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ABSTRACT A preponderance of poverty attribution studies have been on middle class adults from developed
countries. Where cross cultural studies were extended to developing countries, samples have been of university
students or those not experiencing poverty directly. Possibilities of extending generalizations across cultures have
therefore been difficult. A modified causes of poverty index was administered on a sample (n=383) from Badia, a
low income community in Lagos, Nigeria. The results of the study showed that poverty attribution was understandable
in terms of respondents’ Social and Economic Status (SES). However, while the results confirmed earlier findings
that disadvantaged persons preponderantly adopted external, structural attributions for poverty, it was however
shown, unlike in previous findings, that the disadvantaged are likely to combine fatalistic and structural attributions
in compromise explanations. These results therefore indicate that the neglect of fatalistic explanat ions in many
previous studies may be unfounded.

INTRODUCTION

The economy of Nigeria, like that of most of
the Third World, took a nosedive with the intro-
duction of the Structural Adjustment Programme
(SAP) in the 1980s. Government investment in
social services and education became virtually
non-existent thus forcing citizens to fend for
themselves. With important services like educa-
tion and housing becoming available on a cash-
and-carry basis, the lower classes were the los-
ers. In addition to the above, political instability,
frequent coup d’états and general insecurity in
the country scared away investors. Bad gov-
ernments, corruption, ostentatious consumption
and irresponsible elite had watched the nation’s
infrastructure, built with the enormous oil wealth
of the 1980s, go into a rot. Public infrastructures
like electricity, water supply, roads, the railway
and communication, which were turned into
public monopolies in the days of the policies of
economic nationalization, collapsed (Orji 2005).

    Over 70% of Nigerians subsist on less than
$1 a day; two-thirds are described as ‘critically
poor’ (UNDP 2004). Ironically, this proportion
increased when the country received higher oil
revenues (Agbese 2000), over 85% of which ac-
crued to 1% of the population (Watts 2005).
Rather than cure poverty, oil revenue deepened
corruption and inequality as extremities of opu-
lence and poverty flourish side by side (Kola-

wole and Torimiro 2006). While the rich are holed
up in gated mansions, the poor are concentrat-
ed in slums characterized by poor housing con-
ditions, deficient access to safe drinking water,
poor sanitation and severe overcrowding (UN-
FPA 1996). About two-thirds of Lagos, Nigeria’s
financial capital, is made up of slums and shan-
ties (Davis 2006). Badia, the setting for this study,
is one of Lagos’ oldest slums. The level of pov-
erty in the slums contrasts sharply with the life-
style of the wealthy that live nearby and possi-
bilities of upward mobility for the poor and their
children fade as educational and occupational
openings diminished (Oyekanmi 1989).

    Under these conditions, frustrations from
dashed expectations of a better life might be ex-
pected to lead to social tension, protests and
‘class consciousnesses’ among the poor. Re-
markably, a recent study reported that Nigerians
are the happiest people in the world (BBC 2006).
It is unbelievable that people who live with such
levels of poverty and inequality in a country
with so many resources could be described as
happy. However, Hirschman (1973) has argued
that income and stratification inequality can be
tolerated where there is a perception that mobil-
ity is possible for the talented and diligent, while
the unskilled are unfortunately eliminated in the
competition for these scarce resources. Suhrecke
(2001) also posited that in a ‘tunnel effect’, peo-
ple will justify a system if they perceive that
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they have chances of upward mobility within it.
While there have been protests in Nigeria, like
the Agbekoya peasant uprising in the 1960s, the
Bakolori riots, student demonstrations, mob
actions and strikes over wages, taxes, and struc-
tural adjustment policies leading to violence,
there has been an absence of demands for radi-
cal restructuring of society in a more egalitarian
way. While Nigeria has experienced a civil war
and recently there has been the growth of eth-
nic militias and religious fundamentalists, the
motivations of these groups are more often eth-
nic or religious (Kalu 2005; Guichaoua 2007).
Where violent protests had occurred they had
been spontaneous and uncoordinated, directed
against specific irksome conditions and quickly
faded away upon achieving demands. While it
may be argued that long years of military rule
had repressed political freedom of Nigerians,
return to civil rule has neither changed the mis-
management of the economy (Agbese 2005) nor
the nature of the demands (Ukiwo 2003; Abdul-
lahi and Saka 2007).

This leads to the debate of the possible de-
velopment of class consciousness among the
urban poor in African societies. While the use
of class to designate social categories in Africa
has remained problematic (Ake 1996), the devel-
opment of class consciousness must be preced-
ed by a perception of membership, and of what
the advancement of class interests require (Id-
owu 1999). While the poor in Nigeria can be said
to be conscious of certain economic interests
and differences in wealth and status, many con-
cerns are expressed in terms of primordial, indi-
vidual, religious or ethnic interests and similar
vague ideological categories that diminish pos-
sibilities of the emergence of organizations that
can provoke social change (Idowu 1999). Rather
than an attitude of concern for the collective
progress for the lower classes therefore, there is
a preponderance of an individual desire to es-
cape poverty through personal efforts (Portes
and Walton 1976). Hence the blame for poverty
is placed on circumstances or the individual rath-
er than the social structure, thereby deflecting
the revolutionary potential of frustration (Man-
gin 1970).

The Present Study

Contrary to speculation, the urban poor have
been found to be conservative, patriotic and

system supportive (Perlman 2004), preferring
incremental changes to fundamental change.
While urban movements have had some suc-
cesses in influencing governments, successive
governments have had successes in suppress-
ing demands and excluding these movements
from political participation despite worsened
conditions, playing groups against each other,
using what is now referred to as the ‘patron-
client’ tactics (Perlman 2004). Scholars have
therefore been interested in those social values
that allow the poor in the Third World to come
to terms with inequality, or how status beliefs
emerge that legitimizes the status order
(Hegtvedt 2004), given the fact that social or-
ders are maintained in part through the attitudes
and beliefs that support them (Jost et al. 2004)
and are stable to the extent of their de-facto rec-
ognition (Habermas 1975)

