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Abstract		
The concept of a “culture of poverty” has often been used to explain persistent deprivation in marginalized urban communities. This literature review critically evaluates the concept and contrasts it with structural explanations. It finds the culture of poverty thesis fundamentally flawed. The argument relies on sweeping generalizations, essentializes diverse communities, and reverses causality by portraying rational adaptations to harsh constraints as independent cultural causes. By emphasizing values and attitudes, it risks blaming disadvantaged groups while obscuring deeper determinants. In contrast, structural perspectives offer a more convincing framework. Urban poverty is primarily produced and sustained by material conditions and unequal power relations. These include precarious labor markets, unequal access to housing and education, weak social protection systems, and political marginalization. Practices observed within poor communities are better understood as adaptive responses to structural constraints rather than as a self-perpetuating cultural syndrome. A credible analysis of urban poverty therefore requires transforming the economic, spatial, and political structures that restrict opportunities and life chances for marginalized populations.
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Introduction
Understanding poverty has evolved from a merely income-centered definition toward a more complex conception that encompasses social, political, and cultural dimensions. A long-standing academic debate centers on the root causes of persistent poverty, particularly within dense urban environments. One of the most provocative and controversial concepts to emerge to explain persistent poverty is the notion of the "culture of poverty." This concept proposes that poverty is not just a material condition but also a system of adaptation involving values, beliefs, and behavioral patterns transmitted across generations. This cultural system, according to this view, internalizes limitations and generates attitudes of fatalism, a present-oriented time perspective, and dependency that ultimately hinder upward social mobility. Consequently, poverty is viewed as something maintained by the internal logic of the poor community itself, becoming a barrier to external change efforts. This approach seeks to understand the lived experience from within how individuals make sense of and navigate their daily world of poverty. The psychological condition of communities facing this era of rapid social change fundamentally demands profound attention from various scientific perspectives (Darmawan et al., 2021).
Marginal urban communities often serve as the locus classicus for observations and debates regarding the culture of poverty. These environments, such as slums or suburban shantytowns, are characterized by high population density, limited access to basic services, tenure insecurity, and involvement in the informal economy. These crowded environmental conditions frequently trigger manifest food insecurity for poor households in urban areas (Mahmudah, 2021), which is further exacerbated by patterns of social segregation and uneven urban spatial planning (Fauzi, 2021). Within such spaces, the pressure to survive is constant and immediate. The adaptive patterns that develop in response to these pressures such as resource sharing within extended family networks, flexibility in employment relations, and short-term subsistence strategies can be interpreted from the outside as distinctive cultural characteristics. These patterns shape the structure of daily life and frame the choices available to community members. The core issue is whether these adaptive patterns reflect a coherent, independent culture that causes poverty, or whether they represent rational and flexible responses to structural conditions that extremely restrict options and opportunities.
The concept of the culture of poverty gained traction due to its apparent ability to explain why poverty alleviation programs often fail to achieve sustainable results. If poverty is embedded within values and attitudes, then material interventions such as financial assistance or infrastructure improvements may prove insufficient. Change must occur at the psychological and cultural levels, which are far more difficult domains for public policy to intervene in. This view, however, has been fiercely criticized for its tendency to blame the victim and ignore the much larger external forces that shape the lives of the poor. Critics emphasize that what is labeled as "culture" is frequently a necessary coping strategy to deal with economic exclusion, racial or ethnic discrimination, and unequal access to education and the labor market. From this perspective, the observed behavior is a consequence of structural poverty, not its cause. This factor of structural inequality has historically been rooted in past governance issues that possess long-lasting impacts on public social disparity (Gani, 2022).
To understand this dynamics more clearly, it is important to carefully examine life within the marginal urban communities themselves. How do their inhabitants perceive their future? How do they make decisions regarding education, employment, and family? In contemporary society, patterns of human relationships in urban areas have indeed undergone many dynamic changes (Irfan & Al Hakim, 2022), including a shift in the authority of norms and obligations within the family institution itself (Rejeki, 2024). How do social networks function as both capital and liability? Diligent observations can reveal a vast diversity in aspirations and strategies, even within environments that externally appear homogeneous. Some families may demonstrate a powerful commitment to their children's education as a way out, while others may rely on community solidarity to confront uncertainty. Some individuals may engage in informal economic activities with the hope of saving and growing, whereas others may see little opportunity for progress. This variation indicates that generalizing about a single, monolithic "culture" is excessive and potentially misleading.
