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many of the poor are left homeless. They live in aban-
doned buildings or sleep in unlocked autos, on park 
benches, under bridges, on beaches, or anywhere they 
can stretch out and hope not to be attacked or harassed. 
In the United States, cities such as Houston, Los Angeles, 
Washington, DC, and New York try to cope with the 
homeless by setting up sanitary facilities and temporary 
shelters, especially in bad weather. Cities also rely on 
religious and civic organizations to run soup kitchens 
and shelters.

In 2013, 6.3 million children under the age of 5 died. In 
almost half (45%) of those deaths, malnutrition was an 
underlying cause (World Health Organization 2014b). 
Extreme poverty has fallen (almost in half) over the past 
couple of decades, but the figures are still staggering. In 
2013, 10.7 percent of the world’s population lived on less 
than $1.90 a day (World Bank 2017). Children raised in 
families with the lowest incomes grow up in poverty, with 
lack of electricity, clean water, education, sanitation, 
health care, and adequate food. They die of preventable 
diseases.

In some areas of the world, such as India and sub- 
Saharan Africa, the situation is particularly desperate,  
and many families are starving. At daybreak, a cart tra-
verses the city of Kolkata (Calcutta), India, picking up bod-
ies of diseased and starved homeless people who have died 
on the streets during the night. Mother Teresa, who won 
the Nobel Peace Prize for her work with those in dire pov-
erty, established a home in India where these people could 
die with dignity. She also founded an orphanage for chil-
dren who would otherwise wander the streets begging or 
lie on the sidewalk dying. The micro- and meso-level 
efforts of Mother Teresa and her fellow Missionaries of 
Charity are noble but only a small bandage on a massive 
macro-level social problem.

What group of people is lower on the social hierarchy 
than those living in the street? That would be slaves. It 
may surprise you to know that slavery—when an individ-
ual or a family is bound in servitude as the property of a 
person or household, bought and sold, and forced to 
work—is alive and flourishing around the world (Free the 
Slaves 2015). An estimated 21 to 36 million people, mostly 
women and children from poor families in poor countries, 
are slaves, auctioned off or lured into slavery each year by 
gangs, pimps, and cross-border syndicates to work in 
forced labor or prostitution, as child soldiers or brides in 
forced marriages, or as children working on plantations or 
in factories (Free the Slaves 2015). Slavery caught  
the world’s attention in April 2014 when the terrorist  

organization Boko Haram kidnapped close to 300 Nigerian 
schoolgirls to sell into slavery and give to men as wives. 
The group argues that women are the property of men and 
instruments of reproduction; girls, according to Boko 
Haram, should not receive an education, especially not a 
Western education.
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The United States does not have royalty with inherited thrones and 
titles. However, it does have enormous gaps in wealth, with some 
people living in splendor and luxury beyond the imagination of the 
average citizen.

New York, like most cities, has a large homeless population. This 
person seeks shelter, and some sleep in a New York subway station.
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