Health and the New Poor Law: The Early Years
It is not difficult to see the impact of Malthusian thinking
 on the health aspect of poor law relief policies especially if we compare Chadwick's deterrent workhouse with Jeremy Bentham's pre-Malthus 'pauper Panopticon' (1797), often seen as its model. Like Chadwick's its aim was to deter pauperism but not at the expenses of health or natality.  Married couples would sleep together behind curtains. The health of mothers and children would be ensured by incentives and the workhouse diet was to be the lowest that would sustain health, not just life. In other words the poor had the right to health through good diet, ventilation, warmth, and cleanliness. So much was the workhouse to be a place of health that Bentham hoped it would attract paying guests.

'That it be determined by the Directors whether whole Families abide together or their Children put? separate from them into the nurseries' The outcome of this debate is also noted 'Children to be seperated for sleeping at night from the Parents except young Infants'

Matters had certainly changed by the 1830s for the Act of 1834 recommended the separation of  the sexes and this was a key tenet of the Act.
 It was both a punitive and a therapeutic measure, a way to make workhouse  life less appealing than life outside and an effective preventative of 'redundant' population. Ideas of subsistence diets in the 1830s generally contained less meat and variety than they had in the poorhouses of the 1790s, and work applied had to be more tedious, painful and futile than what was available in the workplace outside.
In regards to health of paupers, food was the most controversial. People were unable to live without it and if given in excess it could compensate to a certain degree for inadequate heat and clothing. Food costs dominated the household budgets of the poor. During the period dietary expectations were falling. Diets that may have shocked Malthus were rich compared to those which were taken as normal by social investigators in the thirties and forties.
' The farmer in Wales, as well as the labourer must be taken to mean a person generally badly lodged, and insufficiently fed and clothed....The farmer's labourers who board in his house live proportionally worse. A morsel of the salt meat or bacon is used to flavour a large quantity of broth, or gruel, of meal and leeks, and day after day this is the labourer's dinner'.

Hence getting a minimal diet was no easy task for administrators of workhouses and prisons. Chadwick took up the problem of workhouse diets immediately on becoming secretary to the administrative Poor Law Commission (PLC) in 1834. From research on prisons, he concluded that less food was healthier than more. However no matter the diet the Guardians were always vulnerable to the charge that the diet was too rich, a claim of course warranted if anyone outside seemed to be getting by on less.
The working-class press, and its Tory supporters like the Times, insisted on translating economics back into health. To them the logic was unmistakeable. If, in the ordinary economy, people sometimes starved and the poor died of epidemic and endemic diseases, and if workhouse life must be less attractive, it followed that more must starve in the workhouse. Hence the common view of workhouses as places of 'starvation and infanticide'.

For Poor Law administrators  the successful workhouse was an empty workhouse as it showed that deterrence worked. This conflict how the provision of the necessaries of life and health was to be made compatible with the natural market is shown in the 'Marcus' affair. In late 1838 On Populousness,  a series of essays by one 'Marcus' began to appear. these seemed to advocate a state system of infanticide of newborns in excess of two per pauper couple, for the purpose of reducing the redundant population. The Rev. Joseph Stephens suggested that they were from the PLC and despite his arrest for fermenting insurrection, the radical press reprinted the texts under the titles The Book of Murder and Child Murder.
 
