Social Policy in the Nineteenth Century
The need for information about changing social conditions was well recognised in Britain before the end of the eighteenth century, but much of the early work was anecdotal and impressionistic. Investigators who attempted to convey factual information could only list what they had found, relying on the accumulation of material to prove their case, because they lacked the techniques for processing and analysing data.

The introduction of the National Census in 1801 and the Registration of Births, Deaths and Marriages Act of 1836 led to a new framework of investigation in which it was possible to obtain statistical information about the whole population for the first time, and statistical techniques began to be developed and refined. These were in effect, hard data: people were born, got married, had children, and died from carefully classified causes; but despite the pioneering work of Chadwick and his colleagues, the development of social statistics, involving softer data about living standards and he meaning of poverty took longer.
Henry Mayhew’s popular London Labour and the London Poor (1851) showed how far social investigation was lagging behind medical investigation by mid-century. Mayhew was a journalist and he carried out his own colourful investigations. In his book the general impression he gave was that the poor were artful and amusing, and their way of life foreign to his respectable readers. His conclusion was that ‘there are two distinct races of men’:

We like the Kaffirs [sic], Fellahs and Finns, are surrounded by wandering hordes – paupers, beggars and outcasts, possessing nothing but what they acquire by depredation from the industrious, provident and civilized portion of the community.

The identity of this class could be ascertained by the shape of their heads (low-browed and small-skulled), by their unintelligible language, and by their deplorable personal habits:
The nomad then is distinguished from the civilized by his repugnance  to regular and continuous labour – by his want of providence in laying up a store for the future – by his inability to perceive consequences … by his passion … for intoxicating fermented liquors … by his comparative insensibility to pain – by his immoderate love of gaming … by an immoderate love of libidinous dances – by the pleasure he experiences in witnessing the sufferings of sentient creatures … by the looseness of his notions as to property – by the absence of chastity among his women.

The fact that these descriptions could be applied to wealthy young men about town was lost on his readers for the theory that the poor were not only embarrassing and a nuisance, but foreigners as well, evidently appealed to his readers.
General William Booth of the Salvation Army also saw the ‘African parallel’ but came to very different conclusions. He drew on the experiences of Henry Stanley in the Congo and his dramatic rescue of David Livingstone as an example:

But while brooding over the awful presentation of life as it exists in the vast African forest, it seemed to me only too vivid a picture of many parts of our own land. As there is a darkest Africa, is there not also a darkest England? Civilization, which can breed its own barbarians, does it not also breed its own pigmies? May we not find a parallel at our own doors ….

He wrote ‘not in despondency, but in hope’. In England at least, the problems were soluble. For ‘Darkest England’ was only a fraction of ‘Greater England’, and there was wealth enough to rescue the ‘submerged tenth’ of the population. In the following years efforts were made to breed out the ‘submerged tenth’. The science of Eugenics was in its infancy and its principal supporter was Francis Galton a cousin of Charles Darwin. Galton argued that mental ability, aptitudes and qualities of character, land physical characteristics such as hair and eye colour, were directly transmissible from one generation to the next on the principles of Mendel’s Law: mathematicians tended to have mathematical children, musicians begat musicians. Conversely, criminal tendencies, mental illness, mental handicap and fecklessness ran in families.
Mayhew saw the poor as alien and predatory, Booth saw them as lost and helpless, the eugenicists argued that their condition was hereditary; but none of these lines of approach added what would now be regarded as scientific data to the debates about poverty.

Charles Booth, a Liverpool businessman and not related to the Salvation Army leader, first carried out a survey because he thought that the extent of poverty was grossly exaggerated, and he distrusted the figures putout by a Marxist group the Social Democratic Federation (SDF). It stated that within London 25 percent of the working population was living in poverty. Charles Booth was a staunch Conservative and convinced that the SDF data was inaccurate. To prove the SDF wrong he used the new organizational and statistical techniques of the business world to which he belonged in what was to be the first major social survey. One of his voluntary assistants was his cousin Beatrice Potter (later Mrs Sidney Webb).
Most of the information was collected from School Board Officers, appointed under Lowe’s Education Act of 1870 to investigate the reason for children’s non-attendance at school. His major findings were published in 1889. What he found that the SDF’s 25 percent was not an overestimate but an underestimate. His own classification of the London population
 showed 30.7 percent of the population in poverty. Most of those in category A to D were people who had a precarious existence through no fault of their own. Low wages and the precarious nature of seasonal and casual work were the major causes of poverty.
	Booth Classification
	Description of class

