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Chapter 3: Poverty as a Challenge

PREMIUM STUDY NOTES — EXAM REVISION EDITION

SECTION 1: CHAPTER INTRODUCTION

Meaning of Poverty: Poverty is a multi-dimensional state where an individual or household lacks the financial

resources and essential living conditions to achieve a minimum standard of subsistence. It means a lack of

basic food, shelter, clean water, healthcare, and educational opportunities.

Why Poverty is a Major Challenge: Poverty is one of the most formidable challenges faced by independent

India. It restricts human development, reduces economic productivity, traps families across generations, and

leads to social exclusion. India would be truly independent only when its poorest citizens are free of human

suffering.

Poverty in India: Statistically, every fourth person in India is poor (based on standard historical benchmarks).

This  represents  a  large  concentration  of  poor  people  globally,  underscoring  the  scale  of  this  economic

challenge.

Brief Overview of the Chapter: These premium notes examine how social scientists analyze poverty, trace

how  the  Poverty  Line  is  calculated  using  calorie  and  income  thresholds,  map  out  regional  and  social

vulnerabilities, discuss the causes of poverty, and detail current government anti-poverty strategies.

SECTION 2: DETAILED EXPLANATION OF CONCEPTS

1. Poverty

The economic condition where individuals cannot secure the absolute bare minimum necessities of life.

Real-Life Example: A daily-wage brick kiln worker who cannot afford two square meals a day for their children

or proper winter clothing lives in poverty.

2. Poverty Line

An imaginary benchmark indicator level based on income or consumption levels used to identify who is poor.

A person whose income or consumption falls below this minimum standard is considered Below the Poverty

Line (BPL).

Real-Life Example: If the official monthly minimum income line is set at Rs 1,000, anyone earning Rs 950 falls

below the poverty line.
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3. Absolute Poverty

A situation where household income falls below a strictly defined level necessary to maintain basic survival

needs (food, clothing, shelter), independent of what others earn.

Real-Life Example: Living on the streets and experiencing persistent hunger due to a total lack of income.

4. Relative Poverty

A comparative measure of poverty that looks at income inequalities within a specific society or country. It

describes how poor a person or group is compared to the average standard of living in their community.

Real-Life Example: A low-income family in an urban city might have a basic home but feels relatively poor

compared to middle-class neighbors who own cars and access private healthcare.

5. Vulnerability

An economic measure that describes the probability of certain communities (such as members of a backward

caste) or individuals (such as a widow or a physically challenged person) becoming or remaining poor in the

coming years.

Real-Life Example: A small farmer living in a drought-prone zone is highly vulnerable because a single crop

failure can push them deep into poverty.

6. Human Poverty

A broad definition of poverty that goes beyond a simple lack of income. It encompasses deprivations in human

choices and opportunities, including illiteracy, lack of healthcare access, lack of job security, and an absence

of social respect.

7. Social Exclusion

A sociological  process  where  individuals  or  poor  communities  are  excluded  from facilities,  benefits,  and

opportunities that more affluent sections enjoy. It can be both a cause and a consequence of poverty.

Real-Life Example: Historically, the traditional caste system in India excluded certain backward groups from

sharing equal social spaces, wells, or employment opportunities with upper castes.

SECTION 3: POVERTY AS A MULTI-DIMENSIONAL CHALLENGE

To understand the daily reality of poverty, the NCERT textbook highlights two typical case studies:
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The Urban Case (Ram Saran)

A 33-year-old daily-wage laborer in a wheat flour mill near Ranchi (Jharkhand). He earns around Rs

1,500 per month when employed, which must support six family members plus his elderly parents in his

home village. He lives in a rented one-room mud hut on the outskirts of the city, his children cannot

attend school, and they face persistent malnutrition.

The Rural Case (Lakha Singh)

A landless laborer belonging to a small village near Meerut (Uttar Pradesh). He does odd jobs for big

farmers. His income is erratic, sometimes earning just Rs 50 for a hard day's work, often paid in kind

(grain or vegetables). His family of eight lives in a kacha hut, lacks access to medical facilities, and

cannot afford basic sanitation or education.

