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ABSTRACT 
CONCEPTIONS OF POVERTY, 1945-1990 

 "Poverty" came to mean many different things in Britain in the period between 
the end of the First World War and the end of the Thatcher administration. With 
these changes came shifts in the types of policy used to reduce poverty. Poverty as 
lack of money seemed, at the end of the war, to be the obvious conception and so it 
remained for the next two decades. But then, in rapid succession, a number of new 
and radical ideas appeared in academic and political circles. Poverty became 
multiple deprivation, then something that was passed on between generations in 
families, and then the notion grew that it really existed mainly in small area 
concentrations in cities. Finally there developed the underclass thesis – a population 
permanently excluded from society. 

 
 

RÉSUMÉ 
CONCEPTIONS DE LA PAUVRETÉ, 1945-1990 

Le terme de « pauvreté » a recouvert des réalités bien différentes en Grande-
Bretagne entre les années 1920 et les derniers gouvernements de Mme Thatcher. Ces 
évolutions se sont accompagnées de changements dans les politiques publiques mises 
en œuvre pour réduire la pauvreté. À la fin de la Première guerre mondiale, et pendant 
les vingt ans qui suivirent, la pauvreté signifiait avant tout absence de moyens 
financiers. Par la suite, des conceptions nouvelles et politiquement assez radicales 
s’imposèrent successivement dans les milieux intellectuels et politiques. La pauvreté 
fut décrite en termes de multiple deprivation, puis comme quelque chose qui était 
transmise dans les familles d’une génération à une autre. Fut avancée un peu plus tard 
l’idée que la pauvreté ne se trouvait réellement que sous forme concentrée, dans des 
espaces urbains délimités. Enfin, se développa la thèse de l’underclass, selon laquelle 
existerait une catégorie de personnes exclues en permanence de la société. 
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Before the advent of the Welfare State – and indeed for the first twenty years of its 
life – ‘poverty’ presented no conceptual difficulties and aroused little moral 
sensitivity. Its meaning was not contested and it could be measured against a fixed 
(though relative) baseline. We were confident that we knew its magnitude and what 
caused it. The Victorian censorious contrivance of the ‘undeserving poor’ had lost 
much of its resonance and when Beveridge included poverty in his five giants, he 
attached no moral opprobrium to those who fell within its reach.1 

 
Certainly, there were some (relatively minor) changes of direction and some 

policy shifts in the years before the middle of the 1960s but compared with what came 
later, this was a period of relative stability and quiescence (some might say 
complacency) in the field of poverty policy and thinking.2 The following twenty five 
years however saw almost constant change in the way that poverty and its related 
phenomena were defined and conceptualised both within and outside government. In 
the same period, and partly in response to changed conceptions, there were a number 
of changes in policy affecting poverty, perhaps most significantly outside the 
traditional areas of income support and supplementation. These policy departures 
were the ones that attempted to respond to new and different conceptions of poverty 
and its causes. 

 
These changes brought with them a revival of some of the contentious moral 

arguments about poverty and its causes that had lain dormant (or at least not much 
articulated) for much of the century. Some of them, and in particular the debate about 
moral responsibility and human autonomy (whether or not the poor are responsible for 
their condition by acts of omission and commission), go to the heart of the idea of 
poverty and what causes it – and what can be done to alleviate it. 

 
This article will examine changes in conceptions of poverty and related policy 

initiatives, giving more attention – for the reasons noted above – to the period after 
the mid-1960s, and will point up along the way the moral judgements about the poor 
that underpinned changes in conceptions of poverty. 