While scholars have attributed legitimization
of inequality to a number of factors, this study
attempts to unravel Nigerians’ perceptions of
causes of poverty as possible explanations for
their legitimization of inequality. Although there
have been studies of income inequality and liv-
ing conditions in Nigeria (Aboyade 1983; Ade-
sina 2000; Aina 1990; Oyekanmi 1989;  Olanre-
waju 2002; Aigbokhan 2000), there has been no
scientific study of how Nigerians perceive ine-
quality and how their perception of causes of
poverty is related to their reaction to inequality.
Theorists have proposed that slum conditions
would lead to the radicalization of the poor (Davis
2006). However, in Nigeria, scholarly explana-
tions of the rise of violence and conflict have
been within the paradigm of ‘ethnicity’ (Ake 1996;
Osaghae 1995; Isumonah and Gaskia 2001; Id-
owu 1999). Nevertheless, as Ukiwo (2005) not-
ed, these explanations are hinged on the ‘clever
elite-dumb masses’ thesis that supposes that
ethnic entrepreneurs mobilize ethnicity for re-
source grabs and political purposes. Little at-
tention has been devoted to unraveling the pro-
cesses whereby the interests of the elite and
those of the masses coincide (or seem to do so).
Mobilization on the basis of religious and eth-
nic rather than class identities has been the pre-
cursor for needless violence and wars in Nigeria
and the rest of Africa (Ukiwo 2005), leading
scholars to wonder about the conditions under
which the poor in Third World urban slums will
embark on collective action. On this issue, Davis
(2006: 29) asked rhetorically;
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 ‘What then are the factors responsible for
the seeming legitimization of inequality that
have made Marx’s ‘historical agency’ impo-
tent? Or are the slums volcanoes waiting to
erupt as Victorian bourgeoisies once imag-
ined? Is there a point at which congestion, vio-
lence and poverty in the slums will overwhelm
the ‘clientistic’ politics and ad hoc survival
networks and lead to combustion?

  The present study therefore attempts to
contribute to the understanding of the legiti-
mization of inequality in Nigeria by showing how
explanations that the underprivileged hold for
their condition may become relevant for their
individual or collective responses. While elites
may have mobilized forces to foment violence,
responses of the poor may have been mediated
by their own justifications and rationalizations
of their condition (Giddens 1976), a situation
which diminishes the motivation for collective
responses in the face of glaring injustice.

Attitudes towards Inequality

Seekings (2005: 1) noted that a plethora of
studies interested in attitudes toward distribu-
tive justice, poverty and inequality have been
conducted in ‘societies of North America and
Western Europe’ which have lower levels of
poverty and inequality. Studies of poverty attri-
bution have been limited to samples from middle
classes and university students from these coun-
tries with very few exceptions (Wollie 2009; Nass-
er et al. 2005). Often, where they have been done
in the developing world, they were cross cultur-
al studies comparing attribution between the
global north and south (Hine and Montiel 1999;
Bolitho et al. 2007). Even where this was the
case, samples have included middle class citi-
zens of the developing countries concerned or
students. Most studies conducted have there-
fore been on people who were not experiencing
poverty directly. As Shek (2003) noted, to date,
there has been no study of how poor people
view poverty. In his previous study, Harper
(2003: 188) argued that social scientists contin-
ue covert ‘victim blaming’ by conducting stud-
ies on the poor, while neglecting studies on the
rich, linking this to Ross’ (1977) ‘attribution er-
ror’. While Harper (2003) made this assertion in
respect to over 30 years of attribution research,
it is clear that most attribution studies conduct-
ed so far have been on middle class persons,

mostly from advantaged social groups (Shek
2003). Contrary to Harper’s (2003) argument
therefore, it is clear that attribution studies have
rather made an attribution error by neglecting
the view of the poor about poverty and how
such attributions shape legitimization and ac-
tion. As Bolitho et al. (2007) argued, focusing on
a limited range of western countries runs the
risk of generalizing to different national contexts
such as developing countries. Many studies in
the United States of America have revealed the
salience of ‘individualism’ (Kluegel and Smith
1986; Smith and Stone 1989). Hunt (1996) how-
ever showed that individualistic philosophies
are not all encompassing because Americans
differ in attitudes according to race and geo-
graphical locations. Robinson (2009) demon-
strated how American beliefs could be under-
stood on the basis of an individual-structural
continuum on which attributions and legitimiza-
tion could be located. As most studies were con-
ducted in more secular western societies, the
salience of fatalistic explanations has been oblit-
erated. As Lepianka et al. (2009: 426) noted, in
most studies, fatalistic attributions generated low
adherence (Smith and Stone 1989; Feagin 1975;
Cozzarelli et al. 2001). Many studies therefore
focused on individual and structural explana-
tions thus downplaying the importance of fatal-
ism. This underlines the need for research that
acknowledges the historical, social and political
contexts of different countries (Shirazi and Biel
2005; Bolitho et al. 2007). The importance of fa-
talism in the world view of the poor in develop-
ing countries has been emphasized. Davis (2006:
28) noted that in the cities of developing na-
tions, ‘Marx had yielded to Mohammed and the
Holy Ghost’ and that while urbanization and ur-
ban poverty in developed nations had secular-
ized the masses as predicted by Marx, by con-
trast, in the developing world, the reverse had
been the case. This reinforces the underlying
importance of religious beliefs in shaping peo-
ple’s perceptions and reactions to social issues.
Perlman (1976), in her seminal study of Brazilian
favelados, found that a preponderant majority
of her sample reported that they believed that
success in life is attributable to some ‘unseen
spirits’. Religion and fatalism may therefore be
factors shaping respondents’ beliefs and attri-
butions. This is at variance with conclusions
reached by a plethora of studies that have re-
ported that respondents layered individual and
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structural attributions. The salience of fatalistic
attribution is discernable from its possible influ-
ence on possible action. When structural fac-
tors are layered with fatalistic factors, people
perceive structure as causing poverty but at the
same time that fate plays a role. Robinson (2009)
argued that there is not much action possible
(or policy implication) for belief in ‘bad luck’ or
‘God’s will’. While fatalism is neither individual
nor structural, studies in western societies where
‘traditionalism’ and religion is on decline under-
play its value as an explanatory factor. Robin-
son (2009: 497) summarized the presumption of
western scholars when he proposed that ‘re-
search on mechanisms legitimating structured
inequality may be most fruitful on how strongly
people hold individualistic or structural attri-
butions’. As most studies of attribution have
been in the developed world, scholars have there-
fore reported the influence of attribution on the
views of the middle classes regarding assistance
to the poor. Perhaps in the developing world,
perceptions by the poor may have different con-
sequences for the poor’s responses to their sit-
uation.