Poverty Beyond Income: Dimensions Looked at by Social Scientists

Poverty is no longer measured solely by low income. Social scientists look at a variety of social indicators to

assess deprivation:

Illiteracy Levels: A lack of basic reading and writing skills reduces employment options.

Malnutrition & Health Risks: Poor health and lack of general resistance leave individuals susceptible to

preventable illnesses.

Lack of Safe Drinking Water & Sanitation: Heightens the spread of diseases and reduces overall well-

being.

Sense of Helplessness: A defining feature of poverty where individuals are ill-treated in factories,

government offices, and public spaces, lacking the agency to change their circumstances.

SECTION 4: POVERTY TRENDS IN INDIA

1. Historical Background

During the British colonial administration, policies disrupted traditional Indian handicrafts, discouraged local

textile manufacturing, and slowed general economic development. This kept growth rates low, while a high

population growth rate resulted in a low per capita income, establishing a cycle of widespread poverty that

persisted after independence.

2. Changes in National Poverty Levels

According to official statistics from the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO):

There has been a substantial decline in national poverty ratios from about 45% in 1993–94 to 37.2% in

2004–05.

The proportion further declined to approximately 22% in 2011–12.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Although the percentage of poor people has dropped significantly, the absolute number of poor individuals

remained high for decades due to population growth.

3. Rural vs. Urban Poverty Split

Rural Poverty: Deeply tied to landlessness, seasonal unemployment, and low agricultural wages.

Urban Poverty: Characterized by casual labor, informal sector employment, overcrowding in urban slums,

and high living costs.

4. Inter-State Disparities

The success rate of reducing poverty varies widely across Indian states:

Highest Poverty Ratios: States like Bihar (33.7%) and Odisha (32.6%) continue to show high poverty

rates.

Successful Reductions:

Punjab and Haryana: Reduced poverty through high agricultural growth rates driven by the Green

Revolution.

Kerala: Focused heavily on human resource development (education and healthcare).

West Bengal: Implemented land reform measures to distribute resources more equitably.

Andhra Pradesh & Tamil Nadu: Reduced poverty through the efficient public distribution of food grains

(PDS).

SECTION 5: VULNERABLE GROUPS

Vulnerability to poverty is determined by the options available to different communities for finding alternative

livelihoods when faced with challenges like natural disasters, economic shifts, or job losses.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 
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                           ┌───────────────────────────────┐
                           │   VULNERABLE GROUPS IN INDIA  │
                           └───────────────┬───────────────┘
                                           │
         ┌─────────────────────────────────┴─────────────────────────────────┐
         ▼                                                                   ▼
┌──────────────────────────────────┐                                
┌──────────────────────────────────┐
│          SOCIAL GROUPS           │                                │         
ECONOMIC GROUPS          │
├──────────────────────────────────┤                                
├──────────────────────────────────┤
│ • Scheduled Tribes (ST)          │                                │ • Rural 
Agricultural Labourers   │
│ • Scheduled Castes (SC)          │                                │ • Urban Casual 
Labour Households │
└──────────────────────────────────┘                                
└──────────────────────────────────┘

Intra-Household Disparities (The Poorest of the Poor)

Even within poor households, resources are not always distributed equally. Women, elderly individuals, and

female infants are often denied equal access to family resources, making them the most vulnerable sub-group

within a poor family.
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SECTION 6: CAUSES OF POVERTY

                                ┌──────────────────────────────────┐
                                │        CAUSES OF POVERTY         │
                                └────────────────┬─────────────────┘
                                                 │

┌───────────────────────────────────────┼───────────────────────────────────────┐
         ▼                                       
▼                                       ▼
┌──────────────────┐                    ┌──────────────────┐                    
┌──────────────────┐
│ 1. HISTORICAL    │                    │ 2. DEMOGRAPHIC   │                    │ 3. 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC│
├──────────────────┤                    ├──────────────────┤                    
├──────────────────┤
│ British colonial │                    │ High population  │                    │ 
Unequal land     │
│ policies ruined  │                    │ growth rates     │                    │ 
distribution,    │
│ traditional craft│                    │ reduce per-capita│                    │ 
social costs, &  │
│ and industries.  │                    │ gains.           │                    │ 
unemployment.    │
└──────────────────┘                    └──────────────────┘                    
└──────────────────┘

Low Economic Growth: Slow growth in the decades following independence restricted employment

generation across the economy.