 
Poverty’s Changing Face 

 
One of the difficulties we face in trying to understand poverty and its cognate 

ideas, is that it has very often been an ideological football particularly among 
sociologists and commentators on social policy. Between the lines of much research 
on poverty, therefore, we must read political or ideological messages. To some extent, 
this is inevitable insofar as a concern with poverty and the poor has always been more 
conspicuous on the political left in Britain and a not inconsiderable amount of 
research output has been used as a weapon with which to beat the ‘uncaring’ right and 
the complicitous rich, whose wealth is seen to be a necessary cause of other people’s 
poverty. However, when Peter Townsend, in his book Poverty in the United 

                                                           
1 W. BEVERIDGE, Social Insurance and Allied Services, London: HMSO, 1942. 
2 A. MARWICK, Britain in the Century of Total War: War, Peace and Social Change 1900-
1967, Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1970. 
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Kingdom,3 maintains that almost one third of the UK population was poor – either in 
poverty or on its margins – the effect is less to increase our concern than to instil 
doubts about what exactly it is that is being measured. Are we really talking about 
‘poverty’ (as most people would picture it) if a third of the population is in it or in 
danger of falling into it? It is worth bearing in mind therefore as we consider changing 
conceptions of poverty that the reasons for characterising it in one way or another or 
for researching one or another aspect of it often have as much to do with political and 
ideological needs as with concern for a better understanding. 

 
Before Beveridge and After 

 
Beveridge was the first to incorporate provisions for the poor and the very poor 

within a more comprehensive set of proposals for the provision of welfare. Prior to his 
work there had, of course, been the Poor Laws and subsequently, legislation such as 
the 1911 Health Insurance Scheme, and a number of measures to lessen the exposure 
of the working classes (and particularly the elderly) to poverty. None of these, 
however, had attempted to base policy on any consistent notion of what poverty 
consisted in or of what caused it. Yet some of the groundwork had been laid in the 
poverty surveys carried out by Booth and Rowntree between 1886 and 1950.4 This 
work had made an implicit distinction between being poor and being in poverty; 
Rowntree, in trying to identify a subsistence level, had shown his almost exclusive 
concern for the latter. To be in poverty meant having only the bare necessities for life 
with no additional resources to cover contingencies; to be poor was to be above the 
subsistence level but not much above. When Beveridge composed his report of 19425 
he used the experience of Seebohm Rowntree to calculate a new subsistence-level 
measure of poverty which would subsequently form an important contribution for 
setting the level of national assistance benefits in the National Insurance Act of 1946. 
This was, in a sense, the first official poverty line (and was set lower than Beveridge’s 
estimates in his 1942 paper6), and the baseline for subsequent measures of poverty 
levels. 

 
Tracing any real continuity over time in poverty measurements, however, is a far 

from easy task, and indeed probably of dubious value. This arises not only because 
conceptions of poverty have changed so much, so that the idea of a financial poverty 
line must now take its place alongside conceptions based on relative and multiple 
deprivation, intergenerational poverty, the poverty cycle, a poverty culture, among 
others, but also because legislation (and research) has recognised an increasingly 
‘generous’ idea of poverty. It is in this context that the ideas of ‘absolute’ and 
‘relative’ poverty have often become confused, and it is worth attempting a word of 
clarification. Subsistence measures of poverty are ‘absolute’ in the sense that more or 
less generous measures of subsistence are used to calculate a definitive line that 

                                                           
3 P. TOWNSEND, Poverty in the United Kingdom, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979. 
4 B. ABEL-SMITH & P. TOWNSEND, The Poor and the Poorest, London: Bell, 1965. 
5 J. HARRIS, "Social Planning in War Time: Some Aspects of the Beveridge Report", in E. 
MIDWINTER (ed.), War and Economic Development, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1975. 
6 S. MacGREGOR, The Politics of Poverty, London: Longman, 1981. 
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distinguishes between poverty and non-poverty. This is an absolute measure when 
compared for example with definitions of poverty as being the condition of the 
bottom 5 or 10% of the income distribution or any other measure that is comparative 
between one section of the population and another. In theory, poverty as measured 
against an ‘absolute subsistence’ line could be eliminated (when no-one remained 
below the line). Relative or comparative poverty on the other hand might always be 
with us since whatever the distribution looked like, there will always be a bottom 
quintile or decile (or whatever proportion you choose). 

 
But, there is a real sense in which even ‘absolute subsistence poverty’ is relative. 

