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King Lear on poverty

O, reason not the need: our basest beggars
Are in the poorest thing superfluous…
If only to go warm were gorgeous,
Why, nature needs not what thou gorgeous wear’st,
Which scarcely keeps thee warm….
You see me here, you gods, a poor old man,
As full of grief as age; wretched in both!
– King Lear Act 2, Scene 4. 
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One last reminder (from France)

• “Financial poverty is real, but it is not the 
worst form of poverty. Here [a very poor area 
in Lille] there is a minimum sum guaranteed 
for everyone who wishes to live with dignity…

• “In my view, in France, the greatest poverties 
are cultural, psychological, relational and 
spiritual.”                    
– Fr. Benoît Ente OP  (from the latest UK Dominicans                                     

magazine)



Global background

Number of 
people in 
extreme
poverty  
(billions)

Number of 
people NOT in 
extreme
poverty 
(billions)

Percentage of 
global 
population in 
extreme 
poverty

Percentage of 
global 
population 
NOT in 
extreme 
poverty

1820 1.02 0.06 94% 6%

1950 1.81 0.71 72% 28%

1970 2.22 1.47 40% 60%

2015 0.71 6.64 10% 90%

Source: Our World in Data 
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/shar
e-world-population-in-extreme-poverty-
absolute

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/share-world-population-in-extreme-poverty-absolute


The basic UK trend

• In 1994/95, 24% of the population was “living 

in poverty” (below 60% of median income*) 

• 2004/05: 20% 

• 2016/17: 22% - jobs up, benefits down

• * After adding benefits and subtracting taxes and housing expense.  

Adjusted for household size. A very rough measure
• Data from  Rowntree Foundation, UK Poverty 2018 (based on UK 

government surveys)



“Persistent poverty”

• Defined as this year on one of the two 
preceding years living in “poverty”

• 9.7% of total population (vs. 20-24% currently 
“living in poverty” – so more than half of the 
poor exit from poverty some of the time)

• 23% of single parent families



“Destitution”

• Unable to afford two or more essentials 
during the last month (home, food, heating, 
lighting, clothing, shoes and basic toiletries)

• 2.3% of population was destitute during 2017.
• Destitution levels declined by around a 

quarter between 2015 and 2017.
• “likely to be related to a sharp fall in 

Jobseeker’s Allowance benefit sanctions”



Problem: Single-parent families

• Working-age lone-parent families: 
• In 1994/95, 58% in poverty, 62% in 1996/97. 
• In 2010/11: 41%
• Why the drop? Benefits rose between 2000 

and 2013; big reductions in worklessness and 
rises in employment

• In 2016/17: 46%



The single-parent wage penalty

• “The pay gap per hour between lone parents 
and the second earner in couples: £0.31 in 
2001/02; now £2.14. 

• Between lone parents and the main earner in 
couples: £3.59 un 2001/02; now £5.86 

• Relative poverty is becoming more 
concentrated among people with social-
psychological problems



Problem: Workless families

• About 15% of UK households are  currently 
“workless”

• In 1.7% of UK non-student, non-elderly  
households, no one has ever worked (small)

• Workless households account for about 32% 
of people in poverty

• 75% of children in workless households live in 
poverty



Ethnic differences

• From 1996/97 to 2016/17, % of working-age 
adults in poverty: 

• Bangladeshi households: 71% to 46%
• Indian households: 27% to 22% 
• White households: 18% to 19%.
• Bengali weakness seems to be fading



Ownership

• Washing machines – 97% of all households
• Cars: 37% of poorest 10% of households
• Cars: 90% of families with children
• TVs: 95% of households (98% in 2005)
• Smartphones: 85% of adults
• Relative poverty is not always great material 

poverty – housing is the weakest point in the 
UK



European comparisons

• “At risk of poverty” (60% of national median)
• EU: 2010: 16.5%  - 2017: 17.3%
• 2017:
• UK: 15.9%
• France: 13.6%
• Germany: 16.5%
• Spain: 22.3%
• From Eurostat



Lies, damn lies and …

• Why is Rowntree measure 22% and EU 16%?
• R deducts all housing expense (housing is 

relatively expensive in the UK)
• What is the adjustment for differences in 

household size? 
• Weightings: 1.0 to the first adult; 0.5 to the 

second and each subsequent person aged 14 
and over; 0.3 to each child aged under 14



Cross check: Maternal mortality
Per 100,000 births 1990 2015
World 385 216

High income 18 13
UK 10 9
Euro area
U.S.

11
12

6
14

World Bank data



What is to be done

• Focus less on money overall (deep want is 
rare)

• Focus more on:
• Welfare system messes (e.g. universal credit)
• Social-psychological situations – substance 

abuse, mental illness, weak families, disability
• Support education and employment



A closing Catholic thought
• “Love—caritas—will always prove necessary, 

even in the most just society. There is no ordering 
of the State so just that it can eliminate the need 
for a service of love.…There will always be 
suffering which cries out for consolation and 
help. There will always be loneliness. There will 
always be situations of material need where help 
in the form of concrete love of neighbour is 
indispensable.”

- Benedict XVI, Deus caritas est (28)