High Population Growth: Rapid population growth combined with slow economic development kept per

capita income low.

Agricultural Stagnation: The benefits of the Green Revolution were initially limited to certain regions of

India, leaving many rural workers dependent on low-wage seasonal farm work.

Unequal Distribution of Land & Resources: The failure to implement proper land reform policies in

many states left large populations landless.

Social & Cultural Factors: Fulfilling social obligations and participating in religious ceremonies often

require significant expenditure, pushing low-income families into debt.

SECTION 7: ANTI-POVERTY MEASURES

The current anti-poverty strategy of the government rests on two main pillars:

Promotion of Economic Growth

Targeted Anti-Poverty Programmes

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

1. 

2. 
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The Link Between Growth and Poverty Reduction

Economic growth expands opportunities and provides the resources needed to invest in human development.

When the economy grows, it encourages families to send their children to school, expecting better returns

from education.

Major Targeted Government Initiatives (NCERT Schemes)

MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 2005):

Provides 100 days of guaranteed wage employment in a financial year to every rural household whose

adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual work.

One-third (1/3) of the proposed jobs are reserved for women.

If an applicant is not provided employment within 15 days, they are entitled to an unemployment

allowance.

PMRY (Prime Minister Rozgar Yojana, 1993): Aims to create self-employment opportunities for educated

unemployed youth in rural areas and small towns by helping them set up small businesses and industries.

REGP (Rural Employment Generation Programme, 1995): Launched to create self-employment

opportunities specifically in rural areas and small towns.

SGSY (Swarnajayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana, 1999): Aims to bring assisted poor families above the

poverty line by organizing them into Self-Help Groups (SHGs) through a mix of bank credit and

government subsidy.

PMGY (Pradhan Mantri Gramodaya Yojana, 2000): Provides central assistance to states for basic

services such as primary health, elementary education, rural shelter, rural drinking water, and rural

electrification.

SECTION 8: IMPORTANT TERMS & DEFINITIONS

Poverty: A situation where an individual is unable to secure the minimum basic requirements of life,

including food, clothing, and shelter.

Poverty Line: A consumption or income benchmark level used to measure the extent of poverty within a

country.

Calorie Standard (India): The accepted average calorie requirement in India is 2400 calories per person

per day in rural areas and 2100 calories per person per day in urban areas. Rural areas have a higher

requirement due to more intensive physical labor.

Monetary Poverty Threshold (2011–12 Prices): Fixed at Rs 816 per month for rural areas and Rs 1,000

per month for urban areas. The urban threshold is higher due to the higher cost of living and prices in

cities.

NSSO: National Sample Survey Organisation; the official institution responsible for conducting sample

surveys every five years to estimate the poverty line.

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 
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• 
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• 
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Social Exclusion: A process through which individuals or groups are cut off from benefits and social

opportunities enjoyed by the wider society.

Vulnerability: A measure describing the probability of an individual or community becoming or remaining

poor in the near future.

Human Poverty: An expanded view of poverty that focuses on deprivations such as lack of education,

health care, gender equality, and dignity, rather than just income.

SECTION 9: NCERT KEY POINTS

To ensure perfect readiness, review these vital, highly tested concepts:

The poverty line is estimated periodically (normally every 5 years) by conducting sample surveys carried

out by the National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO).

The international poverty line benchmark used by the World Bank represents a uniform standard of

availability equivalent to $1.90 per person per day (in 2011 purchasing power parity terms).

Social exclusion considers poverty as a process where individuals or groups are barred from benefits that

others enjoy. A classic example is the traditional caste system layout.

Poverty estimation downslides show that the vulnerability of slipping into distress is highest among

landless agricultural sectors and informal urban day labor categories.

SECTION 10: TABLES & COMPARISON MATRICES

1. Structural Comparison: Rural Poverty vs. Urban Poverty

Feature Rural Poverty Urban Poverty

Primary

Livelihood Base

Landless agricultural laborers, marginal

farmers, rural artisans.

Casual daily wage laborers, rickshaw

pullers, domestic help, street vendors.

Core Structural

Causes

Landlessness, seasonal nature of farm

work, lack of rural industrialization.

Rural-to-urban migration, lack of formal

jobs, high cost of living in cities.