One reason for this is that ideas of what constitutes subsistence have changed, and in 
consequence so has the number and variety of items that are included among 
requirements for even basic living. Thus, to be in poverty today is less of a physical 
hardship than it was at the inception of the Welfare State if only because the State 
recognises more necessities and makes some provision for them. However, to be in 
poverty at the end of the 1980s (and in 2000) is to be just as relatively poor (i.e. 
compared with other groups) as in 1945. The gap between the rich and the poor has 
not narrowed. 

 
Now it might be argued that the income and wealth disparity between rich and 

poor does not matter, or matter so much, if the absolute condition of those in poverty 
has improved. There are two responses to this. The first is an ideological (some would 
say moral) charge that inequalities that are so persistent are unacceptable, 
exploitative, and offensive to fundamental notions of social justice.7 Important as they 
are, such arguments are outside the scope of this article. The second response 
addresses more directly the nature of poverty. There is yet another sense in which 
poverty can be considered to be relative. This is when the focus of poverty falls on 
people who experience it, how they experience it, and what their feelings about being 
in poverty are. We may call this ‘subjective poverty’. What people feel about being 
very poor may be influenced as much, if not more, by the comparisons they make 
between themselves and the better off, by awareness of what they do not have, of what 
their poverty deprives them, as by their actual standard of living.8 It might matter less 
therefore that the standard of living of the poor has improved since the inception of 
the Welfare State than that their condition relative to the rest of the population has 
remained the same. Subjective poverty may be as hard a burden now as it was in 
1945. As subsequent paragraphs will show, feelings of relative deprivation and 
exclusion acquire significance in the context of more recent conceptions of the nature 
of poverty. 

It is in the nature of the mainstream policies to relieve poverty (from 1948 to 1966 
the National Assistance poverty line and from then until the end of the period under 
consideration, the Supplementary Benefit level) that, for the sake of workability they 
take the form of a fixed poverty line that separates eligibility from non-eligibility. 
Such a line must be ‘absolute’ in the sense that it does not take account of real or 
subjective relativities, but it is relative insofar as the level at which the poverty line is 

                                                           
7 F. FIELD, "The Comeback of Poverty", New Statesman, 29th September 1978; A.B. 
ATKINSON, The Economics of Inequality, Oxford: Clarendon, 1975. 
8 G. RUNCIMAN, Relative Deprivation and Social Justice, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966. 
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set may move to take account of changes in standards of living and what constitute 
perceived necessities.  

 
Notwithstanding that concepts of poverty proliferated after the mid-1960s 

therefore, it is important to note that there was only a limited impact they could have 
on core anti-poverty strategies. These would necessarily remain largely unaltered (as 
an absolute but shifting poverty line) simply because of the job they must do. To the 
extent that new and different concepts of poverty have had an impact on policy, it has 
tended to be in the form of small-scale policy initiatives, and it is to a consideration of 
some of these that much of the remainder of this article will be devoted. 

 
The Emergence of Multiple Deprivation 

 
‘Poverty’ seemed almost to fall out of sight during the 1950s and into the middle 

of the 1960s. Policy, in the form of national assistance, was (or appeared to be) doing 
its job and other non-financial provisions in health, housing and education were 
deemed to be providing the welfare framework within which poverty would at last 
vanish.9 Likewise, the twenty-year period between 1945 and 1965 saw virtually no 
research interest in poverty (other than Rowntree’s final survey in York in 195010), 
though this might say as much about the other preoccupations of social scientists at 
the time than about a lack of interest in poverty per se. 