Attribution of Causes of Poverty

Attribution research based on Heider (1958)
has categorized explanations into four dimen-
sions; individualist, structural, fatalist and cul-
tural attribution (Nasser 2007: 197). However, in
general, scholars classify attributions in an ex-
ternal-internal distinction, based on perceived
locus of causality. While internal attributions
explain phenomena as caused by factors within
the individual, external attributions locate cau-
sality within the environment (Fisk and Taylor
1991). Modes of casual attribution, it has there-
fore been argued, have emerged as products of
the socialization process (Stephenson 2000).
Studies have shown that while perception of
causes of poverty begins in childhood, this
changes over time and is often moderated
through learning and interventions (Lopez et al.
1998).  Kluegel and Smith (1986) showed how
people initially adopt individual attributions but
at a second level of reasoning, non-personal at-
tributions are adduced. This process described
as ‘motivated correction’ (Skitka et al. 2002) is
often influenced by the extent to which people
are exposed to countervailing narratives, politi-
cal socialization and media imaging (Inyenger

1990). Therefore, attributions are based on indi-
vidual, social, political and ideological factors
(Harper 2003: 188).

Feagin (1972: 101-129) advanced three cate-
gories of attributions of poverty which are as
follows:

1. Individualistic:  Attributing responsibility
for poverty to the poor themselves, for ex-
ample, lack of thrift and effort and loose
morals.

2. Structural: Encompassing the external and
economic forces, including wages, access
to good education, lack of jobs and dis-
crimination.

3. Fatalistic: Entailing forces beyond the indi-
viduals’ control, including bad luck and ill-
ness.

Feagin’s (1972) work has formed the basis
for current studies regarding attributions of pov-
erty, albeit with claims that the structural expla-
nation is in-exhaustive, requiring that it be ‘bro-
ken down into finer units’ (Payne and Furnham
1985: 224) or sub-dimensions. Lepaianka et al.
(2009: 426) argued that this was necessary giv-
en cultural differences in the settings to which
the instrument was applied or indeed time differ-
ence. Scholars have therefore advocated for the
need for sub-dimensions related to community
or family, ecology, culture or institutional dis-
crimination (Cozzarelli et al. 2001), prodigality,
injustice or ascribed deprivation (Golding 1982),
nature/climate and bad governments (Harper and
Manasse 1992), conflicts and social iniquities
(Hine and Montiel 1999) and ascribed depriva-
tion (Shek 2003). However, in virtually all stud-
ies, poverty attributions have been correlated
with respondents’ social and economic charac-
teristics as well as ideological and political ori-
entations. Studies showed that attribution of
poverty is correlated with economic self inter-
ests; respondents who ascribe poverty to indi-
vidual characteristics are more likely to be of
higher incomes and ideologically conservative
(Cozzarelli et al. 2001). Conversely however, re-
spondents who attribute poverty to structural
inequality are more politically liberal (Hunt 2004).
Economically advantaged groups (whites, men)
attribute poverty to individualistic factors while
disadvantaged groups (minorities, women) at-
tribute poverty to external or structural factors,
thus indicating a correlation between attribu-
tions, sex and race (Feagin 1972; Nasser et al.
2002). Individual attribution has also been cor-
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related with age (Feagin 1975), type of academic
training (Guimond and Dube 1989), race (Hunt
1996), gender- related social roles and social
power (Shirazi and Biel 2005) and class (Nasser
2007). However, contrary to expectations, edu-
cation has been found to be positively correlat-
ed with structural attribution; education, it is
argued, has an enlightening effect, as higher
education enhances awareness of inequality and
consequently evokes compassion towards the
disadvantaged (Hunt 1996).

The Neglect of Fatalistic Explanation

Current studies, being predominantly based
on samples from developed countries have be-
gun to neglect the value of the fatalistic sub-
dimension as a valid explanatory construct. Fa-
talism has therefore been the least studied of
Feagin’s (1972) three attribution types. Fatalism
has been conceptualized via items such as; ‘it is
God’s will that some people are poor’ (Hunt 2004).
There is a decline in the study of fatalistic be-
liefs compared to the individual and structural
beliefs as studies increasingly fail to include
adequate numbers of survey items relating to
fatalism (Hunt 2004: 830). Lepianka et al. (2009:
426) recently noted that while fatalistic items have
been included in many studies, results have been
inconsistent. Among others, they identified the
following concerns noted by past studies:

 1. Low adherence to fatalism (Smith and
Stone 1989).

 2. Uneven support for fatalistic items (Fea-
gin 1975).

 3. Mixed character of fatalistic items (Payne
and Furham 1985).

 4. Inability to exact fatalism as a distinct cat-
egory (Cozzareli et al. 2001).

As a consequence of the above, Lepianka et
al. (2009:426) noted further that scholars have
loaded fatalistic items on other sub-dimensions
(for example, Morçöl 1997) and therefore neglect-
ing the need to study a distinct social fatalistic
type. Recently however, Brimeyer (2008: 226)
argued for the inclusion of a category ‘divine
intervention’ signifying the ‘will of God’ or a
‘lack of faith’ as an additional explanation of
poverty, separate from fatalism. The significance
of religious explanations has been examined in
other studies (Hunt 2004). Faith in ‘divine inter-
vention’ is pervasive as many believe in mira-
cles (Brimeyer 2008: 226). As Brimeyer (2008)

showed, attribution of success or failure to God
continues even in present days, with a huge
boost from ‘prosperity theology’ (Jackson 1987)
or the ‘health and wealth gospel’ (Hollinger 1991)
and new forms of Pentecostal Christianity which
link financial prosperity to God’s blessing upon
the  faithful and poverty and ill-health to ‘sin-
ners’ (Kopelman 2002: 234). Studies showed that
African American Protestants were more likely
to believe in ‘divine intervention’ in the general
course of life (Greeley and Hout 2006: 22). The
consistent decline in the report of fatalistic attri-
bution in recent studies is therefore not because
the explanation is not used but because studies
increasingly failed to elicit it but instead con-
centrate on individual and structural attribution
in the measurement of poverty attribution.