This study attempts to navigate these difficult questions by critically examining the body of literature on the culture of poverty in relation to marginal urban communities. The objective is to evaluate whether the concept functions as a valid explanatory tool for understanding the persistence of poverty, or whether it is instead a myth that oversimplifies complex realities and ultimately undermines effective policy efforts. In doing so, this study seeks to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between individual agency, cultural practices, and broader economic-political structures in producing and reproducing urban inequality. Efforts toward inclusive urban planning currently face massive challenges in building social cohesion amidst high urbanization flows (Mardikaningsih, 2021). Therefore, sustainability policies implemented by the government are required to accommodate every social change to remain relevant and equitable for the public (Halizah & Mardikaningsih, 2022).
The core debate revolves around the issue of agency versus structure. On one side, proponents of the culture of poverty notion emphasize that learned values and attitudes hinder social mobility. They may point to patterns such as a distrust of formal institutions, a preference for immediate gratification over long-term investment, or divergent family norms as evidence of an independent cultural system that perpetuates poverty. The problem is that this explanation frequently blurs the line between adaptation and pathology, with the risk of stigmatizing entire communities by implying that their way of life is flawed and the primary cause of their own suffering. Such erroneous social stigmas within society often become a major barrier to the recovery process of marginal groups (Aisyah & Issalillah, 2022). This creates a narrative that can be used to justify cuts to social programs or paternalistic interventions, under the pretext that the poor need their culture "changed" first before they can be lifted out of poverty.
On the other hand, critics argue that the focus on culture diverts attention from the true causes of poverty, namely systemic structural inequality. The primary issue from this perspective is that what is labeled as a culture of poverty is actually a series of rational responses to extreme constraints. When stable employment is unavailable, the informal economy and subsistence strategies become the only viable choices. This reliance on the informal sector reflects the high vulnerability of workers' positions within the urban governance system (Mahmudah, 2022). When public education systems fail, expectations for mobility through schooling grow dim. When safe and affordable housing does not exist, informal settlements are the only solution. Under these circumstances, behavior that appears "not oriented toward the future" or indicative of "dependency" may represent a realistic assessment of existing opportunities. The core problem is that cultural explanations tend to ignore these material realities and thereby obstruct policies aimed at altering the structure of inequality itself.
The question of the culture of poverty gains new resonance amidst rising economic inequality in many global cities and the persistence of pockets of urban poverty. Within a political climate where narratives of personal responsibility and self-reliance are often dominant, explanations that blame the culture of the poor for their condition can gain popular traction. This renders a critical academic examination of the concept highly indispensable. By testing its claims against empirical evidence and contemporary social theories, this study can help counter dangerous oversimplifications that can shape detrimental public policies. In today's global era, the role of the media is also immense in shaping public opinion, which carries implications for the course of democracy (Khayru et al., 2024). An accurate understanding of urban poverty dynamics is a prerequisite for designing effective and equitable interventions. Such interventions encompass addressing environmental issues as well as enforcing just laws for all layers of citizens (Nuraini et al., 2021).
In addition, advancements in social theory, such as the capability approach and the focus on the agency of the poor, offer alternative frameworks for understanding persistent poverty. This study is essential to synthesize these insights and assess whether the concept of the culture of poverty still retains any analytical value, or whether it should be abandoned entirely in favor of explanations that are more structural and power-based. By re-examining this classic debate through a contemporary lens, this study can contribute to theoretical advancements within urban sociology and development studies, while providing conceptual clarity for researchers and practitioners working in the field of poverty alleviation. Alongside this, urban living spaces also greatly influence patterns of social relationships and public health conditions in general (Warin, 2022). Consequently, the active involvement of citizens and community-based social support serve as highly necessary strategic steps in managing various social issues within the surrounding environment (Zulkarnain et al., 2021). This effort aligns with strengthening public political participation in safeguarding democracy (Rojak et al., 2021), managing harmonious teamwork (Al-Hakim & Irfan, 2024), formulating management policies that respect cultural diversity (Hariani & Halizah, 2024), and maintaining the existence of local traditions amidst the flow of urban modernity (Amri & Khayru, 2022).
