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The Sociology of Nothing

Abstract
In my study, I aim to examine the sociological nature of social absence – “nothing” and “noth-
ingness” – moving away from the static descriptions of traditional deprivation research towards a 
dynamic, analytical perspective. As a synthesis of my research conducted in three different areas 
(among refugees, homeless people, and people living in extreme poverty), I aim to show that dep-
rivation is not merely a lack of resources, but an active social agent capable of spreading between 
different dimensions. In my study, I explore the intertwined constellations of relational, opportu-
nity, and livelihood deficits, as well as the concept of social regression, which refers to the gradual 
erosion of existing capital and resources and the narrowing of agency. One important finding of 
the study is that immobility (inactivity) in an environment of deprivation is not passivity, but an 
energy-consuming, rational survival strategy that reduces resilience to a bare minimum. The “so-
ciology of nothingness” thus offers a critical framework that helps to understand the internal logic 
of peripheral communities and the limits of the effectiveness of social interventions.
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Subjective introduction
I have often answered the question of what I do by saying that I deal with nothing, and we 
laughed together with the questioner that this could be real idleness, but I deal with nothing-
ness, non-action, absence. I am interested in how the absence of something or someone affects 
mobility, integration, and opportunities. In this sense, I am exploring a theoretical gap, because 
it is true that we talk about poverty, deprivation, lack of connections, and inequalities, but I am 
talking about absence, nothingness, and sometimes a state of lack that is sufficient in itself to 
become immobility. The evaluation and interpretation of nothingness has therefore become an 
equally valuable focus for me, because it helps to understand lagging behind, exclusion, dep-
rivation, immobility, helplessness, and hopelessness. In sociological terms, therefore, nothing-
ness and absence have just as important a role as something and presence, and by elevating them 
to their rightful place, we create a new analytical environment.

A less subjective introduction and theoretical concept
My research has typically focused on marginal issues, and I have often been inclined to empha-
size one dimension and bring it to the fore in order to develop my interpretation. However, there 
has always been a sense of absence, a presence in multiple dimensions: it is not only relation-
ships that are missing when we talk about homeless people or refugees, we should see the lack 
of resources, deprivation, and lack of opportunities behind each of them, but also understand 
and appreciate the existing resources that help survival, the deficiencies that limit progress, and 
the social spaces that help people stay in place, restrict them, and reject them.

Constellations of absence describe a phenomenon that affects everyday actions, relation-
ships, routines, financial security, impulses, and visions of the future. In my study, after a brief 
theoretical introduction, I will review my previous and current research in order to show how 
“nothing” occupies a central place in my interpretation and why I dare to recommend this con-
cept to the reader’s attention.

The section in which I wish to discuss nothing has already been formulated in several de-
tails, as social science perceives social peripheries and deficiencies and, as a result, problema-
tizes the dimensions of exclusion. And while it is an empirical experience, it also has a diverse 
theoretical background. The topic is approached partly from the perspective of deprivation (the 
work of Sen and Castel) and partly from the perspective of those in a state of deprivation (Bau-
man, Beck, and Beck’s critics).

Theoretical framework: liquid society, nobodies and somebodies
Referring to Bourdieu, Bauman highlights endemic uncertainty and the transience of references, 
and responds to the way in which society fails to address risks, even when the causes of suffer-
ing have social roots, leaving individuals to struggle with them on their own (Bauman 2001). 
Indeed, there is a point where hopelessness turns into immobility, and the greater the existential 
crisis, the more it becomes an individual problem (cf. Bauman 2001), inducing individual solu-
tions – in which the patterns may be very similar, as we do not work with an infinite number 
of solutions. But as long as these unique, individual solutions seek solutions at the micro level 
and do not respond to macro-level problems – the roots of their everyday challenges – radical 
change cannot happen. Beck also thought that this uncertainty is exacerbated by the pursuit of 
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security, and that resilience is what defines the dividing lines in society under the new order 
(Beck 2003), although it is also true that he identified several factors of uncertainty throughout 
his work. What they have in common, however, is that there are crisis or crises in society to 
which the members and microgroups of an individualizing society seek solutions – or tolerate 
change and suffering. From this perspective, we can deduce the entity of the unnecessary person 
(Bauman 2000), those who are produced by structural changes and whose ability to adapt and 
reaction time are insufficient for successful adaptation and success. This is not only about re-
dundancy, unsuccessful adaptation, and momentary survival, but also about something missing 
in their lives.

