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War on Poverty in the early 1960s, the media focused on White rural America, but 
as the civil rights movement began to build in the mid-1960s, the media turned their 
attention to urban poverty, and the racial character of poverty coverage changed. 
Between 1965 and 1967, sensationalized portrayals of Black poverty were used to 
depict the waste, inefficiency, or abuse of the welfare system, whereas positive cov-
erage of poverty was more likely to include pictures and portrayals of Whites. After 
1967 and for most of the following three decades, larger proportions of Blacks 
appeared in news coverage of most poverty topics. “Black faces are unlikely to be 
found in media stories on the most sympathetic subgroups of the poor, just as they 
are comparatively absent from media coverage of poverty during times of height-
ened sympathy for the poor” (Gilens 1999:132). According to Gilens, this exag-
gerated link between Blacks and poverty is a serious obstacle to public support for 
antipoverty programs.

A review of all sociological perspectives is presented in Table 2.4. 

Functionalist Conflict/Feminist Interactionist

Explanations of social 
class and poverty

Inequality is inevitable and 
emerges from the social 
structure.

Poverty serves a social 
function.

Inequality is systematically 
maintained by those trying 
to preserve their class 
advantage.

Class is based on multiple 
dimensions—income, 
wealth, prestige, and power.

Welfare bureaucracies 
represent important 
interest groups that 
influence the creation and 
implementation of welfare 
policies.

Each social class has a 
specific set of norms, values, 
and beliefs.

Poverty is a learned 
phenomenon based on 
a “culture of poverty” 
that encourages and 
perpetuates poverty.

The public’s perception of 
the welfare system and of 
welfare recipients is shaped 
by the media, political 
groups, and stereotypes.

Questions asked 
about social class and 
poverty

What are the functions and 
dysfunctions of inequality?

What portions of society 
benefit from poverty?

What powerful interest 
groups determine class 
inequalities?

How do our welfare policies 
reflect specific political, 
economic, and social 
interest groups?

Is poverty learned behavior?

How are our perceptions of 
the poor determined by the 
media, news reports, and 
politicians?

Has society created two 
images—the deserving 
versus the undeserving 
poor?

Are these images accurate?

Table 2.4  Summary of sociological perspectives: Inequalities based on social class


