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Work, Poverty and Welfare: The Ties That Bind Them

This essay will critically analyse the argued relationship between work, poverty and welfare. An evaluation of the relationships as well as how they intersect in areas and the variables that impact these intersections. This essay will incorporate psychological theory as well as economic examples in relation to welfare, but the components of this essay will be built from sociological arguments. For clarity, this means the sociological definitions of work, poverty and welfare will be the foundation of any arguments made throughout this essay. They are defined as, work – ‘the supply of physical, mental and emotional effort to produce goods and services for own consumption, or consumption by others’ Scott (2014, p. 807). Poverty – ‘a condition in which resources, usually material but sometimes cultural, are lacking’ Scott (2014, p. 586). Welfare – ‘refers to the well-being of individuals or groups, and by implication, those measures which can help ensure levels of well-being’ Scott (2014, p. 801).
[image: A diagram of a work flow]There are many theories and theorists that orbit the idea of work, poverty and welfare as well as the impact each term has on society. Marxism being one of these theories, has existed within that orbit since its founder, Karl Marx, used philosophical communist ideology to define and expose the goals of those that are not affected by work, poverty and welfare but do affect these terms via influence and power. He argued this by stating that those who are the cause and affect have ‘converted the physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage-labourers’ Marx and Bender (1988, p. 58). Though the terminology may come across outdated, it was this manifesto and Marx that set of a domino affect of theory and theorists debate on work, poverty and welfare leading to modern day society. For example, as society as developed, the workforce, welfare state and what it provides as well as the idea of poverty, relative or not has also developed along with society. To state weather or not this development is positive or not would be impossible as the answer will vary depending on the viewpoint of the individual / group affected by these changes. Chakrabarti et al (Class, Surplus and Need, 2008, p. 678. Fig. 1) used this graph to give a brief overview of the relationship between the labour of the market, the production and required work load, value of the workforce and exterior variables.  
Marxism of course is not the only theory to take a stance on the conversation surrounding theses topics. Emile Durkheim, revered as the founder of functionalism has explored the relationship between the individual and work in great depth. As well has investigating these connections he also took an interest in poverty and the impact it has in structured / unstructured societies. Newman (2023) gave some insight into Durkheim’s ideology, in regards to poverty Newman (2023) quoted Durkheim ‘poverty protects against suicide because it is a restraint in itself’ the context of this relates to this essay, as upon reading more it is clear Durkheim believed poverty, mental state, and society were somehow intertwined. Newman (2023) goes on the support this by saying ‘Indeed, there is some evidence that people who live in poor countries have a significantly lower risk of depression than those who live in industrialized countries’. The functionalist approach, has contributed heavily to our understanding of the mechanisms that link individuals, groups and the general public to the inner working or work, poverty and welfare. Theories such as the – division of labour, have brought about new methods of developing the work force and its flexibility as well as society’s attitude towards work. (Khairulyadi et al., 2022) explains and expands Durkheim’s theory, by explaining that through ‘social cohesion’ the division of labour focuses on the individual more than the creating a work force of quality in quantities. (Khairulyadi et al., 2022) goes on the further imply that Durkheim believed a structured work force could be formed when ‘specialisation’ was incorporated as well as the social aspect of any environment. 