 
There were a number of factors that contributed to the resurgence of interest when 

it came. The most widely cited was the study of the extent of poverty carried out by 
Abel-Smith and Townsend and published in 1965 as The Poor and the Poorest.11 
Using a poverty line of 140% of the national assistance level, they compared the 
extent of poverty between 1953-4 and 1960, and discovered that, contrary to general 
assumptions, it had increased so that the poorest (those below their poverty line) had 
increased from 1.2% of the population in 1953-4, to 3.8% in 1960. The poor (at or 
below 140% of national assistance level) had increased from 7.8% of the population 
to 14.2%.12 

 
The impact of these findings in political, policy, and academic circles was 

considerable, not least because of a common assumption that poverty was a thing of 
the past. And for social scientists in academia, it would prove to be the start of a 
renewed interest in researching poverty and what subsequently came to be known as 
the ‘rediscovery of poverty’. There were other studies in the early sixties that 
contributed to the revival of interest in poverty (in particular Lambert’s work on 
nutritional standards in the population13 and Lynes’ analysis of national 

                                                           
9 M. BRUCE, The Coming of the Welfare State, London: Batsford, 1968. 
10 S. ROWNTREE & G.R. LAVERS, Poverty and the Welfare State, London: Longman, 1951. 
11 ABEL-SMITH & TOWNSEND, op.cit.  
12 Ibid. and J. EDWARDS, "Social Indicators, Urban Deprivation and Positive 
Discrimination", Journal of Social Policy, 4(3), 1975, pp. 275-87. 
13 R. LAMBERT, Nutrition in Britain 1950-60, Occasional Papers in Social Administration 
No. 5, Welwyn: Codicote Press, 1964. 
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assistance)14 but a stronger influence to set beside Abel-Smith and Townsend’s work 
(at least in terms of influence on policy) came from the United States of America. In 
1962 Michael Harrington published The Other America: Poverty in the United States 
in which he documented the extent of poverty among riches in the United States. He 
estimated that 50 million Americans lived in poverty at the end of the 1950s and 
claimed that they constituted the ‘other America’ – the America the world never saw. 
The book had an impact (though not directly in Britain) and it became one of the 
influencing factors that decided John Kennedy to initiate his ‘War on Poverty’. And it 
was this policy action, heavily concentrated as it was on inner cities, that struck a 
chord in Britain.  

 
Quite independently of the resurgence of interest in poverty occasioned by the 

publication of The Poor and the Poorest and other studies, though no doubt 
influenced by them, was a growing concern about levels of poverty and deprivation in 
Britain’s own inner cities. Poverty itself had not been the initiating factor here but 
rather concerns about race relations and fear of racial unrest in the poorest and most 
run-down urban areas. The parallels with the emergent war on poverty were close and 
there was much interchange of information and expertise across the Atlantic. This 
exchange of ideas contributed to a new policy initiative in Britain – the Urban 
Programme – established in 1968 under Harold Wilson’s premiership and what is 
significant about it is that it represented the first policy departure from a concentration 
on poverty alone. The Urban Programme brought into the policy arena, for the first 
time, the concept of multiple deprivation. 

 
Though only superficially thought through, the idea of relative deprivation 

acknowledged that financial poverty did not exist in isolation and told only a part of 
the story of the lives of poor and very poor people. The lack of money that such 
people suffered compromised their ability to clothe and feed their families adequately 
(or themselves if they were elderly, as many of the poor were) but this was usually 
compounded by poor housing, a run-down and polluted environment where crime or 
the fear of crime was an ever-present anxiety, poor education provision and low levels 
of educational attainment, and poor and inadequate health care provision. All these, 
combined with financial poverty, made up the complex of problems that came to be 
known collectively as multiple deprivation. In this context, the idea of financial 
poverty alone was seen to be inadequate. The condition and quality of life of the poor 
would not properly be improved simply by providing them with additional money 
(though this was crucially important). Such improvement could come only if 
provision were made or action taken to ameliorate the other dimensions of hardship 
from which the poor suffered. 

