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Abstract 

Social capital happens to be one of the most important assets that poor possess. It 

is this safety net on which they fall upon at time of crisis and also draw security to 

reduce their vulnerabilities to several risks but what strength lies behind this 

social capital? Why poor invest so much in their social relations? In this article the 

author tries to understand what lies behind these and the winning combination of 

surviving together. The understanding is developed through drawing an analogy 

from an Oscar winning film ‘Gladiator and further building argument based on 

this analogy’. Starting from social capital this article also highlights the 

importance of Intra-household relations and its possible role in increasing the 

resilience of poor household, which is depending on the same underlying principle 

of surviving together through the strength drawn from relationships.  

Keywords: Poor, survival, Relationships, Social Capital, Intra-household relations, 

Synergy, cohesion, survival strategy 

 

Importance of Social Capital in Poor’s Life 

“How can I say that help is not required? When I have nothing, I will take 

something from others to feed my family and myself. I take help from my 

neighbours and return back to them after earning from work. This is a mutual 

thing, when he requires, I will help, when I need he will help, if my neighbour has 

nothing to eat and is forced to remain hungry; this is not going to happen…; if he 

does not have… I will support him, if there is no money with me as well; will get 

them food from my house. I will not watch remaining idle, my neighbour sleep 

empty stomach”. 

A Poor Man from Varanasi, U.P 

Source: (Keshav & Komaraiah, 2015) 
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"Whereas economic capital is in people's bank accounts and human capital is 

inside their heads, social capital inheres in the structure of their relationships. 

To possess social capital, a person must be related to others, and it is these 

others, not himself, who are the actual source of his or her advantage" (Portes, 

1998). "As an attribute of the social structure in which a person is embedded, 

social capital is not the private property of any of the persons who benefit from 

it" (Coleman, 1990). [As in (Narayan, 1999)] 

To understand how the strength is drawn of relationships that poor possess an 

analogy is drawn from an Oscar winning film ‘Gladiator and further based on 

this visualisation arguments are built to highlight the role of relationships 

mainly two – The social Relations and Intra-household relations. 

The Winning Combination of Surviving Together 

In the Oscar winning film, Gladiator (2000); depicting Rome of 180 A.D, there is 

a scene sequence: The hero of the film ‘Maximus’ - a gladiator, along with some 

other gladiators are fighting for their lives in a Roman coliseum,  where this 

game of death, has been organised for entertaining the crowds. Maximus and 

his teammates are on foot, barely-equipped with spears and shields and are up 

against a powerful and well-equipped force of mounted fighters and archers on 

chariot. The chances of survival for Maximus and his team mates are dismally 

low. 

While the crowd is heating up to see this game of death, the gladiators 

nervously stare at the gates through which the attack will eventually occur. 

Maximus yells to his fellow gladiators, “Whatever comes out of these gates, we 

have a better chance of survival if we work together. Do you understand? If we 

stay together, we survive.”  

The opponents barrel into the arena on their glorious chariots. Shouts can be 

heard as they immediately begin to kill the "gladiators", Maximus shouts -

"Come together...lock your shields, stay as one...hold as one".  
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Figure 1.1 : If we stay together…we survive! 

Source: Staying together, from  http://shawnvanderlugt.com/2011/10/18/staying-

together 

The gladiators who stay together with Maximus forms a protective shell 

composed of shields in the center of the arena. Standing back to back gladiators 

form a closed group in a such a way that their weak link - their backs, are not 

exposed to the attackers, and that every where the attackers move, they come 

across the face of an armed gladiator. Thus every time the chariots attack, the 

shields protect them (refer to figure 5.1). As the chariot returns for another 

attack, Maximus encourages the men shouting, “Hold.” At a precise moment, he 

yells, “Diamond” and leads the gladiators in forming a diamond with their 

shields…and like a powerful machine, the combined shields overturn the 

chariot and hurtle the opponents to their death. Finally this otherwise weak 

group of gladiators through their enhanced capabilities and resilience, achieved 

by staying together and acting in as one in crisis situation, snatch their lives 

back from jaws of death (Scott, 2000; Wikipedia Contributors, 2014; Lugt, 

2011; Franzoni & Logan, 2000). 

The conditions of urban poor households are also no less dramatic than this 

gladiator’s group in our story. The lives of urban poor are full of surprises, 

mostly negative; have meager assets at their disposition, a meager asset base 
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means lower cumulative returns on assets, affecting and limiting their 

livelihood outcomes, which lowers their capabilities and weakens their 

resilience, and are up against multiple challenges and risks at every level. Lower 

resilience makes the household vulnerable to multiple risks faced by the 

households. All these make their survival and sustenance challenging.  

With not much cushion available for sliding further backward, an urban poor 

household needs to manage its meager assets well enough not only to get 

maximum returns on them but also to protect those assets from getting 

depleted. There are factors which enrich the assets and there are factors which 

deplete the assets (discussed in detail later) if the household possess or are able 

to mobilize these asset-enriching factors they start making steady progress and 

if asset-depleting factors come into play the capability of household starts 

coming down, resilience decreases  and vulnerability to various risks increases. 