This research aims to conduct a critical literature review that evaluates the validity and utility of the "culture of poverty" concept in understanding the lives of urban marginal communities. Specifically, this study seeks to: first, analyze the core claims of the culture of poverty theory and the mechanisms it proposes for the perpetuation of poverty; and second, contrast these cultural explanations with alternative explanations that focus on structural, economic, and political factors. The expected theoretical contribution is a clear synthesis regarding the analytical boundaries of the culture of poverty concept and advocacy for a more comprehensive framework that integrates cultural agency with structural determinants. Practically, this study aims to provide a conceptual foundation that can inform the design of urban poverty alleviation policies that avoid the trap of blaming the victim and instead target the transformation of material conditions and power relations that create and sustain poverty.

Method
This research is conducted through a qualitative literature study method designed to explore, analyze, and synthesize various theoretical perspectives and empirical findings regarding the concept of the culture of poverty. The qualitative approach was chosen due to its alignment with the research objectives, which are exploratory, interpretive, and critical of conceptual constructions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This method allows the researcher to delve into the complexity of academic debates, understand the nuances of different arguments, and build a coherent analytical narrative regarding the development and critique of an idea. Unlike quantitative meta-analysis, a qualitative literature study such as this focuses on a deep understanding of the meanings, assumptions, and implications embedded in academic texts, rather than aggregating numerical data. This is crucial for a value-laden topic like the culture of poverty, where understanding how the concept is used and critiqued is as important as its empirical claims.
The implementation procedure of this study follows systematic stages to ensure the breadth and depth of the analysis. The first stage is an extensive literature search using major academic databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, and Sage Journals. Search keywords include "culture of poverty", "urban marginality", "structural poverty", "blaming the victim", as well as related terms such as "adaptive strategies" and "persistent deprivation". The search focused on seminal works that popularized the concept as well as critical articles and responses published within the relevant timeframe. The collected sources were then selected based on their relevance to the research problem, journal reputation, and widespread use in academic discussions. Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis techniques adapted for document studies (Bowen, 2009). After repeated in-depth readings, the texts were coded to identify key themes such as "claimed cultural characteristics", "intergenerational transmission mechanisms", "structural critiques", and "adaptation strategies versus pathology". These themes were then organized and compared to construct a discussion that addresses the research questions. This analysis process is reflective and iterative, allowing the researcher to identify relationships between different arguments and assess the strengths and weaknesses of each perspective in explaining the reality of urban poverty.

Result and Discussion
Testing Cultural Claims: A Critical Analysis of the Culture of Poverty Concept
The concept of the culture of poverty emerged as an effort to explain the failure of various post-war development programs to sustainably lift up urban poor communities. In line with this phenomenon, Irfan and Al Hakim (2022) note that the dynamics of human relationships within contemporary societal environments do tend to become increasingly complex. The core argument posits that once material poverty persists long enough, it gives rise to a distinctive system of psychological and cultural adaptation. This system then becomes independent, is transmitted to children through family socialization, and acts as an internal barrier to social mobility even when external economic opportunities improve. This concept shifts the explanatory focus from unequal economic structures to the characteristics and choices of the poor themselves. It proposes that certain values, attitudes, and behavioral patterns such as apathy, fatalism, the inability to delay gratification, and distrust toward institutions are not merely responses to deprivation, but have become active causes that perpetuate the condition. Consequently, poverty is viewed as a cycle maintained from within, where inherited mindsets and lifestyles leave individuals ill-prepared to seize opportunities that may arise.
The primary claim of this approach is the existence of a coherent and consistent set of cultural characteristics among urban poor populations. These characteristics frequently include a present-oriented time perspective, where long-term planning is deemed unrealistic or irrelevant compared to the immediate pressures of meeting daily needs. This is linked to seemingly irrational spending patterns, such as the purchase of conspicuous consumer goods during temporary times of abundance while basic needs might be neglected. Another claim concerns family structure, where female-dominated households, unstable marriages, and early onset of sexual relationships are considered norms that undermine stability and emotional support. In the realm of work, it is argued that there is a tendency to avoid stable, structured employment, preferring informal or sporadic jobs that provide immediate freedom despite being insecure. Fundamentally, Hariani and Al Hakim (2022) suggest that the action patterns taken by these community groups reflect a form of self-adjustment to environmental situations. Collectively, these characteristics are depicted as a syndrome forming a "way of life" distinct from mainstream society.