 
Though the idea of multiple deprivation appeared to be a sound one, and an 

advance, both theoretically and practically, on an exclusive concentration on financial 
poverty, it never gained widespread application in social policy. There are two 
(linked) reasons for this. The first was impracticality and expense. It just was not 
possible (indeed, it was inconceivable) to implement policy to improve all the many 

                                                           
14 A. LYNES, National Assistance and National Prosperity, Occasional Papers in Social 
Administration, No. 5, Welwyn: Codicote Press, 1963. 
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components of multiple deprivation for all those individuals who, on the basis of a 
means test, were found to be in poverty. In fact, multiple deprivation could only be 
tackled by collective and not individual action: you cannot improve the environment 
or reduce crime or improve health services for an individual. Multiple deprivation 
therefore came to be closely associated with locality or area policies which in practice 
required the identification of areas, usually within inner cities, that contained high 
levels of some or all of the factors that go to make up multiple deprivation. Anti-
deprivation policy would then be directed at such areas in the hope that a collective 
impact would be made on the people who lived there (and that, in so doing, a 
reasonable proportion of the financially poorest would benefit).15  

 
In reality the policy of dealing with multiple deprivation by focussing resources on 

discrete areas could only ever have been, at best, partially successful. It was not 
applied in a systematic way, the selection of areas was haphazard and no-one knew 
how spacially concentrated the poor and multiply deprived were. In fact, the majority 
of the poorest and most deprived never came under the umbrella of the inner-city 
policies. 

 
The Family as Transmitter of Deprivation 

 
A new dimension to poverty emerged in 1972, given momentum by a speech by 

Sir Keith Joseph, then Secretary of State for Social Services in the Conservative 
Government, to the Pre-school Playgroups Association. This was the idea that 
deprivation could be transmitted from one generation to another in the family so that 
successive generations of the same family would experience the same problems and 
the family itself would find it very difficult to break out of deprivation. It did not of 
course emerge suddenly with the speech. It had been around for some time in 
academic circles and a small amount of research had already been undertaken but 
without much conclusive evidence of whether intergenerational transmission did 
occur. Sir Keith Joseph called for more research to be done on the phenomenon and a 
working party was established to explore the possibilities. This working party 
reported to the Secretary of State in October 1973 and recommended that the 
Department of Health and Social Services should make research funding available 
through the (then) Social Science Research Council. This it did, and the joint 
DHSS/SSRC research programme became the source of most of the work 
subsequently conducted on transmitted deprivation. 

It was never assumed that transmitted deprivation accounted for all poverty 
(indeed the nature of ‘deprivation’ in this context was different from its meaning in 
‘multiple deprivation’ and from ‘poverty’) and we are not here dealing with a new and 
alternative conception of poverty but there was (and probably remains) a widespread 
view in some circles that some of those suffering from deprivation and poverty are 
doing so not because of any external social or economic factors but because deprived 
parents transmit deprivation to their children and they to their children. Some families 
therefore are locked into a perpetual cycle of poverty. This at least, was the idea. But 
there was, in the early 1970s, little evidence to prove it. 
                                                           
15 J. EDWARDS, "Social Indicators, Urban Deprivation and Positive Discrimination", Journal 
of Social Policy, 4(3), 1975, pp. 275-87. 
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Before discussing some of the evidence that did emerge from the DHSS/SSRC 

programme, it is worth noting how the idea of deprivation that it focussed on differed 
from the sort of deprivation we have had in mind when discussing multiple 
deprivation and, indeed, from what is meant by financial poverty. Financial poverty as 
measured by a poverty line is, as we have seen, one component of multiple 
deprivation, other components of which include poor education, poor health and 
health services, dilapidated housing and a run-down and threatening environment. 
Transmitted deprivation differs from these in significant ways not only in respect of 
content but also – and importantly – in its ideological and moral connotations. By far 
the largest part of the components of transmitted deprivation are characteristics of 
individuals rather than the structural factors of multiple deprivation such as quality of 
housing and environment, the quality of education and health services and lack of 
resource (which is not to say that personal characteristics are not also a part of 
multiple deprivation). Transmitted deprivation focuses on personality characteristics, 
educational performance, intelligence, child rearing, parenting, delinquency, children 
going into care, psychiatric disorder, and multiple problem families,16 and the 
question that exercised most of the research in the programme was whether 
characteristics such as these were intergenerational in the sense that parents could 
pass them on to their children, through ‘poor parenting’. If this were the case then it 
would open up the possibility of the existence of a section of the population locked 
into almost permanent deprivation. 