This has been confirmed by the vast growth
of Pentecostal Christianity in many African coun-
tries (Marshall-Fratani 1995; Smith 2001). Brim-
eyer (2008) recently showed that the belief in
‘divine intervention’ is a valid construct in the
causal map of the poor with evidence from an
African American and Hispanic sample in the
USA. Hunt (2004) also argued that the diminish-
ing role of fatalistic attribution has been due to
the failure of many researchers to include
enough items eliciting fatalistic beliefs. Many
past studies included very insignificant num-
bers of fatalistic items in their research instru-
ments. Thus respondents may not have chosen
fatalistic options because they were simply not
made available. Consequently the fatalistic con-
struct is rendered statistically insignificant even
at the factor analysis stage. While the absence
of fatalistic constructs in studies of middle class
adults in developed countries can be under-
stood given increased secularization, more sig-
nificant is the fact that many studies including
Third World samples showed limited acceptance
of fatalistic beliefs.

Objectives of the Study

Many studies of poverty attribution have
been on people who were not experiencing pov-
erty directly (Shek 2003). There is therefore a
neglect of the need to understand the attribu-
tions of the poor for poverty. A study of the
attribution of the poor in Badia, a low income
community (otherwise called a slum) therefore
enhances the understanding of the perception
of the poor of the causes of poverty. Attribution
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of causes of poverty has been linked to respon-
dents’ Social Economic Status (SES) (Kluegel
and Smith 1986). Studies in western societies
reported that disadvantaged people are likely to
combine structural and individual attributions
in compromise explanations (Hunt 1996; Bobo
1991). There is therefore a need for data from the
Third World to show if these conclusions have
cross cultural validity. The main objective of the
study was therefore to determine if the Social
Economic Status (SES) hypothesis is valid for a
sample of respondents in the developing world
who are actually experiencing poverty. The
study also attempts to determine if there are any
possible variations in combinations of explana-
tions from the widely held individual – structur-
al continuum (Robinson 2009) which has been
reported in many studies in the global north. In
addition, the study aimed to determine if the fa-
talistic attribution type which has been down-
played in western studies truly exist as an ex-
planatory construct for poverty in the develop-
ing world.

In order to attain the objectives of the study
the following hypothesis was tested:

H0: There is no correlation between SES
variables and poverty attribution di-
mensions.

H1: There is a correlation between SES vari-
ables and poverty attribution dimen-
sions.

METHODODLOGY

   The sample size was calculated using the
Raosoft sample size calculator online. Based on
a standard error margin of 5%, a 95% confidence
interval and a 50% response distribution and an
estimated population of Badia of 120,000 (NPC
1997), a sample size of 383 was derived. The fac-
tor analytical approach was used to elicit pover-
ty attributions from the sample despite recent
criticisms (Harper 2003; Lepianka et al. 2009), as
alternative instrumentations where applied have
not shown a greater ability to decipher respon-
dents’ causal maps. Lepianka et al. (2009: 433)
concluded that the ‘forced choice question’ ap-
proach which they recommended were unable
to determine the ‘actual’ poverty attributions
from the sample. Similarly, Harper’s (2003) pro-
posed ‘discursive analysis’ has only received a
mention in the literature (Lepianka et al. 2009:
435) but hardly any following. In addition, to

date, Hine et al.’s (2005) ‘causal mapping’ has
not been replicated by any known poverty attri-
bution study. Recent studies preponderantly
continued to use the factor analytical approach
(see Bolitho et al. 2007; Nasser 2007; Brimeyer
2008; Wollie 2009). Robinson (2009) used a com-
bined index that entailed a factor analytical strat-
egy. Data was therefore collected using a ques-
tionnaire that required respondents to rate 38
items on causes of poverty on a Likert scale of 1
to 5, (where 1= strongly disagree and 5= strong-
ly agree). The highest possible score was 190,
while the lowest was 38.  Higher scores meant
higher agreements with item. The items were
adapted from the poverty attribution literature
and Feagin’s (1972) original Causes of Poverty
Scale (CPS). Variables were however adapted to
fit an African setting, as variables have been
noted to have different meanings in different
cultures (Shek 2003). Furthermore, scale dimen-
sionality was determined using Principal Com-
ponents Analysis (PCA) otherwise known as
factor analysis. In addition, bivariate correla-
tions, the mean, the standard deviation, the Cron-
bach’s alpha and the t- tests were used. In the
first stage of the analysis, PCA extracted three
factors named individual, structural and fatalis-
tic attributions for poverty. The three factors
were saved electronically in the SPSS programme
and used as dependent variables in bivaraite
correlations.

RESULTS

 Results of the Principal Components Anal-
ysis show that factor analysis was an appropri-
ate extraction method for the data obtained giv-
en a Kaiser Meyer- Olkin (KMO) measure of sam-
ple adequacy of 0.802 and Bartlett Test of Sphe-
ricity (BTS) 2 = 6612.03 (df = 300), p < .001. This
indicates a relationship between rotated vari-
ables and sample size adequacy. Field (2005) pro-
posed a benchmark of 0.00001 for correlation
matrix produced by PCA below which multi-co
linearity exists between variables. The correla-
tion matrix for this output was 0.0016, which is
above the benchmark. Hence the assumption of
the absence of multi-co linearity is maintained.
Two stages of factor analyses were run. In the
first stage, factor analysis produced Eigen val-
ues for the 38 items. In the next stage, PCA was
repeated excluding thirteen items whose Eigen
values were lower than 0.05, and thus contribut-
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ing insignificantly to factor loading. Varimax ro-
tation was applied on the remaining 25 items
extracting three factors; individual, fatalistic and
structural attributions of poverty.

