Historians and the Poor Law

Poor law ideals formed part of the mentality of the middle classes. The principles of 1834 with their distinctive social imagery and assumptions about the nature and purpose of public action rapidly became part of the intellectual baggage of Victorian Britain. The New Poor Law in this perspective was more than a matter of administrative reform. W. N. Molesworth ( 1816-1890), author of the best selling History of England from 1830-1874, wrote of it as an act of deliverance from insolvency and insurrection and a defining moment in the formation of the age of progress. Poor law reform, in his account, was identified with the movement from darkness and disorder towards virtue and enlightenment. The Old Poor Law was associated with national ruin; the New Poor Law with national improvement. Under the Old Poor Law the poor were out of control; under the New Poor Law they were properly regulated. Chadwick had done well for extravagance had been stopped and order restored.

Modern historians take a different view. Today the principles of 1834 have few defenders. There are few historians who regard them as praiseworthy or progressive. The consensus is that the Poor laws were an error, a ghastly mistake, and a dark phase in the development of social policy. R. H. Tawney ( 1880-1962) criticized the Report of the Royal Commission of 1834 as widely unhistorical to which Mark Blaug added that it was also widely unstatistical. E. P. Thompson ( 1924-1993) called it the most sustained attempt to impose an ideological dogma in defiance of the evidence of human need, in English history. The commissioners, it is often said, were crude ideologues, who had made up their mind in advance. No attempt to analyse the causes and nature of poverty was undertaken. Few looked at changing economic circumstances and therefore the conclusion was that poverty was a product of maladministration. Deterrence was the solution. Abolish outrelief, abandon wage subsidies, force the able-bodied off the rates and into the labour market and destitution would disappear. The commissioners, in compiling their report, drew selectively on the information that had been gathered to illustrate their arguments. The enormous quantity of statistical evidence collected, was ignored. Modern scholars are generally agreed that the research conducted  by the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws served to confirm preconceived positions rather than guide social policy.

In many respects all such writings are an enlargement of criticisms put foreword many years earlier. The first to assess are the Webbs, Sidney and Beatrice, published in 1910. They were Fabian socialists, social investigators and social reformers. They believed in the inevitability of collectivism and the importance of institutions as agents of historical change. They set out to show how the principles of 1834 had been abandoned and the relief of destitution replaced by a policy of preventative and curative treatment. The Poor Law Report of 1834 they claimed, identified three basic principles: first, that the treatment of paupers should be nationally uniform; second, that their conditions should be made ‘less eligible’ than that of the lowest paid worker in independent employment; and third, that outdoor relief should be reduced and replaced by relief within the workhouse.  By tracing the development of policy since 1834 they showed they had been supplanted by the emergence of a new set of principles. Curative treatment, this was totally against the earlier principle of less eligibility. The second, the principal of universal provision, referred to the creation of services, designed to achieve certain minimum living standards. The third principle, that of compulsion, required that the individual did not neglect the opportunities for a better life for themselves and their families arising from state provision.

Contemporaries were critical. Helen Bosanquet accused them of having constructed a poor law history that was little more than a vehicle for the realisation of their own programmes and ambitions. The progressive movement from repression to prevention was not true. The Webbs, she claimed, had been too narrow in the range of their sources, too centralist in their perspective and too selective with the use of their evidence. She could detect no sudden breaks or changes in policy and no evidence for any repudiation of the principles of national uniformity or less eligibility. Curative treatment, rather than being a new policy, had developed out of the principles of 1834.

Modern historians also tend to counsel caution in the use of their writings. They are seen as constructing an idealized account that are unable to explain the formation of new policies or the creation of the instruments, procedures and personnel that were required to give them effect. Modern historians agree that there were was no uniform transition to a curative poor law regime and that the authorities followed several distinct relief strategies at the same time. Repression was never abolished. Unemployed men were thus excluded from those eligible for relief by 1850. Similarly, a repressive strategy for disciplining paupers in the new workhouses was pursued relentlessly down to 1870.

Mrs Bosanquet criticised the Webbs for a narrow administrative approach and failure to attend to the adaptation of the New Poor law to local conditions. This has since become a standing criticism of the Webbs and their work. More recently studies have concentrated on the place of poor law history within its economic, social and political context. 
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