	A
	The lowest class which consists of some occasional labourers, street sellers, loafers, criminals and semi-criminals. Their life is the life of savages, with vicissitudes of extreme hardship and their only luxury is drink

	B
	Casual earnings, very poor. The labourers do not get as much as three days work a week, but it is doubtful if many could or would work full time for long together if they had the opportunity. Class B is not one in which men are born and live and die so much as a deposit of those who from mental, moral and physical reasons are incapable of better work

	C
	Intermittent earning. 18s to 21s per week for a moderate family. The victims of competition and on them falls with particular severity the weight of recurrent depressions of trade. Labourers, poorer artisans and street sellers. This irregularity of employment may show itself in the week or in the year: stevedores and waterside porters may secure only one of two days' work in a week, whereas labourers in the building trades may get only eight or nine months in a year.

	D
	Small regular earnings. poor, regular earnings. Factory, dock, and warehouse labourers, carmen, messengers and porters. Of the whole section none can be said to rise above poverty, nor are many to be classed as very poor. As a general rule they have a hard struggle to make ends meet, but they are, as a body, decent steady men, paying their way and bringing up their children respectably.

	E
	Regular standard earnings, 22s to 30s per week for regular work, fairly comfortable. As a rule the wives do not work, but the children do: the boys commonly following the father, the girls taking local trades or going out to service.

	F
	Higher class labour and the best paid of the artisans. Earnings exceed 30s per week. Foremen are included, city warehousemen of the better class and first hand lightermen; they are usually paid for responsibility and are men of good character and much intelligence. 

	G
	Lower middle class. Shopkeepers and small employers, clerks and subordinate professional men. A hardworking sober, energetic class.

	H
	Upper middle class, servant keeping class. 


A. 0.9% of the population

B. 7.5%

C.  }22.3%

D. }
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F. }
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H. }

All in all Booth was to publish seventeen volumes, piling fact on fact and his Poverty Enquiry ran to four volumes and was followed by the Trades (industry) Enquiry, volumes on Religious Influences and a final volume on Social Influences, published in 1903; and nearly all of it is unreadable. 
From a modern viewpoint, Booth’s work has a number of limitations. The scope of the survey was not clearly delineated: the first volume only related to east London, and although he later extended his work to other districts of London, he certainly did not cover the whole of London. He talked of a ‘poverty line’ and suggested that this might be drawn at an income of 21 shillings a week for a ‘moderate family’, noting that it would vary with circumstances; but he did not investigate the size or the age of the family members.

Despite the concern which led Booth to devote much of his life and fortune to the study of poverty, he could be judgemental – he wrote that drunkards, criminals and prostitutes ought to suffer ‘all the natural consequences, short of actually perishing from cold and hunger’; but he was convinced that the evidence of poverty was not a personal failing but a failure of social organisation. He modified his capitalistic ideals to ‘limited socialism’ for the poor: services should be provided for the underprivileged, to bring them up to the level where they could hold their own in a capitalist society.
Booth lacked the capacity to develop conceptual frameworks but his contribution to the development of social policy and methods of social investigation was immense:

· He was the first person to ask ‘Who are the poor?’ and to replace stereotypes and prejudices with factual answers.

· He used quantitative methods of investigation.

· He pioneered the technique of the large-scale social survey in Britain.

· He made an early contribution to the categorization of social class.

· He made out a case for minimum standards of social provision – even if he did not wholly believe it himself.

One of the many people impressed by the work of Charles Booth was Seebohm Rowntree a young industrialist working in the family business at York. The family firm was involved in chocolate production and employed over two thousand workers. The family were Quakers with a strong tradition of social concern. Having consulted with Charles Booth Rowntree wanted to carry out a similar survey in York to find out if Booth’s findings were peculiar to the London area, or whether the problems were common to other manufacturing towns.
He began his survey in 1899 and used the most up-to-date quantitative methods available. Unlike Booth he had a discrete area to work in. York was a reasonable size – about 15,000 houses and a population of 75,812. Rowntree excluded the ‘upper class’, including Booth’s Class H, who kept at least one servant, and reduced his population to 46,754.