As Table 1 indicates, factor loading for indi-
vidual attribution ranged from 0.832 for the item
‘poor people don’t plan’ to 0.530 for the item
‘people have the same chances to succeed’.
However, with the highest mean rating of 2.27
the item ‘poor people lack talent/skills’ is the
most important item in explaining individual at-
tribution. Factor loading for fatalistic attribution
ranged from 0.798 for the item ‘people’s occupa-
tions are a calling from God’ to 0.609 for the item
‘there is a heaven where things will be better
than on earth’. The latter item, with a mean rat-
ing of 4.19 is thus the most important fatalistic
item. Results for the structural sub-dimension
shows that factor loading ranged from 0.828 for
the item ‘the government is inefficiently run’ to
0.548 for the item ‘government is not providing
enough access to education’. With a mean rat-
ing of 4.08, the item ‘employers are not paying
enough’ is the most important item in this cate-
gory. However, with the highest overall mean
rating for all items, the item ‘there is a heaven

where things will be better than on earth’ (mean
= 4.19), a fatalistic item, is the most important
single explanation that Badia respondents have
for why poverty exists.

The three factors extracted cumulatively ac-
counted for 57.18% of variance in poverty attri-
bution. The three factors were saved in SPSS for
use as distinct variables in the bivariate correla-
tions to test the hypotheses of the study. The
reported variance is relatively high (see Table 2)
compared for example with that of Wollie (2009:
256) whose three factors accounted for 30.31%.
Similarly, Bolitho et al. (2007: 16) reported 55%
variance and Nasser et al. (2005: 6) reported
55.96% variance after extracting six factors while
Nasser et al. (2002: 106) reported 40.2%, 41.7%
and 44.4% for Lebanese, Portuguese and South
African sub-samples respectively. Hine and
Montiel (1999: 950), who extracted five factors,
reported 45% variance. Hence in comparison
with other studies, the results from the present
study show a better factor output. The percent-
age of variance diminishes significantly after the
three factors were extracted thus diminishing the
need to extract other factors. The three factors
extracted are consistent with Feagin’s (1972) orig-

Table 1: Rotated component matrix, mean and standard deviation of attribution factors

          Components Mean SD
   1   2   3

Poor people don’t plan .832 2.08 1.14
Poor people waste resources/do not save .811 1.89 1.08
Poor people lack motivation/efforts to improve themselves .782 2.04 1.04
Poor people lack sexual control .766 1.96 0.98
People are poor because they are lazy .764 1.95 1.06
The poor lack talents or skills .755 2.27 1.12
Poor people have low intelligence .732 1.82 0.95
The poor lack ambition .696 2.19 1.16
The world is just: People get what they deserve .602 2.05 1.00
People have the same chances to succeed .530 2.09 1.10
People’s occupations are a calling from God .798 3.54 1.18
Successful ones are the chosen ones of God .756 3.41 1.34
The poor have bad destiny .728 3.12 1.43
Poverty is the result of evil works of enemies .685 3.13 1.17
Some people will be rewarded on earth; others in heaven .651 3.86 0.95
Success depends on luck .649 2.91 1.14
Life chances are spiritually determined .636 3.78 1.08
There is heaven where things will be better than on earth .609 4.19 0.85
The Government is inefficiently run .828 3.81 1.25
The government is corrupt/ dishonest .818 3.87 1.36
Employers are not paying enough .744 4.08 0.94
Government does not provide enough good Jobs .740 3.53 1.47
Western capitalists are the cause of poverty and .649 3.29 1.30
  underdevelopment in Nigeria .
Government is not providing enough access to education .548 3.99 0.97

Source: Computer printout of a table derived from the data and findings of this study.
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inal typology. Factor 1, individual attribution,
with ten (10) items accounts for 23.66% of vari-
ance while factor 2, fatalistic attribution, with
eight items and factor 3, structural attribution,
with seven items accounted for 17.85% and
15.69% respectively. Cronbach’s alpha test (see
Table 2) for the 25 items used for the second
PCA showed a reliability of 0.68 which is ‘ac-
ceptable’.  The individualistic sub-scale was ‘ex-
cellent’ with Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91, mean =
20.35, SD = 7.86, the fatalistic sub-scale was ‘very
good’ and reliable with Cronbach’s alpha = 0.86,
mean = 27.93, SD = 6.60 and the structural sub-
scale was also ‘very good’ given a Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.85, mean = 22.57 and SD = 5.56.

Mean Differences in Poverty Explanations

The three poverty attribution scales were
constructed using an unequal number of items.
Many past studies have constructed attribution
scales using an unequal number of items. For
example, Hine and Montiel (1999) used a scale
that consisted of 40 items describing a broad
range of causes of poverty. Similarly, Harper et
al. (1990) created an 18-item ‘Causes of Third-
World Poverty Scale’. Scholars have therefore
used varied sets of possible causes of poverty
(for example, Lepianka et al. 2009; Nasser 2007;
Harper et al. 1990; Heaven 1994; Zucker and
Weiner 1993). In the present study, in order to
determine the relative perceived importance of
each factor for the sample, scale scores for each
cause of poverty dimension were computed by
summing the item scores for each scale and di-
viding by the total number of items in the scale.
This procedure has been used extensively in
past studies (see Hine and Montiel 1999; Nass-
er et al. 2002). Subsequently, the mean scores
for each dimension were compared using the t-
test. The scale means were 4.34 (SD = 1.88) for
structural attribution, 3.69 (SD = 1.75) for indi-
vidual attribution and 3.72 (SD = 1.72) for fatalis-

tic attribution. As Table 4 shows, post-hoc, Bon-
feronni-corrected, paired-group t-tests indicat-
ed that all means were significantly different from
each other (p < 0.01, 2-tailed).Comparative over-
all rating of all attributions shows that the struc-
tural attribution with the highest mean rating of
4.34 is the most prevalent attribution among the
people of Badia (see Table 3).

Furthermore, bivariate zero-order correlations
were obtained for sub-dimensions of attribution
and socio-demographics. Results shown in Ta-
ble 5 indicate that individual attribution is nega-
tively correlated with gender, r = -0.186, p < 0.01
(2-tailed) and religion, r = -0.111, P < 0.05 (1-
tailed) but positively correlated with age, r =
0.170, p < 0.01 (2-tailed) and income, r = 0.302, p
< 0.01(2-tailed). Fatalistic attribution however
showed significant correlations with age, r =
0.416, p < 0.01 (2-tailed), education, r = -0.421, p
< 0.01 (2-tailed), income, r = -0.485, p < 0.01 (2-
tailed), work type, r = 0.445, p < 0.01 (2-tailed),
position at work, r = 0.362, p < 0.01(2-tailed),
ethnicity, r = 0.282, p < 0.01(2-tailed) and reli-
gion, r = .282, p < 0.01 (2-tailed). Similarly, struc-
tural attribution  is  correlated with gender, r =
0.279, p < 0.01; 2-tailed), age, r =0 .121, p < 0.05
(1-tailed), education, r = .215, p < 0.01( 2-tailed),
work type, r = -0.439, P < 0.01 (2-tailed), ethnici-
ty, r = 0.181, p < 0.01 (2-tailed) and religion, r = -
0.353, P < 0.01 (2-tailed).