What is important here is how these pamphlets were read in an environment in which health, and indeed the very existence, of working class people were flash points of conflict (1839 the year of the Chartist Riots in Newport and the beginning of the Rebecca Riots). To the editors of the Book of Murder  it seemed plain that the pamphlets were basically testing the waters. To them the bureaucracy was already in place for 'painless extinction' in the shape of the newly established births registration made law in 1837. The proposal for systematic infanticide seemed to extend the existing practice of not prosecuting infanticide aggressively (see look reports in newspapers on infanticides)
. Condoning infanticide also seemed to match the legislation whereby the New Poor Law moved the responsibility for illegitimate children from fathers to mothers. One rationale for that change had been to discourage women were considering nonmarital pregnancy (a practice imbedded in Welsh courting practices)
 Yet since the law gave women no legal power or social resources needed to make that freedom of choice real, the transfer was as much 'a premium on the pursuit of male lust' as a disincentive to women.
 In the eyes of the poor surely such measures were intended  to force desperate mothers to do the reducing of the population with their own hands
.
The movement to initiate better sanitation was important to the PLC because it was and alternative to the claim that destitution caused disease. The claim was fundamentally incompatible with the new poor law. The poor law was intended automatically to deflect potential claimants of relief back into the labour market accepting the going wage rate. It did so by imposing the workhouse test. 'Outdoor Relief' was to be banned; relief was to go to those willing to enter a workhouse and take on the despised tag of pauper. But while the law sought to balance access with disincentive, a balance was hard to strike. The presence of any destitution was an embarrassment; it showed that the balance had not been found, that the terror of the workhouse was too successful. Worse, if deserving labourers were starving themselves into disease to avoid the workhouse, then the deterrent system was not only failing but could be encouraging pauperization and increasing poor law costs by indirectly increasing disease.
  If those diseases were contagious then forcing people into poverty would spread contamination throughout the population. The whole deterrent edifice would appear uneconomical, not to mention immoral, and to a certain extent, criminal.
For the authorities to admit that destitution could cause disease was incompatible with the liberal principles of laissez faire.  Providing food, medical care, education, or support for the aged was no way to foster responsibility and independence.  The PLC believed that the old poor law hindered the freedom of the labour market forcing wages either too high, or too low when the Roundsman system was applied.

However Chadwick was uncomfortable with the Malthusian implications of the destitution-disease view i.e. that high mortality was a natural corrective.. If preventable lethal disease was a public problem then it could also lead to a  valuable loss which for Chadwick meant adult males who were essential for industrial growth and their premature deaths could be seen as lost profit.
 Therefore the 'medical problem' was central in poor law administration and raised the deepest conundrums for the administrators. In 1832 the Royal Commission had ignored the subject of disease and ignoring the issue of public medical care. It could not consider placing a whole family into the workhouse either on moral or financial grounds whenever illness led to temporary inability to work. In such cases it made sense to provide both medical care for the ill breadwinner and 'necessaries' for the family until money was again being earned. Logic then dictated that if medical aid was available to a wage earner why not a none earning member of the family. The PLC tried to solve the problem by appointing a union relieving officer whose duty it was to assess requests for medical care and send only those judged worthy, who might then receive relief without taking on the pauper tag. On the grounds that relieving officers were unqualified to diagnose, medical officers often bypassed them, using the excuse that emergency care was needed.
 What was also of concern was that the deterrent system might in itself cause disease.  Chadwick would insist that at times disease reflected moral error and could be avoided. the commission would suggest also that for the poor demand for medical care was a function of supply. Do away with public care and you would find that illness disappeared.
 Although the commissioners might think this as part of their class hostility rather than serious policy options, it was still politicall and morally important that the commission offer some solution. Ideally of course, Chadwick believed the poor should save for medical emergencies through medical clubs (see handouts for further detail and examples). Chadwick urged unions to offer medical relief as a loan, but it was a loan rarely paid.
 To add to the problem, the medical profession, which could not agree on most things, were as one mind in their opposition to the reorganization of public medical practice under the new poor law. The act of 1834 established union medical officers to replace the old system of parish surgeons. By amalgamating parishes into unions the PLC hoped to improve care and share costs. Each union would be split into a few medical districts, each with an officer. With large patient loads, practitioners could become expert in the medical problems of the poor. At the same time, competition for fewer post would force down salaries (see Union Minutes for Llandeilo Union).

Costs fell, but care did not improve. Districts often became unmanageably large. Appointments which were renewed yearly, were often made on lowest tender and often to men who did not know the area. (see Llandeilo Minute Bks.) General practitioners began to organize very quickly after the passing of the 1834 act and pressed for improvements in poor law appointments. They were supported by the Royal Colleges and by 1844 a select committee would focus exclusively on poor law medical practice. The committee investigated a case of neglect brought to the notice of the House of Commons by a petition of a schoolmaster.
  it was the Andover scandal of 1845, where the master of the workhouse starved his paupers to such an extent that they fought over the gristle and marrow in half-putrid bones they had to crush, that led to investigations into the work of the PLC and was to bring about its demise in 1847.  
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