He did not want to adopt Booth’s two-tier survey method – the information provided by School Board Officers and other informants- and had his investigators knock on every door. The survey, Poverty – a Study of Town Life, was completed within two years, and published in 1901
.

Rowntree took Booth’s description of the poverty line and elaborated it by developing two concepts of poverty – Primary Poverty and Secondary Poverty. Families were in primary poverty when their income was insufficient to provide the basic necessities for biological efficiency: food, fuel, shelter and clothing, even if every penny was spent on these items. People were in secondary poverty when their income would have been sufficient to cover the basic necessities, but where some of the money was diverted to other purposes. It is important to note that this second category did not imply a moral judgement that the money was misspent. It might be drink or gambling but it might also be trade union dues, fares to work, or helping some other member of the family. He also made the point that living effectively on a minimum wage required a great deal of energy and intelligence, which did not come easily to people living on the breadline.
Booth had noted that the poverty line would move, depending on the circumstances of the family. Rowntree worked it out in detail for as a nutritional chemist he knew what people should eat to keep fit, and how much a minimum diet cost. In the end to prove his point, he selected a diet given him by the Local Government Board, which was less generous than that available at the time for the able-bodied paupers. He checked his prices in the back streets of York. He checked the local rents and the cost of clothing in the cheaper shops, and the price of fuel. He took into account the size of the family and the age of the children.

His conclusion was that wages paid for unskilled labour in York were insufficient to ‘maintain a family of moderate size in a state of bare physical efficiency’. According to his calculations, 9.91 per cent of the working population of York were living in primary poverty, and 17.93 per cent in secondary poverty. His total figure of 27.84 per cent was sufficiently close to Booth’s figures to make a public impact.
Rowntree’s second conceptual breakthrough was in the formulation of the Poverty Cycle. Working class families went through predictable periods of relative poverty while their children were young; rise to comparative affluence as the children began to work and bring in wages; sink back to poverty when the children left home to start their own families, and the man was no longer able to work in old age. The children would then restart the poverty cycle. Rowntree’s findings on family incomes strongly supported Booth’s for he estimated that a man, wife and three children of given ages needed 21s.8d. a week to keep them out of primary poverty. Booth’s estimate had been 21s.. The average weekly wage in York at that time was between 18s. and 21s.
Like Booth, he found that the major cause of poverty was not individual weakness of character, but the ‘adverse conditions under which too many of the working class live’. He reinforced Booth’s findings about the consequences of seasonal or casual labour, which made it impossible for a family to budget, since their earnings were so uncertain. These were the economic causes of poverty. Whereas the social causes were poor health services, poor housing, and a lack of education for living.
His findings were to have considerable influence on the Liberal Government which took power in 1906 and formed the background to their social reforms.

From the 1960s onwards Rowntree’s work came under a strong attack from members of the Child Poverty Action Group, a Fabian-inspired organization, on the grounds that poverty is relative (in relation to the standard of living of other people in the same society) rather than absolute (a measure of bare physical subsistence). Peter Townsend finds Rowntree’s scales too arbitrary and too harsh, pointing out that the diet he used was one designed for American convicts, and harsher than that used at the time by the Local Government Board for workhouses.

Rowntree’s Human Needs Diet was certainly barely edible – consisted largely of porridge, oatmeal, pulses and herrings – items which did not figure largely in working class diets. Robert Holman echoes Townsend’s criticisms and concludes that Rowntree ‘ignored social, cultural and psychological needs’.
 However it might be that both Townsend and Holman miss the point for Rowntree was not arguing that the working classes should be able to live at this stringent level. Asa Briggs, Rowntree’s biographer, emphasises that Rowntree deliberately chose the starkest of theoretical measures in order to demonstrate to his fellow industrialists that workers could not possibly maintain their biological efficiency on current wage levels. Rowntree was not arguing that people should live at this level of deprivation but was pointing out how impossible it would be to do so. It was a tough argument for an age in which large sections of the work-force never escaped from the debilitating effects of extreme poverty and near starvation. Arguments about ‘relative poverty’ probably belong to the 1960s for in 1901 absolute poverty was still a stark reality.
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