings confirm the point of disproportion hypothesis is ultimately a “matter of 

judgment” (Atkinson, 2019: 48).13 I repeat, my goal is not to resolve debates of this nature, but 

rather to illustrate that the pursuit of hypotheses from Townsend’s theory is ongoing. 

Now, consider the consensual approach, initially developed by Joanna Mack and Stewart 

Lansley (1985). This approach follows Townsend’s assertion that people’s needs are socially and 

culturally relative. Therefore, poverty measures should encompass not only basic survival items 

but also include what is commonly endorsed or approved in a given society (Townsend, 1979: 31). 

Additionally, the consensual approach borrows from Townsend’s theory the primary method for 

data collection: the use of surveys (Section 4.3). 

However, unlike Townsend, the consensual approach rejects impartiality. Its main goal is 

to identify widely held views of British (or any other) society on what constitutes a minimum 

acceptable standard of living. Thus, as discussed earlier (Sections 3.1.1.c and 3.1.1.d), it diverges 

from Townsend’s stance by embracing a subjective approach. Put another way, it embraces the 

influence of contextual values and social beliefs in poverty measurement, viewing poverty as a 

concept that should be determined by societal views on the matter or, as Mack and Lansley writes, 

by what “we as a society have come to accept as necessities – the aspects of our way of life that 

are so important that when people are forced to go without they are regarded as deprived and feel 

deprived” (Mack & Lansley, 1985: 47; my emphasis). 

Enthusiasts of this approach acknowledge Townsend’s concerns regarding the risks of 

these subjective views reflecting the “the dominant interests in society, interests whose advantages 

are built at the expense of the poor” (Mack & Lansley, 1985: 47). However, they accept this risk 

in the pursuit of “a more democratic representation of interests” and less reliance on judgments 

by politicians and experts about poverty (Mack & Lansley, 1985: 47; my emphasis).  

In that sense, the consensual approach offers a distinct solution to the problems of 

minimum and item selection (Section 1.3.2). By relying on public consultation, its goal is to 

address these issues in a less arbitrary manner than Rowntree and the adherents of the subsistence 

approach, as well as Townsend, who was accused of such arbitrariness in the selection of the 

 
13 Instances of these studies include Desai (1988), Fusco et al. (2011), Guio et al. (2012); Guio et al. (2016); and 
Ferragina et al. (2017). 
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indicators for his index of relative deprivation (Section 4.2.2). Furthermore, its proponents argue 

that, as it rejects both neutrality and impartiality, this approach is well-suited to inform social 

policies aimed at combating poverty because by:14  

establishing a minimum standard of living on the basis of what is to most people 

unacceptable, it establishes a politically credible level. The people who fall below this 

minimum level are in most people’s opinion entitled to more. In a democratic society like 

Britain, this is an important criterion on which to base policies to help the poor. (Mack & 

Lansley, 1985: 48; my emphasis). 

Thus, they aim to establish a minimum income capable of affording those things that 

society collectively believes everyone is entitled to have through policies such as public benefits. 

Moreover, its implementation would be facilitated by its basis on widely held public opinions. 

Various methodologies operationalizing this conception are currently employed in studies across 

several countries.15 Importantly, some of these methodologies incorporate both subjective and non-

subjective views about poverty and related notions. For instance, the Minimum Income Standard 

developed by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation not only sets a standard for public benefits but also 

for determining the Living Wage (Bradshaw et al., 2008). Additionally, it provides guidance for 

individuals calculating their living expenses and for charitable organizations in assessing aid for 

individuals facing financial hardship.16  

Both the “scientific” and consensual approaches are different ways of conceiving of and 

measuring poverty. We also referenced research centered on the related concept of social 

exclusion. 17 All three share a common origin: Townsend’s approach and theory.  