Housing

Conditions

Kutcha mud houses, straw huts spread

over village areas.

Highly congested slums, temporary

shelters, lack of proper sewage

infrastructure.

Calorie Norm

Target

2400 calories per person per day (higher

physical exertion).

2100 calories per person per day (lower

physical exertion).

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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2. Wage vs Self Employment in Anti-Poverty Measures

Programme

Category
Targeted Focus Primary Mechanism Key NCERT Example

Wage

Employment

Schemes

Instant livelihood security

for unskilled labor.

The state guarantees direct

manual labor jobs and pays

cash wages.

MGNREGA (100 Days

guaranteed

employment)

Self-Employment

Schemes

Building micro-enterprises

and entrepreneurship.

Provides structural bank

credit mixed with government

subsidies.

SGSY (Organizing poor

into Self-Help Groups)

SECTION 11: DIAGRAMS & VISUAL LEARNING NOTES

The Vicious Cycle of Poverty

[Image of the vicious cycle of poverty flowchart] 

                  ┌───────────────────────────────────┐
                  │       LOW INCOME / DEPRIVATION    │
                  └─────────────────┬─────────────────┘
                                    │
                                    ▼
                  ┌───────────────────────────────────┐
                  │   LACK OF FUNDS FOR EDUCATION     │
                  │      AND HEALTH REQUISITES        │
                  └─────────────────┬─────────────────┘
                                    │
                                    ▼
                  ┌───────────────────────────────────┐
                  │    LOW SKILL ACQUISITION AND      │
                  │     REDUCED WORK PRODUCTIVITY     │
                  └─────────────────┬─────────────────┘
                                    │
                                    ▼
                  ┌───────────────────────────────────┐
                  │    UNEMPLOYMENT / LOW WAGES       │
                  │   (Traps the Next Generation)     │
                  └─────────────────┬─────────────────┘
                                    │
                                    └─────────────────┘
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👁️ Visual Learning Tip:

When drawing a poverty  flowchart  in  exams,  represent  it  as a closed loop.  Show how low income

prevents investment in  education and health,  which leads to lower productivity  and lower skill  sets,

ultimately locking individuals back into low-income jobs.

SECTION 12: MEMORY TRICKS

1. Remembering the Targeted Anti-Poverty Schemes

"Poverty Must Run Swiftly, Leaving..."

P ── PMRY (Prime Minister Rozgar Yojana - 1993)

R ── REGP (Rural Employment Generation Programme - 1995)

S ── SGSY (Swarnajayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana - 1999)

M ── MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act - 2005)

2. Remembering the Determinants of the Poverty Line

Remember "F.C.E.M.":

F ── Food and Calorie content requirements.

C ── Clothing and Footwear costs.

E ── Educational necessities.

M ── Medical care allocations.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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SECTION 13: COMMON MISTAKES STUDENTS MAKE

❌ Confusion Between Calorie and Monetary Limits: Students often assume that because rural

areas have a higher calorie requirement (2400 kcal), their monetary threshold must be higher too. 

The Correct Fact: The urban monetary line is higher (Rs 1,000) than the rural line (Rs 816) because

essential goods and services cost more in urban centers. 

❌ Confusing Social Exclusion with Vulnerability:

The Correct Fact: Social Exclusion is the structural process of being shut out from opportunities due to

identity or income. Vulnerability is a forward-looking probability tracking the risk of slipping into or

remaining in poverty. 

❌ Misunderstanding MGNREGA Provisions: Believing that MGNREGA provides jobs to anyone

anywhere in the country automatically. 

The Correct Fact: It guarantees exactly 100 days of manual work per year specifically to rural

households whose adult members volunteer for unskilled labor. 

SECTION 14: QUICK LAST-MINUTE REVISION NOTES

Poverty Core Definition: Inability to secure the basic necessities of life, including food, clothing, and

shelter.

Two Dimensions: Social scientists measure poverty through income/consumption levels alongside social

indicators like illiteracy and social exclusion.

Rural Calorie Norm: 2400 calories per person per day.

Urban Calorie Norm: 2100 calories per person per day.

2011–12 Monetary Thresholds: Rs 816/month (Rural); Rs 1,000/month (Urban).

