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Hunger and Poverty in Marketing Economies


The problems of poverty and hunger are closely related, though by no means synonymous.  The number of people suffering from malnutrition is calculated on the basis of the amount of money required in different countries to purchase adequate foods for adequate diets.  Poverty is also defined in terms of the income level below which people are unable to access sufficient food for a healthy and natural life.  This association can be partly causal; however there are many other factors which determine this relationship.  Malnutrition affects people’s work ability, learning, and motivation in a very negative way.  This accounts for their lack of income.  If morbidity and mortality is reduced, a great increase in income will take place.  Economic growth may not do away with hunger all together, but it benefits the long-term progress in a very significant way.  With that in mind, there is a definite two-way relationship between rising incomes and improving nutrition.

Suggesting that economic growth is the absolute solution to all issues of hunger and poverty is far too restrictive and simple.  The end to hunger and poverty goes beyond economic growth or increased food production, and can actually be achieved without it.  Hunger and poverty are complex in that there are a number of tactics that can be taken to combat them.  It is more beneficial to define poverty and hunger as a situation where impoverished people lack the entitlements to provide themselves with certain minimum sets of goods.  It is necessary to divide these entitlements into three distinct groups.  Production-based are the entitlements people have to what they produce themselves.  Exchange-based are the entitlements people have to what they can obtain by trading their possessions.  Transfer based entitlements are those that are influenced by many economic, social, political, and cultural processes.  The entitlement approach requires the use of categories based on different types of discrimination towards certain groups.  It is important to view different classes as having different ownership endowments, and being governed by different entitlement relations.  The population cannot be grouped into the rich and the poor, as it is not useful when analyzing starvation, famines, and poverty.  A person’s ability to obtain food or any commodity depends on the entitlement relations that govern possession and use in that specific society.  It seems to depend on what he owns, the exchange possibilities open to him, and what is taken from him.  It is sometimes said that starvation may be caused not by the food shortage but rather by the shortage of income and purchasing power.  This too can be seen in the entitlement approach, as income does give one entitlement to food in a market economy.

A strategy to promote continuous economic growth in which the poor participate is necessary, especially when women play instrumental roles in the process.  Investment in human resources and education is a crucial component as well.  Such programs for those in poverty should include enhanced diets, nutrient-rich food supplementation in schools, and fortification of common foodstuffs.  It is important to note that these problems can only be fought through the energies, goals, and aspirations of the poor and hungry themselves.  


Another major issue which goes hand in hand with hunger, poverty, and economic growth is globalization.  In the 1990’s, local famines erupted in Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and parts of Latin America.  Health clinics and schools were closed down and hundreds of millions of children went without education.  In the Third World, Eastern Europe and the Balkans there was a new outbreak of infectious diseases including tuberculosis, malaria, and cholera.  Today the global decline in living standards is not the result of “a scarcity of productive resources” as history has shown.  The globalization of poverty has been prevalent during periods of rapid technological and scientific advancements.  These breakthroughs have added to the reduction in the levels of global poverty, but by no means have they eradicated it.  Downsizing and relocation production in the Third World have actually been helpful in increasing levels of unemployment and lower earnings to urban workers and farmers.  This new global economic order feeds on human poverty and cheap labor.  In both developed and developing countries, worldwide unemployment affects one billion people or nearly a third of the global workforce.  World unemployment regulates labor cost at a world level, for example the abundant supplies of cheap labor in the Third World.  Almost all categories of the labor force, including the highly qualified, professional, and scientific workers are affected.  The unfortunate thing about economic restructuring is that it creates a great division between nationalities, social classes, and ethnic groups.  Within countries, it divides the labor market and creates social divisions between white and black workers, young and old, and the employed and partially employed.  This global economic restructuring is an advocate to the stagnation in the supply of necessary goods and services while redirecting resources towards investments in the luxury goods economy.  The World’s major financial markets are affected in a negative way, as profit is sought in increasingly unethical transactions and activities.  In the South, the East, and the North, a very privileged social minority has brought in vast amounts of wealth at the expenses of the large majority of the population.  The process of wealth accumulation is increasingly taking place outside of productive and commercial activities, which comes to be a major disadvantage to those in the lower class of the social market.  The expansion of the production in this system takes place by “minimizing employment” and compressing workers’ wages.  This process causes an unlimited amount to produce, and a limited amount to consume.  In a global cheap labor economy, the process of expanding output adds to the compression of society’s capacity to consume.   This global oversupply of commodities is directly linked to the consequence of the loss in purchasing power and the rising levels of poverty.  

It has been estimated that the average consumption distance of the poor from the poverty line, or the “worldwide poverty gap,” is about 9.5% of the poverty line income, varying from 2.8% in East Asia and the Pacific to 19.1% in Sub-Saharan Africa. This figure shows that the numbers of the hungry and poor, and the amount of their suffering is overwhelming, but the amount of resources to try and solve poverty represents only a small fraction of the world’s total income.  In countries such as Sub-Saharan Africa where distribution of wealth is very limited, the principle problem is that there is not much to redistribute, and only sustained and equitable economic growth can diminish poverty.  There are those that argue that such statistics are mainly produced from the condition of deprivation that reaches far beyond access to income and goods.  In addition to the lack of income, deprivation is characterized by social inferiority, isolation, physical weakness, vulnerability, powerlessness, and humiliation.  For the impoverished, actions which only target one of these aspects are too limited, to the extent that progress has often gone hand in hand with setbacks in other areas of life.  Approaching the problems of deprivation, poverty, and hunger from these perspectives, it seems that their solutions should be very diverse and reflective of specific needs of the poor.  From this perspective it would be safe to say that the key issues in the debate on how to overcome poverty and hunger are not simply issues of food production and income growth but rather institutional and social issues related to knowledge, entitlements, and empowerment.


Hunger should not be tolerated in a world with so many resources.  An estimated 1.3 billion people live in poverty, which is defined as living off of one dollar a day or less.  In addition to human suffering, hunger and malnutrition have a very negative effect on cognitive development, growth, and human health.  Labor and the development of the nation are negatively impacted well, which leads to a less sufficient market economy.  A concentrated effort to eradicate hunger and poverty would lead to a stronger work force and a more developed nation.  Sustainable development requires political, economic, and social changes, empowering those who are disenfranchised, widening to assets and resources, and narrowing the gap between the rich and the poor.  Without these changes hunger and poverty will continue to plague the world.