The mechanism of intergenerational transmission is a vital pillar of this argument, illustrating how social and economic patterns are inherited within a community. The culture of poverty, as a concept, is said to be reproduced primarily within the household through parenting and daily interactions that serve as the medium for primary socialization (Wilson, 2012). Children raised in these environments are presumed to internalize values and expectations shaped by their parents' experiences, thereby passing down pre-existing norms (Lareau, 2011). They learn that the world is an unpredictable and hostile place, that hard work does not always pay off, and that reliance on immediate family networks is the only guarantee of security (Small et al., 2010). This socialization restricts aspirations and shapes cognitive schemas that filter out new opportunities as inaccessible or worthless, ultimately influencing their behavior and life choices. Schools, as institutions that often reflect middle-class values, become arenas of conflict where values and behaviors learned at home clash with the demands for discipline, deferred gratification, and academic achievement set by the educational system (Carter, 2005). Failure in school is then frequently viewed as further evidence of cultural incompatibility, thereby reinforcing the belief that escaping poverty through education is merely an illusion, and ultimately strengthening long-standing cycles of inequality.
The first fundamental weakness of this construction lies in its methodology. Many early descriptions of the culture of poverty originated from selective and interpretive ethnographic observations, often lacking systematic comparisons with non-poor groups or adequate recognition of the internal diversity within poor communities. Broad generalizations were made from small and potentially unrepresentative samples, ignoring the existence of poor families who demonstrate a future-oriented outlook, a commitment to education, and family stability. This tendency to homogenize community characteristics fundamentally overlooks the internal psychological factors that trigger real individual actions (Nuraini et al., 2022). By categorizing a diverse set of behaviors as a single, coherent "culture," this concept engages in essentialism, assuming that highly diverse groups possess fixed and uniform traits. This dismisses individual agency and strategies in responding to their circumstances, as well as variations caused by factors such as ethnicity, religion, and migratory history.
Deeper conceptual critiques challenge the proposed causal logic. Rather than proving that certain values cause poverty, substantial evidence indicates that what are labeled as cultural characteristics are more accurately viewed as consequences of harsh material conditions. A present-oriented time perspective, for instance, is a rational response to extreme economic uncertainty. Therefore, Gautama and Mardikaningsih (2022) assert that efforts to alter habits at the community level require targeted social education. When livelihoods depend on erratic daily labor, investing in a highly uncertain future is an unaffordable luxury. Consumption behaviors that appear extravagant during temporary times of abundance can be understood as efforts to secure dignity and momentary enjoyment in a chronically deprived life, or as a form of social investment in exchange networks vital for surviving hard times. Thus, such behavior is an adaptation to constraints, not an independent cause of them.
Claims regarding family structure are equally problematic. Noting a high proportion of female-headed households in slums is not equivalent to proving that this structure is a damaging cultural choice. More frequently, it is a consequence of structural factors such as male labor migration, high mortality rates, partner abandonment, or the economic inability of men to fulfill traditional provider roles. Much like negative prejudices within households that often threaten the comfort of their members (Zahid et al., 2022), stigmatizing marginal families as pathological also ignores their resilience. Furthermore, marriage and sexual relationship patterns cannot be uncoupled from limited access to education, reproductive healthcare services, and bleak economic prospects that make establishing stable traditional families difficult.
Assumptions about attitudes toward work within the culture of poverty concept often fail to understand the economic logic of the informal sector. The choice to engage in freelance work or micro-enterprises is not a rejection of stable employment, but is frequently the only option available amidst structural unemployment and discrimination within the formal labor market. This dilemmatic reality reveals a strong friction between individual freedom and collective responsibility in social life (Saputra & Darmawan, 2021). Ultimately, the informal sector offers the flexibility required to manage caregiving responsibilities and other uncertainties, albeit at the expense of security and benefits. Characterizing these limited rational choices as a cultural tendency toward laziness or lack of discipline is a highly misleading and demeaning oversimplification.
Another central problem is that the culture of poverty concept tends to obscure the distinction between functional adaptation and destructive pathology. Many practices labeled as part of a culture of poverty such as resource sharing within extended networks, improvisation, and community solidarity are actually vital survival mechanisms and sources of social resilience. For the potential of this social capital to endure, Halizah and Mardikaningsih (2022) remind us of the importance of public policies that are adaptive to social change. By labeling these practices as part of a poverty syndrome, the concept risks undermining these valuable social resources. This approach fails to see that these very same practices, in a different environment with greater opportunities, could become assets for social mobility. The issue lies not within the culture itself, but in the mismatch between available cultural resources and the opportunity structures in the broader society.
