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By necessaries I understand, not only the commodities which are indispensibly 
necessary for the support of life, but whatever the custom of the country renders it 
indecent for creditable people, even of the lowest order, to be without. A linen shirt, 
for example, is, strictly speaking, not a necessary of life. The Greeks and Romans 
lived, I suppose, very comfortably, though they had no linen. But in the present times, 
through the greater part of Europe, a creditable day-labourer would be ashamed to 
appear in public without a linen shirt, the want of which would be supposed to 
denote that disgraceful degree of poverty, which, it is presumed, nobody can well fall 
into without extreme bad conduct. Custom, in the same manner, has rendered 
leather shoes a necessary of life in England. The poorest creditable person, of either 
sex, would be ashamed to appear in public without them. In Scotland, custom has 
rendered them a necessary of life to the lowest order of men; but not to the same 
order of women, who may, without any discredit, walk about barefooted. In France, 
they are necessaries neither to men nor to women; the lowest rank of both sexes 
appearing there publicly, without any discredit, sometimes in wooden shoes, and 
sometimes barefooted. Under necessaries, therefore, I comprehend, not only those 
things which nature, but those things which the established rules of decency have 
rendered necessary to the lowest rank of people. 

DEFINING POVERTY: ADAM SMITH 





0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

6.00

7.00

8.00
Be

lg
iu

m
De

nm
ar

k
Fi

nl
an

d
Lu

xe
m

bo
ur

g
Sw

ed
en

N
or

w
ay

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

Hu
ng

ar
y

Ire
la

nd
Au

st
ria

Sp
ai

n
N

ew
 Z

ea
la

nd
Fr

an
ce

U
ni

te
d 

Ki
ng

do
m

Cz
ec

h 
Re

pu
bl

ic
Sw

itz
er

la
nd

Is
ra

el
Po

rt
ug

al
Au

st
ra

lia
Ge

rm
an

y
Sl

ov
en

ia
Ic

el
an

d
Sl

ov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic

Po
la

nd
Es

to
ni

a
Ita

ly
Ca

na
da

U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es
Gr

ee
ce

Ja
pa

n
M

ex
ic

o
Ch

ile
Ko

re
a

Tu
rk

ey

Social spending on working-age population as % of GDP 
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