 
14 The consensual approach may align well with the political philosophy strand focused on establishing a social 
minimum (White, 2021). See also Section 1.2.1.b and note 6 in this thesis’ Conclusion. 
15 For an extensive discussion of the consensual approach and its application in various fields, including budget and 
minimum standards, see Deeming (2020). Continuing the British tradition of survey-based social research, Mack and 
Lansley revisited their original Breadline Britain Survey, which was first conducted in 1983, with subsequent surveys 
carried out in 1990 and 2012. The findings from these updated studies are presented in Lansley and Mack (2015). 
Surveys based on the consensual approach have also been conducted in several countries within the Global North, as 
detailed in several chapters of Deeming (2020), and more recently in the Global South, including Benin (Nandy & 
Pomati, 2015), Uganda (Gordon et al., 2019), and Argentina (Beccaria et al., 2022). 
16 Another notable example measures that mix subjective and objective views is provided by Bradshaw and Finch 
(2003). 
17 I should note that I still am leaving aside another research program: the one that employs the relative deprivation 
approach to construct measures of poverty wherein the space of deprivation consists of healthy living standards 
(Deeming, 2012). See note 8 in Chapter 3. 
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It looks like one could regard Townsend’s theory as providing different angles from which 

poverty can be conceptualized; be measured; its data gathered and processed; its causes 

investigated; be related with other concepts; and debated in terms of policy implications. We could 

then see that the theory is not only systematic; but it could also be regarded as a collection of 

products, each with a use of their own. Perhaps, Townsend’s commitment to systematicity was the 

catalyst for creating this versatile set of instruments for researching poverty. By striving for 

explanatory and predictive power, comprehensiveness, unification, and means to test hypotheses, 

Townsend’s work has provided a toolkit that researchers with different, sometimes divergent aims 

have found useful. 

*** 

This thesis opens with the predicament of Esmeralda,18 raising questions such as what 

poverty’s basal space is, how to settle the line that separates those in poverty from those who are 

not, and whether people like Anne could also be considered to be in poverty. It concludes without 

confirming or rejecting the correctness of the answers provided by Townsend’s systematic theory 

to these and other questions.19 However, I suggested that it was perhaps precisely this systematicity 

that furnished us with a rich set of tools, each with the potential to shed light on different parts of 

the manifold nature of poverty. Townsend’s theory is not peculiar in this sense, as this might be a 

likely destiny of systematic theories about complex domains. Contrary to what might be their 

presumed purpose, these theories may be more appropriately viewed not as comprehensive 

solutions applicable to any scenario; but rather as a collection of useful yet limited tools for 

representing and intervening in the world.20 Nevertheless, in one sense at least, Townsend’s work 

does stand apart: In the moral and political weight it carries and in its grappling with the 

contentious and urgent issue of that form of human deprivation that we call “poverty.”

 
18 Indeed, by explicitly stating the cause of her deprivation (“I can’t call the midwife because I have no money to pay 
her,” de Jesus, 1997 [1961]; my emphasis), Esmeralda’s predicament fits neatly into Townsend’s conception of 

poverty: being deprived of customary living conditions or services due to a lack of resources (see the opening quote 
of this thesis’ Introduction and note 3 also in the Introduction). 
19 See Introduction, iv. 
20 This aligns well with the account of scientific theories as toolboxes. For more on this perspective, see Cartwright et 
al. (1995: 138-140) and Alexandrova (2017: 25-40). 
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List of PITUK’s sixty indicators of relative deprivation 

 

 

Source: It is found in “Appendix Thirteen – Multiple Deprivation” (Townsend, 1979: 1173-

1176). 

Dietary 
1. At least one day without cooked meal in last two weeks 
2. No fresh meat most days of week 
3. School child does not have school meals 
4. Has not had cooked breakfast most days of the week 
5. Household does not have a Sunday joint three weeks in four 
6. Fewer than three pints of milk per person per week 

Clothing 
7. Inadequate footwear for both wet and fine weather 
8. Income unit buys second-hand clothes often or sometimes 
9. Income unit misses clothing club payments often or sometimes  
10. (Married women) No new winter coat in last three years 

Fuel and light 
11. No electricity or light only (not power) 
12. Short of fuel sometimes or often 
13. No central heating 
14. No rooms heated (or only one) 

Household facilities 
15. No TV 
16. No refrigerator 
17. No telephone 
18. No record player 
19. No radio 
20. No washing machine 
21. No vacuum cleaner 
22. No carpet 
23. No armchair 

