Assignment Guide for Chapter 8

‘The way to tackle ill health is first to tackle poverty’. Explain and discuss this view.

This question falls into two distinct parts. Your first task is to explain the quote in the title. There are two steps in doing this: first, to show why anyone might think that there is a link between poverty and ill health and, second, why, if there is such a link, it is thought to be causal – i.e., that poverty causes ill health. The second half of the question asks you to discuss this view. To do this you will need to consider the evidence for a link between poverty and ill health and then consider the various competing theories of health, which would argue for different strategies in tackling ill health.

Ill health is not distributed evenly through the population. Chapter 8 considers the relationship between morbidity and mortality (see page 272 for an explanation of these terms) and three main dimensions of social inequality: social class, gender and ethnicity. There is plenty of evidence in these sections which shows health inequalities: your task is to select from this material and link it to the concept of poverty (remember, poverty is the key word in the title). The class section is the one that most obviously seems to be relevant, but if you read the gender and ethnicity sections carefully you will see that these dimensions of inequality are also linked by some commentators to the unequal distribution of material rewards. In writing this section you will have the opportunity to practise putting into your own words information that is presented in the book in the form of diagrams and charts.

There is clearly a link between material inequalities and ill health in which the poorer groups suffer higher levels of ill health – but does this mean that tackling poverty is the way to tackle ill health? Competing explanations of the nature of this link lead to different policy proposals. Two main types of explanation are considered: the materialist or environmental and the cultural and behavioural. Of these, the quote in the essay’s title would be supported by the materialist or environmental approach.

What, though, of the other explanations? You are now in a position to discuss and evaluate the materialist view. In effect, you will be judging it against other possible explanations of ill health and seeing which fits the evidence best. It would be worthwhile to look at the currently popular idea that social cohesion rather than absolute wealth is the key to understanding and preventing ill health: this is explained in the section on pages 279–80.

You could now look at the strategies that have been adopted by various governments in tackling ill health. The approach taken by the New Labour government since 1997 is particularly interesting as it includes both material and cultural elements. In doing this, remember that policy is made not only on the basis if a dispassionate assessment of the evidence, but also in the light of political ideologies, electoral strategies and balancing the interests of various powerful groups in society.

It would be difficult to draw a hard and fast conclusion about the level of causality in the relationship between poverty and ill health from the evidence you have available. In your conclusion you will need to look back over the essay, summarize the key headline points that you have made and make some tentative suggestions about the plausibility of the claim.