Krémer (2022), interpreting “someone” and “being someone”, talks about a concept that 
can be grasped in both a social and social science sense, which well conveys the general ex-
pectations, social goals, and coping strategies that people follow more or less make decisions, 
organize their daily lives according to opportunism and/or values. Krémer’s position is also 
interesting because it acts as a mirror: it refers to Bauman’s topos of the superfluous person in 
a liquid society, because when people do not strive to become someone, they are nobodies to 
society. Moreover, as Bauman (2000) puts it, all structures and irrelevant obligations disappear, 
transform, and a new order emerges, but as Beck also mentions, in a new (modern) modernity. 
Bauman perceives that society considers the “disintegration of the social network, the falling 
apart of effective agencies of collective action” (Bauman 2000. 14), that there is a lack of sim-
ilarity and continuity (Bauman 2001), but so many other things as well, and very often these 
deficiencies overlap and contribute to the formation of nothing. 

This happens at a time when possession, decision-making, emancipation, and self-realiza-
tion are becoming universal, and those who do not possess these things are left without poten-
tial—those who do not exercise power. And since they remain outside, they also fail to perform 
in another important area: order, which, according to Bauman, means “monotony, regularity, 
repetitiveness, and predictability” (Bauman 2000. 55), and if they fail in this area as well, they 
are left out.

Theories of deficiency and deprivation
Nothing and non-existent appears in the absence of something, especially when scientific con-
cepts expect that something to exist and reflect on it (see research on deprivation). This position 
is an understandable starting point and wonderfully complements the concept I introduced with 
Baumann, which, contrary to expectations of active participation, led to non-compliance. Since 
they not only remain outside the order, but also find themselves in a situation where the condi-
tions for participation, action and decision-making do not exist, the analytical perspective of this 
lack and exclusion becomes relevant.

In a phenomenological sense, absence and exclusion are concepts that are not reflections of 
an existing order, but describe a state in which the basic conditions for presence, participation, 
and social integration are lacking.

Sen considers that this does not mean a lack of resources, but rather a loss of capabilities 
(Sen 1992), thus manifesting itself not only as a deficiency, but also as an inability to act, and 
thus becoming a social experience. This interpretation is consistent with Castel’s concept of ex-
clusion (Castel 1998), which describes the gradual loss of social membership not as a one-time 
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break, but as a protracted process of exclusion. In this context, “nothingness” and exclusion do 
not merely denote a structural position, but rather an everyday condition in which individuals 
are not only pushed to the margins of social order, but also lose the practical conditions for par-
ticipation and action. I believe that this is what gives us the experience of nothing / of absence, 
which we seek to understand in our various approaches – these will be discussed in the follow-
ing chapters – and this is what we talk about from the outside, segment by segment (in terms 
of relationships, material goods, income, education, abilities, opportunities, etc.). But I would 
like to believe that we have a chance to interpret nothing together in its complexity as a whole 
– and thus open up new possibilities in interpretations and in the interpretation and treatment of 
exclusion and backwardness.

Lack of relationships
I have studied social network among homeless people, refugees, asylum seekers, families par-
ticipating in public employment programs, and disadvantaged groups, and while writing about 
low-density networks and relationships with little retention power and the ability to mobilize 
external resources (Nagy 2009, 2015, 2019, 2024), interpreting relationship deficits became 
increasingly important to me. I tried to interpret the type of relational gap, examined it from 
the perspective of network dynamics and the heterogeneity of relationships, and as such, these 
approaches provided a satisfactory explanation for the current research question. 

After all, in the case of refugees, it is extremely important to take a relational approach to 
neo-integration and, along with this, to understand how integration is achieved from a relational 
perspective and where it is headed. But even then, it was already apparent that missing and lost 
relationships have an effective impact on the ego-network that can be examined in the present 
(or at any time). Thus, relational deficits appear as resource deficits, as connections to the inter-
national network of diasporas rather than to the host society, but in the absence of relationships, 
neither support nor information helps to change the direction of this organic process, and pref-
erential choices also bind them to the diasporas. 