 
Morally speaking, there is a big difference between being the victims of external 

circumstances beyond your control (as with much multiple deprivation) and appearing 
to be the engine of your own destitution – as is the inevitable connotation of 
transmitted deprivation. Families who transmit deprivation are ‘inadequate’, 
‘feckless’, ‘lazy’ and ‘irresponsible’. And it was these implications of the transmitted 
deprivation hypothesis that made it more appealing as an explanation of chronic 
poverty to the (Conservative) Government of the day than to many social scientists 
and socialists. Certainly many members of the Government felt more comfortable 
with explanations using individual inadequacy than with more structural explanations 
that focussed on inequality. This ideological bias might have presaged a reluctance on 
the part of social scientists to avail themselves of the funding available under the 
DHSS/SSRC programme, but a considerable amount of valuable research was 
undertaken which, collectively, produced some valuable data on the hypothecated 
phenomenon of transmitted deprivation. In all nineteen studies and fourteen review 
papers were completed over the ten years after Sir Keith Joseph’s speech but despite 
this volume of research and the information it generated, the question of whether 
deprivation was ‘transmitted’ between generations was no nearer to an answer. 
However, Coffield, Robinson and Sarsby were able to demonstrate some 
intergeneration continuity in deprivation in four case-study families; Rutter and 
Madge also demonstrated continuities in a number of deprivation factors but as they 
noted, the appearance of deprivation in sequential generations does not necessarily 

                                                           
16 M. RUTTER & N. MADGE, Cycles of Disadvantage, London: Heineman, 1976; F. 
COFFIELD, P. ROBINSON & J. SARSBY, A Cycle of Deprivation? London: Heinemann, 
1980. 
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mean that they have been transmitted in or by the family. More importantly, however, 
as they also show, many people do break out of deprivation and it is hard to 
understand what distinguishes them from others who do not, and Fuller and Stevenson 
demonstrate how incoherent are the many forms of policy intervention used to help 
the deprived such that no coherent strategy for helping people to break out of a cycle 
of deprivation exists. 

 
The final report of the programme by Brown and Madge, having the unenviable 

task of both summarising all the output from the programme and of explaining the 
lack of coherence of this output, returned to the theme of ideology and values and 
noted the incompatibility of the approaches used by many of the researchers. In 
particular, there were those who took a structuralist stance which precluded any 
possibility of acknowledging ‘inadequate’ individuals and families as playing any part 
in creating intergenerational continuities in deprivation. And, in very approximate 
terms, all subsequent attempts to re-conceptualise poverty for policy purposes have 
faced the same critique. For those who believe that poverty is a necessary 
concomitant of wealth and an inevitable consequence of a particular form of 
economic and social organisation, no response to poverty that does not take a radical 
restructuring of society as its focus, can possibly hope to succeed.17 

 
The Culture of Poverty and the Underclass 

 
Sir Keith Joseph already had some ideas about how to reduce ‘transmitted 

deprivation’ even before the research programme was under way. Indeed he floated 
the ideas of family planning, parenting classes and more pre-school provision in his 
original 1972 speech. However, the political process does not wait upon the slow 
progress of social services research, and by the time that the DHSS/SSRC programme 
was complete and published, the Conservative Government in which Sir Keith was a 
Minister was long gone; there had been two Labour administrations and the 
Conservatives were back in power under Mrs Thatcher. However much substance 
there might have been in the ‘transmitted deprivation’ hypothesis therefore, it was 
never translated into policy. 