   Correlation coefficients showed divergenc-
es and convergences with the literature. Hunt
(1996: 314) concluded that the effects of inde-
pendent variables on poverty attributions var-
ied across groups. Hence the idea that these
processes operate in a similar pattern for differ-
ent groups and locations is not sustainable. As
in many other studies, this study found effects
of gender, age and income on attributions (Hunt
1996; Nasser et al. 2005; Wollie 2009; Hine and
Montiel 1999). While women are more structural
than men in attributions, the younger and the

Table 2: Total variance explained for poverty
attribution

Components Rotation sums of squared loadings
Total      % Variance    Cumulative %

1 5.9 23.66 23.66
2 4.46 17.85 41.49
3 3.92 15.69 57.18

Source: Computer printout of a table derived from the
data and findings of this study.

Table 3: Cronbach’s alpha, means and SD for
attribution sub scales

Cronbach’s   Mean   SD      No. of
   alpha items

Individual 0.91 3.69 1.75 1 0
Structural 0.86 4.34 1.88 7
Fatalistic 0.85 3.72 1.72 8

Source: Computer printout of a table derived from the
data and findings of this study.
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less educated are also found to be more struc-
tural (Shirazi and Biel 2005). The current study
however does not find a significant relationship
between education and individual attribution,
even though education has been known to pre-
dict structural attribution. Hunt (1996), for in-
stance, has argued that education has an en-
lightening effect. Nasser et al. (2002: 112), on the
other hand, averred that education is a ‘double-
edged sword’ owing to the fact that while edu-
cation as a signpost to upward mobility may be
expected to enhance individualism, studies have
found that liberal and humanistic education en-
hances the appeal to structural explanations (Gui-
mond et al. 1989). While the Badia sample was in
no way composed of highly educated people,
the results of the study still showed no correla-
tion between education and individual attribu-
tion. Other studies have reported a similar find-
ing (Huber and Form 1973). Given that the edu-
cational gap among Badia respondents is not
wide, statistical significance may have been un-
likely. However it is possible that a comparative
study with a more educationally diverse sample
may provide different results. According to Bobo
(1991), education has an enlightening effect as

more educated people are more able to empa-
thize with the conditions of the disadvantaged.
The role of education has therefore been sub-
ject to debates. While some studies have found
a positive correlation between education and
structural attribution, some have reported a neg-
ative relationship. Thus, theoretically, the effect
of education has been confusing (Nasser et al.
2002).

DISCUSSION

The results of this study are consistent with
the ‘actor and observer’ thesis (Robinson and
Bell 1978) and the fundamental ‘attribution er-
ror’ (Ross 1977), both of which propose that lower
economic status respondents attribute poverty
to factors external to themselves. This has been
the consistent finding of most studies of pover-
ty attribution (Hine and Montiel 1999; Nasser at
al. 2002; Nasser et al. 2005; Wollie 2009; Bolitho
et al. 2007). Wichowsky (2007: 1) argued that in
areas with higher income inequality, people of-
ten blame the society for poverty. The explana-
tion of poverty is therefore a function of the
respondents in question and the kind of ine-

Table 4: t-test for poverty attribution dimensions

                        Test Value = 0
    t df Sig. Mean 95% Confidence inter-

(2-tailed) difference val of the difference
Lower Upper

Individual attribution 49.305 382 .000 18.470 17.73 19.21
 Fatalistic attribution 77.783 382 .000 24.558 23.94 25.18
 Structural attribution 73.368 382 .000 19.240 18.72 19.76
Source: Computer printout of a table derived from the data and findings of this study.

Table 5: Zero-order correlations for poverty attributions and demographics

    1       2       3        4      5      6      7   8    9      10   11

(1)   Gender -
(2)   Age -.064  -
(3)   Education .027 -.140** -
(4)   Income .062 -.295** .551** -
(5)   Work -.197** .232** -.398** -.147** -
(6)   Position -.235** .122* .048 -.055 -.028  -
(7)   Ethnicity -.061 -.158** -.255** -.044 268** .225** -
(8)   Religion -.030 -.086  -.212** -.018 .442** .101* .225** -
(9)   Individual -.186** .170** .041 .302**  .029 -.111 * -.070 -.111 * -
(10) Fatalistic -.89 .416** -.421**  -.485** .445** .358** .282** .358** 0  -
(11) Structural .279** .121* .215** .095 -.439** -.353** .181** -.353** 0 0  -

 **. p< 0.01 (2-tailed), * p< 0.05 (2-tailed)
Source: Computer printout of a table derived from the data and findings of this study.
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quality that exists in one’s environment (Wilson
1986; Wichowsky 2007). Studies finding predom-
inant structural attribution than individual attri-
bution reported that their findings support the
system ‘blame hypothesis’ (Wollie 2009; Nasser
at al. 2005), as against the ‘culture of poverty’
thesis where individual attributions predominate
(Bullock 2006).

However it is notable that while in past stud-
ies, structural attributions have been found to
be predominant among the under-privileged, al-
most in all cases, structural attributions have
been combined with individual attributions with
diminished report of fatalism (Wollie 2009; Nasser
et al. 2005) leading scholars to conclude that
fatalistic attributions were less significant (Lep-
ianka et al. 2009). In the light of the above there-
fore, the results from the Badia sample diverge
from the main flow of the literature given that
37.1% of the respondents reported fatalist be-
liefs.  While one may be tempted to conclude
that fatalism is diminished when studies are con-
ducted in western countries, it is notable that
studies in Africa and other developing coun-
tries also reported higher individual than fatalis-
tic explanations. Wollie (2009: 264-265) for exam-
ple, while acknowledging that Ethiopians believe
that causes of poverty are controlled by super-
natural powers, reported that the fatalistic fac-
tor scored a lower percentage of variance in his
data than the individualistic explanation. Simi-
larly, Nasser at al. (2005) reported higher indi-
vidual attribution than fatalism among an Indian
sample. However, while reporting significantly
higher structural and individual attributions
among a combined South African, Lebanese and
Portuguese sample, Nasser et al. (2002: 110) re-
ported higher fatalistic beliefs among South Af-
ricans than the Portuguese and Lebanese. Sur-
prisingly however, they reported (Nasser et al.
2002: 112) that White and Colored South Afri-
cans showed the highest level of fatalistic be-
liefs in their cross national study.