In the case of homeless and disadvantaged people, it also seemed important to understand 
whether they have connections that extend beyond their circles and can support their steps with 
information, job opportunities, and resources. It became clear that in most cases, the number of 
connections that an individual or family has is limited, and within this, even fewer are those who 
are in a different social situation (Nagy 2015, 2019). Thus, the results of the research confirmed 
the importance of the number and direction of relationships, and in terms of quantity, it was 
possible to identify relationship gaps based on morphological differences.

However, in any research I mention, the interpretation of relationship deficits remained 
within the framework of social capital and integration, and only a less explicit thread emerged 
that all this is problematic because if there is no abundance of relational capital, access to other 
resources is also limited, and there is a good chance that the economic and social position cannot 
improve or stabilize – as is evident. 

Nevertheless, because I decided to review my research in light of elevating nothingness, 
absence, and lack to an analytical perspective, I gained new, complementary results. These are 
findings that were the starting point or focus of my other research – equal opportunity, immobil-
ity, disadvantage(es) – but at the same time, I would have found it difficult to say: on the edge of 
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nothingness. Yet, during my fieldwork among refugees and asylum seekers, I often had reason 
to talk about how there is nothing, and how nothing can be exchanged or converted. They do 
not own much, they do not maintain many relationships (locally or digitally), their chances of 
a new start are limited, their legal status is uncertain, and their ability to assert their interests 
is insignificant. And while in geographical terms we see movement and stagnation, residence 
and waiting (Nagy 2024), in terms of social mobility we have observed a more significant and 
lasting decline (Nagy 2009). This is compounded by what I perceived as hopelessness, rejec-
tion, and a bleak outlook during the interviews, but their vulnerability can also be interpreted 
as an inability to act, which has structural causes: they come from circumstances that were not 
hopeful for them, perhaps even frightening and threatening – at this point, the majority of them 
were not granted international protection, so there are also those among them who did not suffer 
threats personally, although they may still have been traumatized. They arrived in circumstances 
that were also hopeless, perhaps even frightening, but certainly unfamiliar, and the rules they 
had lived by until then were lost, so the individuals themselves often felt lost, out of place, and 
in search of something to hold on to. 

The lack of relationships not only means a poverty of relationships, but also a regression in 
relationships, and this spiral is accompanied by a poverty of relationships, material poverty, and 
an increase in invisibility.

Lack of opportunities
Without connections, we have seen that access to non-owned goods, services, and information 
is limited. At the same time, a less discussed aspect in sociology is that connections also repre-
sent opportunities, even when we talk about social integration or an inclusive society. Putnam 
describes the role of bridge-building relationships (Putnam 2000), which provide access to re-
sources, and Granovetter describes the power of weak ties (Granovetter 1991), we still tend 
to think less about the opportunities that relationships generate, and even less when we talk 
about a lack of relationships or deprivation, because then our focus typically shifts to abilities, 
resources, performance, and incentives. However, when we focus on the lack, it becomes clear 
that a lack of connections does not only mean a lack of resources, but also a lack of participation 
in a network where information flows, and if you are left out of it, you may also fall behind in 
other dimensions and miss out on opportunities that could increase your chances.

Equal opportunity is not a given, but rather an entity derived from civil liberties. At the 
same time, when it comes to vulnerable social groups, we often talk about inequality in many 
dimensions and about how interventions to increase opportunities work. However, the approach 
taken by Balázs Krémer (2022) in his writing on human rights violations frames the lack of 
opportunity in a taboo-breaking way. Krémer argues that disenfranchisement is more common 
among the poor, and that its cause and antecedent is poverty and the inability to break out of it 
(Krémer 2022). His idea is framed by notions of power and monopoly, which lead, on the one 
hand, to the literature on empowerment and, on the other, to sociological approaches to social 
action and participation: however, these deal with power and participation, but less with power-
lessness, lack of participation, and exclusion.

I believe that the lack of opportunities will provide explicit critical perspectives: meritocratic 
or utilitarian traditions see inequality of opportunity as a lack of something, but it is not only a 
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lack of education, housing, and access, but also the development of capabilities (cf. Sen 1992), 
the existence of connections, but also the real possession of power, the application of law, and 
the question of social conventions. It is not enough to interpret equal opportunities and inequali-
ty in terms of discrimination; access to equal rights must also be examined in terms of linguistic, 
cultural, educational, mental state, gender, and ethnic distance. It is important to recognize that, 
in addition to the privilege of ownership, relationships, including those that serve as bridges, 
play a role in the presence and persistence of opportunities and in how they compensate for the 
lack of opportunities.