Though marxism and functionalism, have been considered one of the main theories in the sociological world, there is always a loophole or rather a metaphorical stone left unturned. To imply that these theories have not contributed to the formation of what would be considered advanced societies to some would be improper. However, to ignore the fact that both the theories and their founders have demonstrated singular views in regards to work / labour, state welfare and poverty would also be equally improper. Poverty is relative and materialistic values are impacted by the norms of the location one resides in. Welfare is directly impacted by the state of the economy, what the state i.e. the government is able / willing to provide and what is actually provided. Marx explored work, poverty, and welfare but did not explore them systematically and the terms specifically welfare meant something completely different to society at the time. Although, each term can intersect, and from a traditional Marxist perspective one could argue that the foundations of capitalism are what drive a work force, fuel poverty and, result in a need for welfare from the state. The links society develops between these terms also changes and affects the masses differently. For example, as stated earlier by Scott (2014, p. 801) one of the variables of welfare is the ‘measures which can help ensure [image: maslow needs3]levels of well-being’. These ‘measures’ are what decide where an individuals needs are met. Taken from Simply Psychology (2024) is an example of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. At the bottom are the ‘physiological needs’, without these it can be argued that one would be considered as impoverished in the vast majority of the world. Narrowing down this example specifically to the United Kingdom, welfare is provided by the state specifically for those unable to support themselves financially. As stated on the government website ‘Universal credit is a payment to help you with your living costs’ (Universal Credit, 2024). Receiving financial help from the state would move an individual or group from the ‘physiological needs’ into ‘safety and security’ with the possibility of transitions to and from ‘love and belonging’ this simple move in the pyramid was influenced by a benefits system offered by the state. This allows for an argument to be made that the relationship between welfare and poverty is influenced by the state i.e. the government. It is also stated by (Universal Credit, 2024) that ‘if your wages go up, your universal credit payments will reduce’. Wheater or not this was done to encourage those on benefits to actively look for work or to entrap those on benefits in a cycle of welfare and dependence on the state is another topic for another essay but what is visually apparent is another link. If state benefits are affected by wages, and as stated earlier there is a clear link between poverty and welfare, and welfare is a product of the state then this again allows for another argument that all three terms are influenced by the state i.e. the government. 
This essay, was not composed of points to make an argument that the government has complete control over levels of poverty in a society, the welfare available and how the labour / workforce  is treated however the state / government is still a clear variable of all three, as this is a critical analysis of the relationship between work, poverty and welfare, to ignore their involvement would either demonstrate bias, ignorance, or lack of research. 
In regard to economic / financial welfare, welfare is a highly commodified in the United States of America compared to the United Kingdom where state welfare is highly decommodified. Health care in the United Kingdom on a national level and at face value is somewhat free unlike the USA. Both of these nations will have a different connection that binds work, poverty, and welfare in various ways, and yet both of these nations are currently products of a cost-of-living crisis. This change in economy has affected both employer and employee, oppressor and oppressed, state and dependent. Taken from (International Rescue Committee, 2024) ‘In the U.S., prices remain high while consumer prices have been increasing around the world, too, with average global inflation at 6.8% in 2023’. The key term that relates to this essay is ‘global inflation’, as stated earlier this essay is a critical analysis of the relationship between work, poverty and, welfare. As such, further questions or rather more arguments can be made that the relationship between work, poverty and welfare is actually just a mere link, connecting three ideas, that are actually products of a much wider issue on a global scale. Anderson (1990, p. 27) used his theory of ‘The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism’ to explore the welfare state in various countries, categorising them into one of three groups ‘liberal’, corporatist-conservative’, and ‘social democratic’. Taking his theory and applying it to modern day events, more specifically accompanying it with (International Rescue Committee, 2024) statistics and claims of a global cost of living crisis, one must argue how its possible for multiple country’s that use completely different systems of state welfare, have different attitudes towards work and poverty, are simultaneously in a global cost of living crisis. 
The validly of said statistics, can be questioned when you take into consideration that this is an organisation, and every organisation is bias in favour of the goal it is trying to achieve regardless of what that goal is. However, the validity can only be questioned and not ignored. The links between work, poverty, and welfare are clear and supported by evidence, what is unclear are the variables that exist around these links, these variables are clearly untested or rather lacking in-depth research. If this essay had a much larger word count, the possibility of exploring the exterior variables could prove more beneficial in a simplified conclusion, but it would be just that, a simplified conclusion. There are countless arguments to be made on how its possible that different countries with populations of people that have different attitudes to work are living in poverty, relative or not. Various governments offer various state benefits and yet the vast majority of the world is supposedly in a economic global crisis, the crisis of course will affect everyone differently, but its exitance globally is worth exploring. 