Furthermore, the results from the present
study support the value inconsistency and com-
promise explanations reported by other schol-
ars (Kluegel and Smith 1986) which are linked to
Mann’s (1970) argument that value inconsisten-
cy is the basis for social order. While Bobo (1991:
87) linked value inconsistency to the existence
of an egalitarian structuralist outlook layered
upon individualism among oppressed groups in
America, results from Badia show that the struc-

turalist outlook is layered upon fatalistic beliefs.
Many studies reported that participants used
more than one attribution concurrently (Harper
2003: 186). Verkutyen (1988) estimated that typ-
ically only about 7% of respondents use single
explanations in attribution research. This indi-
cates that split consciousness is part of the cog-
nitive processes of the underprivileged. The
present study produced evidence of split/dual
consciousness. While acknowledging that struc-
tural barriers cause poverty (59%), 37% of the
sample preferred fatalistic attributions. Thus
while Bobo (1991) described split consciousness
as the layering of individual and structural attri-
butions, in the present study, the results show
that split consciousness entailed layering struc-
tural with fatalistic attributions. These results
therefore contradicts the widely held belief that
people’s attributions fits neatly into two ‘camps’
(Wichowsky 2007: 18) when thinking about caus-
es of personal economic failure or success (Klue-
gel and Smith 1986; Hunt 1996; Smith and Stone
1989).

   The findings of this study support but sig-
nificantly contradict previous studies on pover-
ty attribution. Studies in the United States of
America and European countries have reported
predominant individual attribution (Feagin 1972;
Kluegel and Smith 1986). Others have uncov-
ered ambivalence where race, region and con-
texts are introduced (Hunt 1996; Robinson 2009).
Robinson (2009) proposed that American attri-
butions for poverty could be situated within an
individual-structural continuum. There is evi-
dence that attribution beliefs vary between cul-
tures (Morçöl 1997; Nasser et al. 2006). Howev-
er, cross cultural studies have found that while
respondents in Western countries preponder-
antly attributed poverty to individual factors,
their counterparts in less developed countries
were more structural in explanation, with indi-
vidual explanations coming second (Bolitho et
al. 2007). Hine and Montiel (1999) reported in
contradistinction with the actor-observer thesis
(Robinson and Bell 1978) that Filipinos blamed
the poor and their government more for poverty
than Canadians. They (Hine and Montiel 1999:
954) however observed that ‘had individuals
from the lower classes been surveyed, their re-
sponses may have been more in line with …
initial prediction’. This indicated that the Fili-
pinos sampled were not the actual poor and thus
not really actors but observers in spite of being
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from a poor country. Perhaps more significantly,
studies in other developing countries repeated-
ly reported predominantly structural explana-
tions layered with individual attributions among
their samples (Nassrer et al. 2002, 2005; Nasser
2007; Wollie 2009).

The difference in the results of the present
study may be attributable to two factors. In the
first instance, most of the studies conducted on
respondents in developing countries did not
sample the ‘really poor’. Like western studies,
they concentrated on studying (university) stu-
dents (Wollie 2009; Nasser et al. 2002, 2005) or
middle class anti-poverty activists (Hunt 1996;
Hine and Montiel 1999; Bolitho et al. 2007), who
were upwardly mobile, western educated and
more likely to exhibit western values. Secondly,
past studies had been reluctant to include a sta-
tistically significant number of items eliciting
fatalistic responses in their research instruments.
Hunt (2004: 837) used only two items related to
‘God’s will’ to construct a fatalistic sub-scale
that yielded a moderate Crobach’s alpha of 0.64.
Hunt (2004) therefore argued that the statistical
insignificance of fatalistic explanations in past
studies was due to the paucity of items eliciting
fatalistic response. He concluded that ‘The
‘God’s will’ measure of fatalistic beliefs for
wealth and poverty is considerably less popu-
lar than the other two types of belief … Howev-
er, significant across-race differences do exist,
with African Americans and Latinos both be-
ing more likely than whites to make attribu-
tions to God’s will for the economic outcomes
… Given the paucity of research on fatalistic
stratification beliefs, future work—ideally in-
cluding additional items tapping this dimen-
sion—should seek to produce separate, statis-
tically reliable ‘‘fatalistic beliefs’’ scales for the
issues of wealth and poverty (Hunt 2004: 842).
Similarly, Bolitho et al. (2007: 19) argued that ‘fate’
has been an under-represented factor as spiritu-
al beliefs are absent from current instruments
‘despite their central significance in many be-
lief systems’ (emphasis is ours). They suggest-
ed that this shortfall may be redressed by in-
cluding items in the point of view of the poor
themselves, given that current items are mostly
derived from western sources beginning from
the work of Feagin (1972).

The present study therefore confirms Bolitho
et al.’s (2007: 19) fears that these constructs are
not fully relevant across cultural contexts. This

of course does not diminish the fact that they
may be similar when applied to similar socio-
economic categories. Brimeyer (2008) recently
confirmed that the belief in ‘divine intervention’
is a relevant construct in the attribution maps of
the disadvantaged when sufficiently elicited.
The present study, following the suggestions
of Hunt (2004), Bolitho et al. (2007) and Brimeyer
(2008) confirmed that indeed the fatalistic con-
struct is real when elicited with sufficient items
especially in studies involving the underprivi-
leged and the poor.