The political and moral implications of this concept are deeply problematic. By locating the causes of poverty within the cultural characteristics of the poor, the concept clears the path for policies that blame the victim. If the problem resides in values and attitudes, then solutions can be focused on "fixing" the poor through motivational training programs, parenting education, or other behavioral interventions, while ignoring broader structural reforms such as job creation, decent housing, or social protection. In relation to this, Hariani and Halizah (2024) emphasize that formulating ideal community management policies must always take into account the diversity of backgrounds. This is crucial so that regulations do not merely function to justify cuts to social assistance or demand compliance with middle-class norms as a prerequisite for receiving aid. Consequently, the concept is not only a weak analytical tool but also potentially serves as an ideological instrument that perpetuates inequality by disguising its structural roots.
The cultural approach also tends to overlook the roles of power and agency in shaping narratives about poverty. This concept is partially constructed from an outsider's perspective researchers, policymakers, social workers who possess the power to define and categorize the lives of others. Within the context of governing community issues, Zulkarnain et al. (2021) suggest the importance of actively involving citizens through participatory practices for external programs to operate effectively. Unfortunately, little attention is paid to how the poor themselves understand and give meaning to their experiences, or to the active strategies they employ to challenge, negotiate, or alter their conditions. By centering attention on a "culture" that seemingly determines action, the concept underestimates the capacity for reflection, resistance, and change among the poor. It depicts a static and deterministic world that does not align with the actual dynamics and diversity observed within marginalized urban communities.
The resilience of this concept despite being heavily criticized reveals more about the psychological and political needs of wealthier societies than about the actual reality of poverty itself. The culture of poverty concept offers a convenient and seemingly profound explanation that absolves the broader society and its institutions of responsibility for structural injustice. As a solution-oriented step, Mardikaningsih and Hariani (2021) assert the need for a solid balance between economic, social, and environmental aspects in public policy. This balance is crucial so that governments do not merely transform political and economic problems into subjective moral and psychological issues. In this sense, the concept itself can be viewed as a cultural construction a myth that fulfills a specific social function by framing poverty as a consequence of personal deficiency rather than collective failure.
The culture of poverty concept, although attempting to provide a psychological explanation for the persistence of poverty, contains fundamental flaws that undermine its analytical value. Its claims regarding a coherent set of cultural characteristics rely on overgeneralizations and essentialism, ignoring the diversity and agency within poor communities. Its causal logic is reversed, misinterpreting rational adaptations to extreme constraints as independent causes of those constraints. Amidst this urban uncertainty, Warin (2022) adds that the characteristics of the living environment are indeed closely linked to the social determinants of its population's well-being. Consequently, this concept fails to distinguish between functional survival strategies and actual pathology, and its political implications tend to blame the victim and divert attention from the structural causes of poverty. As a primary explanatory framework for understanding persistent urban poverty, the concept of the culture of poverty is more of a misleading myth than an accurate description of reality.

Beyond Culture: Material and Political Structures as the Dominant Explanation
Once inadequate cultural explanations are set aside, the true face of persistent urban poverty becomes far clearer when viewed through the lens of material conditions and power relations that shape the living spaces of marginal communities. Structural explanations argue that the adaptive patterns, life choices, and limitations observed within poor environments are directly and primarily the product of individual and group locations within the economic hierarchy, their unequal access to resources, and how they are positioned by state and market policies. This framework does not deny the existence of divergent values or practices, but it rejects the notion that these serve as independent causal forces. In this context, Rojak et al. (2012a) explain that rapid urbanization dynamics have historically often incorporated urban poverty patterns that demand structural preventive implications. Instead, this approach centers attention on how restrictive external structures actively generate and confine the space for human agency, thereby forming a way of life that appears distinctive from the outside. A vital starting point is the recognition that poverty is not a natural or neutral state, but rather the result of long-standing historical processes of resource distribution, exclusion, and marginalization.