Housing conditions and amenities 
24. No sole use of four amenities (indoor WC, sink or washbasin, bath or shower, and 
cooker) 
25. Structural defects 
26. Structural defects believed dangerous to health 
27. Overcrowded (in terms of number of bedrooms) 
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Conditions at work (severity, security, amenities and welfare benefits) 
28. Works mainly or entirely outdoors Stands or walks at work all the time 
29. Working fifty or more hours last week 
30. At work before 8 a.m. or working at night 
31. Poor outdoor amenities of work (See page 438) 
32. Poor indoor amenities of work (page 438) 
33. Unemployed for two weeks or more during previous twelve months Subject to one 
week’s entitlement to notice or less 
34. No wages or salary during sickness 
35. Paid holidays of two weeks or less 
36. No meals paid or subsidized by employer 
37. No entitlement to occupational pension 

Health 
40. Health poor or fair 
41. Sick from work five or more weeks last year 
42. Ill in bed fourteen days or more last year 
43. Has disability condition 
44. Has some or severe disability 

Educational 
45. Fewer than ten years’ education 

Environmental 
No garden or yard, or shared 
If garden, too small to sit in 
Air dirty or foul smelling 
No safe place for child (1-4) to play 
50. No safe place for child (5-10) to play 

Family 
51. Difficulties indoors for child to play 
52. Child not had friend in to play in last four weeks 
53. Child not had party last birthday 
54. Household spent less than additional £10 last Christmas 

Recreational 
55. No afternoons or evenings out in last two weeks 
56. No holiday in last twelve months away from home 

Social 
57. No emergency help available, e.g. illness 
58. No one coming to meal or snack in last four weeks 
59. Not been out to meal or snack with relatives or friends in last four weeks 
60. Moved house at least twice in last two years  
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List of Townsend’s six policies to end poverty 

 

 

Source: It is found in Townsend (1979: 926). 

1. Abolition of excessive wealth. The wealth of the rich must be substantially reduced by different 
policies and a statutory definition of maximum permissible wealth in relation to the mean agreed. 
2. Abolition of excessive income. Top salaries or wages must be substantially reduced in relation 
to the mean and a statutory definition of maximum permissible earnings (and income) agreed.  
3. Introduction of an equitable income structure and some breaking down of the distinction 
between earners and dependants. At the logical extreme this might involve the withdrawal of 
personal income taxation and of the social security benefits scheme, and the payment of tax-free 
incomes according to a publicly agreed and controlled schedule by occupational category and skill, 
but also by need or dependency – which would cover a relatively narrow span of variability; 
together with a substantial increase in corporation or payroll taxes. A less radical and therefore 
less effective solution would be the adoption of a more comprehensive income policy than the 
policies primarily of wage restraint which have operated since the early 1960s, together with a 
more coordinated social security benefit scheme with higher relative levels of benefit. 
4. Abolition of unemployment. For all over the age of compulsory education a legally enforceable 
right to work is needed, with a corresponding obligation on the part of employers, the government 
and especially local authorities, to provide alternative types of employment. This right would apply 
at different, including severe, levels of disablement, and would apply also to the elderly. 
5. Reorganization of employment and professional practice. There must be further innovations 
in public ownership, industrial democracy and collaborative instead of hierarchical work 
structures; restraint on the growth of power under the guise of professional and managerial 
autonomy, and encouragement of self-dependence and a high level of universal education. 
6. Reorganization of community service. There must be a corresponding growth of rights and 
hence responsibilities for members of local communities, with abolition of the distinction between 
owner-occupiers and tenants, and social-service support for the individual and family at home 
rather than in institutions. 
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PITUK: Full Text Access 

 

 

Townsend, Peter. Poverty in the United Kingdom: A Survey of Household Resources and 

Standards of Living. The complete work, spanning 1,216 pages, can be downloaded from the 

following resource: 

Poverty and Social Exclusion in the UK. “Free Resources Books: Poverty in the United 

Kingdom.” Retrieved November 15, 2023, from <https://www.poverty.ac.uk/free-resources-

books/poverty-united-kingdom>. 

https://www.poverty.ac.uk/free-resources-books/poverty-united-kingdom
https://www.poverty.ac.uk/free-resources-books/poverty-united-kingdom
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