The salience of fatalistic beliefs brings into
question the possibility of the creation of a ‘vi-
able public realm’ or Habermas’ ideal of commu-
nicative rationality and Mouffes’s (2000, 2002)
post-Harbermasian ‘agnostic public sphere’ pre-
supposing that disagreements could be accept-
ed in political discourse. Gandy (2006: 387) ar-
gued that in Lagos, the combination of religios-
ity and politicized ethnicity hampers the possi-
bility of the development of a ‘viable public
sphere’. This is further exacerbated by hope-
lessness and disenfranchisement consequent
upon years of military misrule that render de-
mands by the poor in urban Nigeria lower than
obtained for example in Latin America where al-
ternative urban visions have been better articu-
lated (Swilling et al. 2003; Simone 2005). In the
aftermath of years of cruel military (mis)rule, Ni-
gerian politics is however undergoing a sem-
blance of transition with the involvement of
NGOs which could not function under the mili-
tary. These groups, which include inter alia the
Shelter Rights Initiative (SRI) and Women activ-
ist groups, are beginning to make demands for
improvements in the condition of life for the
populace thereby attempting to introduce civic
mobilization. However, the most extensive ex-
pansion in civil society has been in the realm of
religious activity occasioned by the spread of
charismatic and Pentecostal Christianity (Smith
2001; Adichie 2005; Marshall-Fratani 1998),
bringing forth a combination of fatalism, religi-
osity and growing powerlessness (Gandy 2006).
Thus rather than an urban citizenship emerging,
what has developed is a citizenship that remains
passive and disconnected with any political
agenda with the potential to challenge the state
or influence politics to demand basic services, a
kind of citizenship that recognizes ‘the right to
the city’ (Lefebvre 1996: 158).
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CONCLUSION

The present study set out to determine if the
Social Economic Status (SES) hypothesis which
has been widely reported in many past studies
in developed countries is valid for respondents
in the developing world. In addition, the study
proposed to determine possible variations in the
combinations of poverty attributions from the
dominant individual – structural continuum of-
ten reported in many studies in the global north.
This necessitated a determination of the validi-
ty of the fatalistic attribution type as a true con-
struct in the developing world, albeit often down-
played in western studies. The study therefore
tested the hypothesis that SES variables corre-
lated with poverty attribution dimensions.

Contrary to what many past studies report-
ed, this study has shown that fatalism is a real
explanation for poverty among the disadvan-
taged in developing countries. This may be ex-
plained in terms of anthropological evidence
showing the importance of beliefs in unseen
spirits as determinants of social and economic
fortunes in many African societies. As many past
studies did not include the poor and underpriv-
ileged in their sample, generalizations to the
whole populations must be taken with caution.
To date there has been little scholarly attention
to the study of how the poor perceive poverty.
Whilst the study on the Badia sample was on
how the poor explain causes of poverty, many
of the findings still found salience in the litera-
ture. Poverty attributions showed significant
zero order correlations with relevant socio-de-
mographic factors that other studies have un-
covered. Gender, age, income and education
were found to correlate with poverty attribution
dimensions as the literature portrays. However,
while the different poverty attribution sub-di-
mensions fit into the literature, the overall rat-
ings of the different sub-dimensions showed a
novel divergence with the literature. While struc-
tural attributions were predominant among the
less privileged in past studies, followed by indi-
vidual attributions, against popular expectations,
fatalistic attributions showed a higher level of
acceptance in the Badia sample than individual
attributions.

Fatalism is important because when blame
for inequality and poverty is placed on ‘fate’
rather than structure, the revolutionary poten-
tial of frustration is deflected. As the results of

this study indicated, where structural attribu-
tions of poverty was shown, they were heavily
layered with fatalistic explanations signifying
what scholars have termed split/dual conscious-
ness, thus the motivation for collective respons-
es in the face of glaring injustice is diminished.
As the economic condition worsened, the level
of religious performance increased. As the re-
sults of the present study show, while a prepon-
derant 59% reportedly preferred structural attri-
bution as against 37.1% preferring fatalistic at-
tributions based on mean ratings, a closer look
at the results reveals that when the rating of
specific items was considered, the fatalistic item
‘there is a heaven where things will be better
than on earth’ received the highest mean rating
(Mean = 4.19, SD = 0.85) of all the 38 items on
causes of poverty and is therefore statistically
the most important factor in the attribution con-
struct of the respondents in Badia. A mean rat-
ing of 4.19 accompanied with a very low stan-
dard deviation of 0.18 from a scale with a maxi-
mum score of 5 shows that this particular belief
is strongly held among the members of the sam-
ple. In comparison, the ‘structural’ item ‘employ-
ers are not paying enough’ yielded the next high
mean rating of 4.08 and SD = 0.94. This strong
showing of fatalism confirms scholars’ conclu-
sions that the belief in ‘unseen forces’ is a strong
element in the conceptualization of causes of
inequality in Africa. Such attitudinal orientation
is definitely defeatist of any attempts to chal-
lenge the status quo.

RECOMMENDATIONS

    Attribution research has failed to gener-
ate effective conclusions that might aid in the
fight against poverty. No doubt, with attribu-
tion studies focusing on attributions of the rich
for poverty, the prospects of generating ground
for mobilization to fight poverty are impaired.
The results from the study showed that fatalism
is a valid construct in the attribution maps of the
disadvantaged. It is noteworthy that the inclu-
sion of more fatalistic items in the research in-
strument elicited more statistically valid respons-
es. It is therefore recommended that future stud-
ies include sufficient fatalistic items in their re-
search instruments in order to obtain statistical-
ly significant results. However, as the study was
conducted using a sample of predominantly poor
and less educated people, it will be necessary
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for future studies to replicate this study to con-
firm the validity of the findings and to ascertain
if the inclusion of more fatalistic items in research
instruments applied to middle class samples will
provide similar results.

The present study has constructed attribu-
tion scales using varied numbers of items. Sig-
nificantly, the fatalistic dimension had lesser
number of items compared to the others. This
was a huge limitation for the present study. Fu-
ture studies may be geared toward creating and
strengthening the fatalistic sub-dimension by
uncovering new items that relate to its concep-
tualization. Factor analysis studies devoted to
developing the fatalistic scale will be useful in
consolidating the construct as a valid explana-
tory tool for the views of the truly disadvan-
taged about poverty.

There are not many actions or policy options
possible where people adduce poverty to fate.
The implication of the above is that in order to
achieve greater actions against poverty and in-
equality, concerted efforts need to be made to
diminish fatalistic beliefs among the disadvan-
taged. This implies the need for educational and
conscientization programmes by Social Move-
ment Organizations that wish to foment change.
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