The labor market provides the clearest example of how broader material structures directly shape the realm of possibilities and individual life strategies. In many cities, the formal economy experiences non-inclusive growth, failing to create sufficient employment or offer living wages for populations with certain educational and skill levels—a phenomenon known as jobless growth (Kalleberg, 2011). This results in what is termed structural unemployment, where a large segment of the workforce cannot find jobs that match their skills or sustain a decent standard of living (Standing, 2011). In response to this formal market failure, the informal economy expands rapidly and becomes the primary shelter for those cast aside, yet this sector is characterized by working conditions that are far from ideal (Chen, 2012). Labor within the informal sector is fundamentally marked by extreme insecurity, the absence of contracts or legal protections, low wages frequently paid in cash, and long, irregular working hours. Within such an entirely uncertain economic environment, long-term planning becomes materially impossible. Erratic and unpredictable daily or weekly incomes necessitate a continuous focus on meeting the most urgent needs, spending money when it is available, and developing networks of reciprocity and mutual dependence to survive periods of hardship. Arifin and Darmawan (2022) suggest that an adaptive approach in crisis management is crucial for both individuals and organizations to navigate extreme economic uncertainties of this nature. Consequently, what may appear from the outside as a life attitude oriented only toward the present or a lack of future vision is, in essence, frequently a rational economic imperative imposed by an unstable labor market structure that fails to provide basic guarantees for a dignified life.
Access to housing and land constitutes another highly decisive structural dimension. Marginal urban communities are frequently concentrated within informal settlements, urban villages (kampung kota), or neglected public housing projects. These residential conditions are characterized by high density, deficient infrastructure (such as sanitation, clean water, and electricity), and a constant insecurity of tenure. Fauzi (2022) cautions that the phenomenon of gentrification within urban renewal projects often worsens the marginalization of these low-income communities through the slow eviction from their living spaces. The threat of displacement looms large over many households, rendering long-term investments in home improvements far too risky. Cramped and uncomfortable living spaces restrict privacy, heighten family tensions, and limit opportunities for children to study or play safely. Furthermore, the location of these settlements is often geographically marginalized, far removed from urban centers where employment and services are situated. Examined from the perspective of daily mobility, Wisnujati and Mardikaningsih (2021) demonstrate that the phenomenon of urban sprawl and the high mobility of suburbanites gradually impose financial burdens while simultaneously affecting the social cohesion of the community. High transportation costs and lengthy commuting times become additional burdens that reduce net income and the time available for families. Consequently, the physical space itself functions as a mechanism that maintains poverty, restricting mobility and opportunities through tangible material barriers.
The public education system, which is supposed to serve as the primary pathway for social mobility, frequently reproduces inequality rather than correcting it. Schools in impoverished areas are typically under-resourced, maintain high student-teacher ratios, and are staffed by teachers who may be undermotivated or overextended. The curriculum and teaching methodologies may lack relevance to the lived experiences of children from marginal communities, creating an unnecessary cultural gap. More importantly, economic pressures on poor households mean that children may be expected to work, care for siblings, or assist in family enterprises, which disrupts their school attendance and concentration. Within this challenging environment, Rojak and Darmawan (2012b) emphasize the importance of understanding the dynamics of diverse ethnic and gender backgrounds so that institutional management can operate inclusively. When a child fails within such a system, that failure cannot be attributed solely to family values that do not support education. It is instead the result of a dual system: a school system that fails to provide equitable educational quality, and the material conditions of the family that render full participation in education difficult. This failure subsequently leads to low qualifications, which further restricts access to the formal labor market, thereby completing the structural cycle.
Access to healthcare services and social protection represents another area where material inequalities carry a direct impact. Residents of marginal communities often rely on public health facilities that are understaffed and under-resourced, or on more affordable informal practitioners. Poor health, induced by an unsanitary living environment, malnutrition, and chronic stress, can diminish work productivity and escalate household expenditures. As part of organizing a healthy environment, Dahar et al. (2022) argue that the presence of urban forests holds a key role in improving the quality of the living environment and reducing stress in densely populated areas. Without an adequate social safety net such as universal health insurance, unemployment benefits, or pensions a single episode of serious illness can devastate an already fragile family economy. The absence of these support systems forces households to rely on informal survival strategies, such as borrowing at high interest rates or depending on family networks, which can trap them in debt and dependency. Thus, the lack of state welfare infrastructure is not a passive background, but an active force that keeps families vulnerable and impedes asset accumulation.