 
The concept did not however, disappear completely from the realms of academic 

thought about poverty, nor indeed from the political arena. Instead, it emerged as a 
component of subsequent concepts which have remained in currency to the present 
day. The first of these – the idea of a ‘culture of poverty’ – borrowed a number of 
strands from ‘transmitted deprivation’ and, more importantly, for policy purposes, it 
carried with it the same ideological and moral assumptions. The idea of a culture of 
poverty had its origins in socio-anthropological work in America18 but quickly spread 
to thinking about the nature of poverty in both the United States and in Britain. It 
represented yet a further move away from the idea of poverty as simple lack of 
resources. A ‘culture of poverty’ was said to develop among the very poor which was 
different from mainstream cultures and marked them off as a distinct sub-group in 
                                                           
17 R. MILIBAND, The State in Capitalist Society, London: Quartet, 1973. 
18 O. LEWIS, The Children of Sanchez, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1964. O LEWIS, "The 
Culture of Poverty", Scientific American, Vol. 215, n° 4, 1966. 
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society. The culture of poverty is a culture of dependency, of lack of initiative, of 
narrow horizons, laziness and inadequacy.19 Once sunk into the culture of poverty it is 
very difficult to get out; by its nature it is self-reinforcing and allows of no 
opportunities (or motivation) to take purposeful action to become independent again. 
In common with the idea of transmitted deprivation therefore, the culture of poverty 
thesis implies the existence of a semi-permanent body of people who not only live in 
poverty but also share a range of negatively valued personal characteristics which 
makes elevation out of poverty and deprivation (including its non-personal 
characteristics) almost impossible. The deprived and those in poverty are therefore 
characterised not simply as those at one end of a continuum of rich-to-poor, differing 
only from others by having less resource, but as a group set aside, qualitatively 
different from others, distinguished by their fecklessness, inadequacies, dependency 
and lack of initiative and drive. And all this is sustained by a self-reinforcing ‘culture 
of poverty’. 

 
This characteristic of poverty clearly has considerable appeal to anti-collectivists 

as it did in particular to the two Thatcher Governments of 1979-83 and 1983-87.20 
Poverty, it could now be argued, was not an inevitable product of capitalist 
production21 but a characteristic of poor people themselves; the deprived were 
inadequate and thus particularly valueless at a time of driving enterprise.22 
Furthermore, much of the blame could be placed at the door of the Welfare State itself 
(according to the anti-collectivists) because it fostered a dependency culture, removed 
incentives, and encouraged laziness.23 

  
The immediate policy implications of the culture of poverty thesis were minimal. 

There were suggestions about how people could be helped to break out of the culture 
of poverty and some attempts at labelling and stigmatising (as with ‘welfare 
scroungers’) designed to increase public opprobrium of the poor. But in the main, the 
policy was to do little other than tighten up on eligibility rules for benefit and to 
contain increases in the level of benefits (including housing benefit but not pensions). 

 
The consolidation of the characteristics attaching to people in the culture of 

poverty and who exhibited intergenerational continuities of deprivation led, albeit 
indirectly and via the United States of America, to the idea of the ‘underclass’. There 
it was that Charles Murray first developed the idea of the ‘underclass’ which 
represents the penultimate of the conceptions of poverty current during the period 

                                                           
19 H. DEAN & P. TAYLOR-GOOBY, Dependency Culture, London: Harvester-Wheatsheaf, 
1992. R. HOLMAN, Poverty, Oxford: Martin Robertson, 1978, pp. 136-141. 
20 A. SKED & C. COOK, Post-War Britain: A Political History, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1993. 
21 R. MILIBAND, op. cit. 
22 N. DEAKIN & J. EDWARDS, The Enterprise Culture and the Inner City, London: 
Routledge, 1993. 
23 H. DEAN & P. TAYLOR-GOOBY, op. cit.; R. PLANT, "Welfare and the Enterprise 
Society", in D. WILSON, The State and Social Welfare, London: Longman, 1991. 
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1945-1990. Through a series of publications24 Murray argued the case for the 
existence of an underclass in America and in Britain (the latter in The Emerging 
British Underclass in 1990). 