NSSO Role: Conducts periodic sample surveys every five years to update and calculate poverty

estimates.

Vulnerable Social Groups: Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST).

Vulnerable Economic Groups: Rural agricultural laborers and urban casual laborers.

State Level Highlights: Bihar and Odisha show the highest poverty ratios; Kerala reduced poverty

through education investments; Punjab leveraged agricultural growth.

Two Pillar Strategy: Economic growth promotion combined with targeted programs like MGNREGA.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

CBSE Class 9 Economics — Chapter 3: Poverty as a Challenge 11



SECTION 15: ONE-PAGE SUMMARY

Poverty is  a multi-dimensional  challenge characterized by the inability  to fulfill  basic human survival

needs such as food,  clothing,  shelter,  clean water,  and healthcare.  Social  scientists analyze poverty

through structural lenses like social exclusion and vulnerability, looking beyond basic income to track

indicators such as illiteracy, malnutrition, and a lack of job security. In India, the official poverty line is

estimated  by  the  National  Sample  Survey  Organisation  (NSSO)  through  surveys  that  evaluate  both

calorie consumption and monthly per capita expenditure. Because rural livelihoods require more manual

labor, the rural calorie baseline is set higher (2400 kcal) than the urban baseline (2100 kcal). However,

due to higher costs of living in cities, the urban monetary poverty line is set higher (Rs 1,000) than the

rural line (Rs 816).

The  historical  causes  of  poverty  include  British  colonial  economic  policies  that  disrupted  local

manufacturing, a post-independence mismatch between population growth and economic development,

and unequal land distribution. Poverty reduction has been uneven across states; Punjab and Haryana

leveraged agricultural growth, Kerala invested in education and health, and states like Bihar and Odisha

continue  to  face  higher  poverty  rates.  The  government's  anti-poverty  strategy  combines  broader

economic growth with targeted safety nets like MGNREGA, which guarantees 100 days of manual work

to rural households. Moving forward, the goal is to expand anti-poverty efforts into a broader human

development approach that guarantees education, healthcare, and equal opportunities for all citizens.
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SECTION 16: COMPREHENSIVE CHAPTER MIND MAP

                                 ┌───────────────────────────────┐
                                 │    POVERTY AS A CHALLENGE     │
                                 └───────────────┬───────────────┘
                                                 │

┌───────────────────────────────────────┼───────────────────────────────────────┐
         ▼                                       
▼                                       ▼
┌──────────────────┐                    ┌──────────────────┐                    
┌──────────────────┐
│ 1. MEASUREMENT   │                    │ 2. VULNERABILITIES│                    │ 3. 
REMEDIAL ACTS │
├──────────────────┤                    ├──────────────────┤                    
├──────────────────┤
│ • NSSO Surveys   │                    │ • Social: SC & ST│                    │ • 
Growth Push:   │
│ • Rural: 2400 kcal│                    │   households.    │                    │   
Opens market   │
│   (Rs 816/month) │                    │ • Economic: Rural│                    │   
opportunities. │
│ • Urban: 2100 kcal│                    │   farmhands,     │                    │ • 
MGNREGA: 100   │
│   (Rs 1,000/mo)  │                    │   urban casual   │                    │   
days guaranteed│
│ • Indicators:    │                    │   laborers.      │                    │   
manual work.   │
│   Illiteracy &   │                    │ • Internal: Women│                    │ • 
PMGY: Basic    │
│   social gaps.   │                    │   and elderly.   │                    │   
rural services.│
└──────────────────┘                    └──────────────────┘                    
└──────────────────┘

SECTION 17: EXAM TIPS

Learn the Calorie and Income Figures: Expect questions on why rural areas have higher calorie

requirements while urban areas have higher monetary thresholds. Memorize these specific numbers

(2400/2100 kcal and Rs 816/Rs 1,000).

Memorize Scheme Launch Years and Objectives: When discussing government anti-poverty programs,

write down the full name of the scheme alongside its primary objective to maximize marks.

Analyze State-Level Differences: Be prepared to explain how specific states successfully reduced

poverty (e.g., Kerala via human capital, Punjab via agriculture, West Bengal via land reforms). Mentioning

these specific strategies helps demonstrate a thorough understanding of the material.

• 

• 

• 
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