Power relations and political processes are highly critical in explaining why these material conditions persist. Marginalized communities often possess minimal political influence. They are frequently underrepresented within governing institutions, or their interests are overshadowed by those of property developers, businesses, and other elite groups in the competition for urban spaces and public budgets. Within this situation of inequality, the manifestation of effective public-service-oriented leadership becomes the primary instrument required to bridge the aspirations of marginalized citizens (Rojak, 2021). Urban policies ranging from spatial planning and zoning regulations to law enforcement and service delivery frequently reflect the priorities and values of more powerful groups. This can lead to the systematic neglect of impoverished settlements, forced evictions for lucrative development projects, or the criminalization of informal livelihoods. This political marginalization ensures that disadvantageous material structures remain unaltered, as those who suffer the most from them possess the least capability to demand change through official channels.
Globalization and neoliberal economic restructuring have deepened many of these structural pressures. Policies such as trade liberalization, deregulation, and cuts to public spending have frequently eroded stable urban manufacturing bases, driven the growth of low-wage and informal service sectors, and reduced the state's capacity to provide social housing, quality education, and healthcare. Highly mobile capital flows mean that investment decisions affecting local employment are often made far from the impacted communities, with little accountability. Within this context, the economic vulnerability of marginal communities is not an anomaly, but rather an integrated feature of a specific economic development model. Consequently, Rizky and Udjari (2021) remind us of the necessity to reflect upon social welfare theory as a solid juridical foundation in formulating any sustainable public policy. The structural explanation thus connects the local conditions of poor communities with economic processes and policies at national and global levels.
The structural explanation also provides a richer understanding of the diversity of experiences within poverty itself. Not everyone in an impoverished environment responds to the same constraints in an identical manner. Differences in human capital (such as education or health levels), social capital (networks and connections), and personal agency produce a variety of strategies and outcomes. Rejeki (2021) in her study confirms that the formation of social networks in urban areas often grows organically through communities based on shared interests, which subsequently become varied social cushions for their members. Some families may succeed in sending their children to higher education through immense sacrifices, while others may not. Some individuals may establish successful micro-enterprises, whereas others remain trapped in subsistence labor. This variation demonstrates that when opportunities are extremely limited, success or failure frequently depends on a combination of luck, perseverance, and access to scarce resources, rather than a homogeneous culture. The structural explanation accommodates this diversity by showing how different constraints affect different households, while still recognizing that the playing field itself is highly uneven.
Compared to cultural explanations, the structural framework aligns more closely with the evidence of historical change. When material conditions alter dramatically for instance, through comprehensive land redistribution programs, massive investments in public education, or the expansion of stable industrial employment the behavioral patterns and aspirations historically attributed to a "culture of poverty" often shift rapidly. Rojak et al. (2012a) also emphasize that comprehensive structural interventions have historically proven far more effective in altering the map of urban social vulnerability than merely waiting for cultural adaptation. This demonstrates that such behaviors are not deeply embedded within an independent value system, but are highly responsive to changes in material opportunities and constraints. The history of mass social mobility shows that when the structure of opportunity expands, previously impoverished individuals are both capable and willing to adopt practices associated with upward mobility, such as investing in education and long-term planning.
The structural explanation also avoids the pitfall of blaming the victim, shifting the analysis to the arena where collective change and policy can be implemented. Rather than asking "What is wrong with the poor?", this approach asks "How do current economic, political, and spatial arrangements produce and maintain poverty?" This question leads to fundamentally different policy recommendations: the creation of decent jobs, the provision of affordable and secure housing, improving educational quality in underfunded schools, strengthening social protection systems, and increasing the political participation of marginalized communities. Equitable policies grounded in social welfare theory are absolutely essential to reform these institutions (Rizky & Udjari, 2021). The target of change is not individuals or their culture, but the institutions and policies that shape their choices.
The structural explanation recognizes the role of agency and resistance in the face of constraints. The urban poor are not passive recipients of their fate. They are actors who actively negotiate, challenge, and adapt to the structures that restrict them. They establish community organizations, advocate for their rights, and develop ingenious economic strategies. The dynamic nature of this collective response aligns with the views of Saputra and Darmawan (2021) regarding the resilience of social solidarity that emerges as a counterweight amidst the currents of urban individualism. However, this agency is expressed under conditions they did not choose, which often severely limits its effectiveness. Understanding this agency within its structural limits provides a more humanized and accurate portrayal than depicting the poor either as slaves to their own culture or as entirely unconstrained individuals. It acknowledges that while people make their own history, they do not do so under circumstances they chose, but rather under circumstances given and transmitted from the past.