 
The ‘underclass’ consists of a relatively permanent grouping of people who have 

the characteristics of intergenerational continuity of deprivation and a culture of 
poverty that are outlined in preceding paragraphs. There are some additional 
dimensions to the underclass however. Physical concentration of the most deprived in 
ghettos or other slum areas, helps to focus and strengthen the culture of poverty which 
in turn helps to cut them adrift from the rest of society so that the underclass 
represents almost an alien force in the midst of, but isolated from, the rest of society. 
The underclass, according to Murray, maintains very high rates of illegitimacy so that 
the function of the family as a source of socialisation into morals and manners has all 
but disappeared. And the underclass also entertains an extensive criminal culture. 
When combined, therefore, all these characteristics construct a body of people who 
are both threatening to ‘decent people’ and a drain on welfare resources. And because 
they are morally wanting, they deserve our moral opprobrium. That at least, is the 
underclass argument. Poverty as lack of resources became ‘poverty’ as a discrete class 
of the population, cut off from the mainstream population by its anti-social and anti-
civic characteristics. The ‘undeserving poor’ had been resurrected. 

 
The underclass idea has been debated at length in Britain among academic social 

scientists and it has acquired a rhetorical status in the media. The academic debate has 
largely been about whether a semi-permanent discrete underclass does exist in Britain 
(which, if it were to increase in size could become a threat to social stability) or 
whether the poor and deprived were, as we have noted earlier, simply the lower end of 
a continuum, the upper end of which is composed of the wealthy. The majority of 
commentators have taken the latter view and claim that there is little or no evidence to 
support the existence of an underclass.25 A common strand to some of the critiques of 
Murray’s research is that in attributing to the underclass such negative traits as 
laziness, criminality, fecklessness, indifference and so on, he is in effect blaming the 
victims of society’s economic structure. A debate along these lines of course can too 
easily degenerate into one about ideological beliefs and assumptions about what 
creates the sort of inequality that can result in real poverty and deprivation, which is 
less than helpful for informing debate about policy. 

 
That having been said, the answer to the question "is there an underclass in 

Britain?" is that in all likelihood, there is not. The composition of groups near to the 
bottom of the income and wealth distribution is too fluid and in too constant flux to 
permit the formation of an identifiable and distinct group of people making up a more 
or less permanent class apart from the rest of society. 

                                                           
24 C. MURRAY, Losing Ground: American Social Policy 1950-80, New York: Basic Books, 
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25 See, for example, J. MACNICOL, "In Pursuit of the Underclass", Journal of Social Policy 
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It has to be said that the idea of an underclass (like transmitted deprivation and the 

culture of poverty) resonated with the new right ideology that informed the two 
Thatcher administrations and if the idea in its entirety could not be swallowed, a 
number of its components did come to inform policy on income support. We have 
already noted the generally negative and punitive attitude to welfare that entered 
policy in the latter part of the 1980s, but a more specific policy focus emerged 
towards the end of Mrs Thatcher’s leadership (and, it should be noted, has been taken 
on board by subsequent administrations including the present New Labour 
Government). This is the strategy of ‘welfare to work’ which, like almost all of the 
concepts of poverty we have reviewed, originated in the United States of America.26 
In essence, this policy is designed to coax, and, if necessary, to force people who are 
claiming unemployment benefit back into work. It provides training to make people 
more employable and schemes to re-introduce the long-term unemployed to the 
‘world of work’ such as the disciplines of time-keeping, self-presentation and so on. 
But the sting is that unemployment and some other benefits will be reduced if it is 
thought that the claimant is not making sufficient effort to find and keep work. The 
rationale of the policy clearly owes much to the assumptions underlying the culture of 
poverty and the underclass hypothesis – that unless forced to do so, the dependent will 
not make their own efforts to find work and lift themselves out of their dependency. 
Once sunk into the lethargy of the ‘underclass’ (or at least, a culture of poverty) there 
is no willpower or motivation to pull oneself out. As a rationale, it has a superficial air 
of verisimilitude but in reality, it presents too simplistic a caricature of people who are 
probably perfectly capable of making rational economic choices about the marginal 
value of taking low-paid work. 

                                                           
26 See J. HIGGINS, States of Welfare, London: Blackwell, 1981. 