Though this is a sociological based essay, It can be argued that not even from an economic, psychological, biological or even philosophical perspective, could a definitive answer or conclusion be drafted and applied to understanding the ties that bind work, poverty and welfare. However, what can be suggested is a theory that in the world of social science is not necessarily considered sociological theory, but would most likely be the only theory to bring an unbiased answer with substance as it’s the only theory that agrees an answer does not exist. Complexity theory, though it is fairly new in terms of longevity through society’s history, has promise in its stances on the mechanisms that form society. Taken from three articles on complexity theory, these viewpoints give value the argument that complexity theory is most likely the best way forward if the choice is understand the relationship between work, poverty, and welfare if the choice had to be made between theories. Thirft (1999) ‘complexity theory is about, precisely, the spatial ordering that arises from injections of energy. Whereas previous bodies of scientific theory were chiefly concerned with temporal progression, complexity theory is equally concerned with space’. Walby (2007) ‘It is a set of theoretical and conceptual tools; not a single theory to be adopted holistically’. Davis (2019) ‘complexity theory posits that macro level phenomenon emerge from the interaction of numerous semi-autonomous agents’. All these explanations of complexity theory are connected in the stance that it covers a vast and wide majority of ideas, issues, and concepts through flexibility, multi-dimensional thinking and a constant reinforcement of the idea that intersectionality exists every where in all systems, people and research. 
Concluding this essay, it worth noting that the chosen stance to support the use of complexity theory to further explore the relationship between work, poverty, and welfare, is not a indirect statement that complexity theory is the answer to all. As there are countless factors that have not had enough research it would not be wise to use singular tunnel vision theory to define the relationship between work, poverty, and welfare in its most critical form. In saying that, complexity theory is the closet most arguable theory to use not get and answer but a better understanding of the exterior untested facts. Setting theory aside, what is clear is the influence the state / government has on all three terms. Focusing on the state of the economy in various countries as well as the populations masses attitudes towards working in addition to their idea of what poverty is. It is clear that the state / government quite literally sits in the middle of all three. One can argue that their power will increase and decrease through a number of factors that can not be predicted only estimated, but their position in the middle is very clear and with the evidence found in the main body of this essay, the influence on society from their position is very clear as well. An argument can be made, that work, poverty, and welfare do not intersect at all, and that that all three exist as part of the same cycle just at different stages. For example, poverty is avoidable if one has the money to avoid it, if you lack the money to avoid poverty the next step is employment, your wages to be simplified should allow you to obtain housing, food, clothes and other essentials, should your income not meet the needs of your requirements the following step would be to turn to the state for help, this would result in an individual or group becoming dependent on the state for financially stability, however in some cases the state will not support those who can work but are out of work, this system forces individuals to depend on the state as well as employment to avoid poverty. This is a simplified example based on criteria’s stated in the main body of this essay in relation to the United Kingdoms eligibility of benefits. If a researcher, was to ignore these examples and numerous variables, they could possibly argue that the problem lies with the state and big corporations and nothing else. For example, if big corporations were held accountable more by the state for poor working conditions as well as fair wages that exceed the national minimum wage with contracts that include extras such as travel costs, then the state would be able to decrease the amount it is spending on welfare on focus on those unemployed due to the fact they are unable to work not because there isn’t work that will pay enough to match rising costs. The idea of a means tested system is also beneficial when applied properly, to use a means tested system of welfare without understanding what individuals actually need is pointless and can be considered a waste of resources. The lack of cohesion in political parties and systems of government also can be argued to have a major impact on the relationship between work, poverty, and welfare. For example, the United Kingdom consists of four countries that operate under a central government, this gets divided again into cities, county’s, and councils, with each division comes a division of funds / budgets that affect the residents of those areas. These are various examples of things someone could consider when arguing for change in terms of how the work force is structured, or better methods to improve level of poverty, or reduce the need for state welfare but helping in other areas that are lacking involvement.
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