The structural and material explanation provides a far more solid foundation for understanding the persistence of poverty within marginal urban communities than the concept of the culture of poverty. This explanation identifies tangible and observable causal mechanisms: fragmented and insecure labor markets, unequal access to decent housing and urban services, educational systems that reproduce inequality, a lack of social safety nets, and political marginalization. Together, these factors create an environment where choices are extremely restricted, uncertainty is the norm, and long-term planning becomes materially impossible. Recognizing that the adaptive patterns of poor citizens are essentially rational responses to external barriers, public-oriented governance must be directed toward systematically dismantling those barriers (Rojak, 2021). The adaptive patterns that develop within this environment frequently miscategorized as culture are rational and often creative responses to these constraints. Consequently, the focus of analysis and policy must shift away from futile attempts to change the culture of the poor and instead be directed toward transforming the material and political structures that confine their lives and restrict their opportunities to thrive.

Conclusion
This literature review comprehensively evaluates the concept of the culture of poverty and alternative structure-focused explanations in understanding the persistence of poverty in urban marginal communities. Analysis shows that the concept of the culture of poverty, although influential, contains fatal analytical flaws. Its claim of a coherent and self-perpetuating set of cultural values and behaviors that cause poverty relies on essentialization and overgeneralization, failing to acknowledge the internal diversity and agency within poor communities. More importantly, its causal logic is often inverted, misinterpreting rational adaptations to extreme material constraints such as short-term orientation or involvement in the informal economy as independent causes of the condition. This concept also obscures the crucial distinction between functional survival strategies and pathologies, and carries problematic political implications by tending to blame the victim. Conversely, structural explanations provide a much more robust and empirically grounded framework. They demonstrate how insecure labor markets, unequal access to decent housing and quality education, a lack of social safety nets, and political marginalization collectively create an environment that limits choices and forces certain patterns of adaptation. Therefore, it can be concluded that the culture of poverty is more of a misleading myth than an accurate description of reality. A valid explanation for persistent urban poverty lies in material structures and power relations, rather than in the cultural characteristics of the affected communities.
This literature review’s findings carry significant implications for social theory and policy formulation. Theoretically, this study reinforces the need to abandon simplistic cultural explanations and adopt a more complex structural perspective that integrates urban political economy, the sociology of inequality, and an acknowledgment of agency in the face of constraints. This requires a framework that links macro processes such as globalization and neoliberal policies with the micro experiences of daily life in slums. For public policy, the most urgent implication is the need for a radical paradigm shift. Poverty alleviation programs must no longer focus on efforts to change individual values, attitudes, or behaviors (such as narrow motivational training or parenting programs). Instead, they must target the transformation of constraining structural conditions. This means prioritizing the creation of decent jobs with adequate wages and worker protections, massive investment in social housing and basic infrastructure in poor settlements, a comprehensive improvement in the quality and relevance of public education, and the development of universal social protection systems that shield citizens from economic shocks. Policies must be based on the principles of spatial and economic justice, rather than on assumptions about cultural deficits.
Based on these findings and implications, several recommendations are proposed. First, for local and national governments, it is recommended to conduct a comprehensive audit of urban policies to identify and reform regulations, planning practices, and budget allocations that systematically marginalize low-income communities. Second, empowerment programs should be redesigned to focus on community organizing and building collective capacity for advocacy, thereby increasing the political bargaining power of the urban poor in fighting for their right to the city. Third, for researchers, it is suggested to conduct more longitudinal and comparative studies that track how changes in material conditions such as the implementation of minimum wages, housing programs, or expanded health access concretely affect the livelihood strategies and social mobility of poor households, in order to provide stronger evidence for structure-based policies. Fourth, the education of social workers, urban planners, and government officials must include a deep critique of the culture of poverty concept and deepen the understanding of the structural determinants of inequality, to prevent victim-blaming biases in their professional practice. Finally, collaboration between the government, academia, and grassroots organizations is crucial to design and monitor interventions that are truly responsive to the structural needs of marginal communities.
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