When examining opportunities, the issues of legal infringement and deprivation of rights 
also arise in connection with equal opportunity. The common thread in my research areas is the 
lack of legal enforcement capacity, because for refugees, disadvantaged people, or the homeless, 
rights are abstractions, and for the state, they are invisible, with whom the authorities (the state, 
the government) have an asymmetrical relationship, and their active citizenship is undermined 
by a lack of knowledge, information, visibility, access, and participation, their active citizenship 
is compromised, and they are invisible not only as refugees, homeless people, or the poor, but 
also in a political and legal sense.

Lack of livelihood
Lack of livelihood is one of the most direct and physical forms of experiencing “nothing.” The 
lack of material goods and income means constant uncertainty about the conditions of daily 
survival. Lack of livelihood is no longer a one-off crisis, but a permanent condition in which 
eating, heating, housing, and meeting basic needs become daily problems. In this state, the 
horizon for action narrows, decisions are reduced to short-term survival strategies, while social 
participation and ambition are completely pushed into the background.

Lack of livelihood: diagnosis, but we must also see the lack of opportunities, the poverty of 
relationships, the limited scope of relationships, the limited access to information, and the lack 
of impulses behind it. For those living in extreme poverty, limited spaces and opportunities are 
a given and not unexpected, and they often do not consider it possible to escape from this situ-
ation, thus limiting their geographical and social mobility. In extreme but not uncommon cases, 
there is also a lack of perspective, with day-to-day survival overshadowing longer-term plans 
and motivations, and opportunities for escape disappearing. 

Lack of possession: nothingness in the light of something
During the “red code” period, society perceives the absence of something, and it becomes ap-
parent that people are freezing to death in their homes or on the streets as homeless people. 
During the Christmas season, they notice the crowds of people queuing for food, and perhaps 
they have read about menstrual poverty. However, the situations in which this poverty arises are 
not visible in all respects, nor do they want to see them, because they arouse fear and existential 
tension. For social scientists, deprivation is more tangible; it is about the presence of material 
goods and the ability to meet the challenges of making a living.

In my fieldwork, I have found that deprivation, from both a researcher’s and a lived perspec-
tive, means the lack of possession of something, a relational connection that we must under-
stand in the expanding world of referential groups, knowing that in the absence of possession, 
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access should also be included in the interpretation. In other words, are there solutions avail-
able through relationships to temporarily or completely fill the lack, whether it is a matter of 
satisfying physiological needs, getting a ride, or using a tool. And here we always think about 
resources that are accessible through connections, either because we collect information about 
directly accessible – and often limited – connections, or because scarcity speaks of a lack of 
connections, but sometimes because these resources are supplemented illegitimately, through 
usury. The relational aspects are obvious, but the steps taken towards solutions are less so, even 
though this speaks to opportunities, abilities, and known strategies. We also need to understand 
the impulses in order to understand the lack and the experience of shortage.

The lack of impulses
Just as relationships represent the available information, the lack of relationships represents 
a lack of information; moreover, non-existent relationships do not provide impulses that are 
suitable for acquiring information, further reflection, or motivating our actors. Often, especially 
in relation to children, a stimulus-poor environment is described in connection with deprived, 
poor families living in extreme poverty. However, it is also worth noting that social exclusion 
and marginalization go hand in hand with a lack of stimuli, missed encounters, absence from 
optional school programs, and a lack of cultural consumption – clearly visible at the bottom of 
Maslow’s pyramid among those living in extreme poverty. And there is no question of impulses 
there.

However, without impulses, there is no participation, no assertion of interests, no cultural 
consumption, and, as one of my interviewees pointed out, hopelessness prevails in that stage 
of life.

The lack of impulses thus also means a lack of aspirations.
The narratives of the refugees revealed to me how important the diversity and direction of 

impulses are and how decisive the relational aspects of impulses are. The waiting that arises 
during their journeys (Nagy 2024) perpetuates a state in which they receive few new impulses, 
have few relationships to maintain, are unable to cultivate their networks, and receive only a few 
new connections. This also means that the few relationships that are also waiting, as well as the 
relationships available in the digital space with which they remain in contact, shape their inte-
gration plan: where, with whom, what to plan, what strategy to follow. Since these connections 
are mostly directed towards their own ethnic community, and they receive positive feedback 
from there, while at the same time receiving none from the host society, it is only natural that 
they imagine their future within the diaspora.