Thus, threatening the household further deeper into poverty.  

If we go back to our gladiator’s story we find that individually the gladiators 

were not capable enough to survive the onslaught of their enemies. However, 

when they synchronised their efforts and worked in unison1 as a cohesive2 unit, 

by combining themselves into one, they achieved synergy3. Through this 

achieved synergy, not only did they survive the crisis but also could overcome it 

convincingly. They complemented each other in a way that the strength of one 

covered up for weakness of other and together they formed a castle of their 

                                                           
1 Unison: If people and organizations act in unison, they act the same way because they 

agree with each other or because they aim to achieve same aims (Collins, 2009). 

2 Cohesive: Something that is cohesive consists of parts that fit together well and form a 

united whole (Collins, 2009). 
3 Synergy:   
a. “A state in which two or more things work together in a particularly fruitful way 

that produces an effect greater the sum of their individual effects", 

(BusinessDictionary.com,2014)  

b. “Synergy is the creation of a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts” 

( French, Rayner, Rees, Rumbles, et al., in Organizational Behaviour (2008) Source: 

Random House Dictionary, 2014; as cited in Dictionary.com) 

c. “A designed beauty of synergy is that it serves only to add, never subtract” 
(Rententbach, Synergy (2009) as cited   in  Random House Dictionary, 2014; as 
cited in Dictionary.com) 

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/work.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/produce.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/sum.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/individual.html
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own. They turned themselves resilient enough to cope up with the outside 

attack and their enhanced combined capability gave them the teeth to attack 

and defeat their opponents. 

Now, if we make transition into real world, we see that family/ household4 as a 

unit has been a time tested institution for survival and growth, and is a more 

viable option than continuing individually. Its strength lies in the same basic 

principle: “stay together5 to survive”.   

Hence, similar to the gladiator’s heroics, when members of household 

synchronise6 to coexist in harmony, more often than not, and mutually agree to 

work in unison, to achieve their combined goals by supporting and 

complementing each other, the household achieves synergy.  

This achieved synergy is an asset for an urban poor household.   Obviously this is 

a dynamic concept and would keep changing based on real time behavior of the 

members. However looking in to long term trends if the family coexists in 

harmony and works in unison, more often than not, towards achieving their 

collective goals, we may categorise this family as synergetic family. 

A synergetic family is a winning combination and its achieved synergy is an 

asset for it. Synergy helps the household to take that extra leap which leads to 

an increased cumulative internal strength. This increased cumulative internal 

strength in turn results into increased capability and also to increased 

resilience of the household. Increased household capability helps the household 

to capitalise on the livelihood opportunities available to them in a better way. 

Increased resilience means that the household would be able to cope up with 

risks in a better way.  

Two questions arise:  

                                                           
4
 The words family and household have been used interchangeably in this write-up. 

5
 Staying together here does not necessarily mean only physical togetherness but instead 

complementing one other may be physically, mentally, emotionally and contributing in 

achieving the set goals in unison. 

6Synchronisation: An adjustment that causes something to occur or recur in unison  

(Princeton  University,  WordNet® 3.0, 2006 as cited in Dictionary.com). 
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a. If poor households achieve synergy and synergy is an asset then why they 

continue to remain poor? 

b. Whether all urban poor households act together in unison and achieving 

synergy, per se7 ?   

The answer to the first question is that an achieved synergy would help the 

household to take that extra leap which given its assets and capabilities would 

normally not be possible. This enhanced achievement due to synergetic effect 

may or may not be sufficient to take the household beyond poverty. However in 

any case would bring the household closer to achieving its goals. 

The answer to second question on whether all urban poor households acts 

together in unison, on its own and achieve synergy is ‘no’ and even among those 

successful, not all would be equally successful in achieving this cohesiveness 

and synergy. There would be assets and factors which would affect the cohesion 

and possibilities of a household achieve synergy. 

Conclusion 

Two important assets which would in turn help a household achieve synergy 

are: 

 Social Capital 

 Intra-household relations. 

While the social capital has been discussed in the beginning of the article the 

intra-household is discussed briefly in the following: 

Intra-Household Relations 

Better the relationship between different members of the household better the 

cohesion and synergy. 

In urban context this asset gains even further importance as the urban poor 

settlements are, in general, socially fragmented8. Though social relations still 

remains an important asset for urban poor households (discussed later). 

                                                           
7
 Per se: By itself, by its own (Great Encyclopaedic Dictionary, 1964) 
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Ceterius Paribus, A household in which intra-household relations are good are 

expected to be more cohesive. Working in unison they are expected to achieve 

synergy and draw benefits of achieving synergy. 

Such households are expected to get better returns on their assets thus 

increasing the chances of achieving their livelihood goals as compared to those 

households which do not have a good inter-household relation. 

Also a household having good inter-household would have a higher resilience  
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