At the same time, in any stimulus-poor environment, the civilians dealing with them no-
tice the effects of the deficiency and try to increase the number of stimuli and ensure variabil-
ity with cultural (or multicultural) programs and leisure activities, thereby exerting a benefi-
cial effect on mental health. However, these activities mostly remain within the community 
bubble, offering few connections that go beyond it, but they still play an important role: they 
hint at lifestyles and visions for the future. Without these activities, stimuli are weak, and 
the expansion of relationships, labor market integration, well-being, and the development of 
individual aspirations come to a halt. In this state of deficiency, however, geographical and 
social immobility are common.
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Immobility
The lack of opportunities (accessibility, educational qualification, poverty of connections 
or information) and the regression of resources together cause a type of immobility that 
is not passivity, but a motionless, static state of equilibrium forced by constellations of 
deprivation. 

In this sense, immobility cannot be described merely as individual failure, a lack of ambi-
tion, a lack of labor market skills, or a lack of mobility aspirations or role models. But if we 
change our perspective and see that immobility arises from a complex set of deficiencies, we can 
understand that it is a very rational, resource-saving solution. After all, any change can involve 
risk or expense, and mobility is resource-intensive. However, immobility also means avoiding 
risks – if you don’t move, you don’t change the cost and risk of travel and housing, and chang-
ing jobs requires investment, both in terms of time and relationships. Risk avoidance, however, 
means protecting the few resources you have left against uncertainty—protecting the known 
against the unknown. Even if opportunities arise, there is still a high risk that your existing 
resources will suffer damage.

It may be difficult to talk about resilience in relation to immobility, but it is clear from the 
above that, in many cases, the strongest response to the loss of remaining abilities and the lack 
of progress is to maintain functionality and status quo, which consumes resources. Resilience 
feeds on all the resources I mentioned above, and immobility is not a lack of resilience, but rath-
er, even in the face of very strong counterforces, survival shows that it is there, that it is present. 
In this sense, immobility uses energy, but not too much, just enough to survive, which prevents 
further decline, no less, but no more, because less would be ineffective and more would be risky.

Summary
The deficiencies are various, the nothingness is able to rule and manage with almost nothing, 
because a new order is come into exist in deficiency: small-scale movement within strong net-
works of trust, involving low energy requirements, little investment, and short-term plans. This 
may seem like immobility, or we may think of it as inaction or helplessness, but by shifting our 
analytical perspective, we can also see how difficult it is to stay in place and how difficult it is 
to move and plan.

Nothingness is not the opposite of relationships, capital, or visions of the future, nor is it in-
dividual failure or failures, but rather a social condition in which individuals and groups become 
superfluous, excluded, and experience their daily lives as worthless and hopeless.

The analytical perspective, which focuses on the nothing, does not claim that research ex-
amining the relationship between deprivation and education, equal opportunities and relation-
ships is unimportant, but rather that attributes such as livelihood, relationships, opportunities, 
impulses, and mobility must and can be examined together in order to fully understand social 
nothingness, nothingness.

I believe that nothingness is an active social agent which, if we accept it with its own dy-
namics, acknowledging that it is difficult to grasp – the absence of an entity is indeed difficult 
– then we gain an analytical perspective that helps us understand why someone remains some 
people remain on the periphery of society, how peripheral communities function, and how we 
can develop effective interventions.
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The lack, the nothingness, the absence does not remain in a single dimension, it spills over 
into the others, consuming the remaining resources, causing regression, dynamically breaking 
down the previously existing footholds, pushing them to the periphery. As networks shrink, 
so do the spaces for action, and immobility is accompanied by a lack of ambition, a decline in 
impulses, and a decline in the assertion of interests and self-care. This spillover effect can be re-
duced by the remaining resources; without them, the individual/group is defined by overcoming 
everyday shortages and self-preservation. 

The sociology of nothing is not about hopelessness, but about understanding the regressive 
mechanism of nothingness so that interventions can achieve real results and bring about changes 
that restore individual dignity and agency even in the most profound states of deprivation.
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