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In this essay there will be information given about the Poor Law and also other legislation that links into it. There will also be information given about what happened in the workhouse, what it is like living in the workhouses and where there are still existing workhouse buildings. This will also include information about help is available now that links to the Poor Law and other legislation. 

The Poor Law, which was developed in the 16th century England and maintained having multiple changes until after the second World War, this law helping to provide a relief for the poor. Originally known as the Elizabeth Poor Law, this worked through parish overseers, this would then allow relief for aged, sick and infant poor as well as having people who were able bodied to work in workhouses. In the late 18th century, this was put in place by the Speenhamland system which helps to provide allowances to workers who would be receiving wages that are under a subsistence level. (Poor Law | British legislations, 2020) 

Workhouses become part of the British social landscape after the year 1723, this is when Sir Edward Knatchbulls’s Workhouse Test Act had won parliament’s approval. This Act had the basic intention that the workhouses should be a deterrent and should only be used by people who are in desperate need. There were such a high demand for poor relief that in 1770’s there were around 2,000 parish workhouses within Wales and England. (Hodgman, 2008)

Before 1834 looking after the poor was growing increasing more expensive every year, the middle and upper classes in each different town would support this through local taxes. There was a growing suspicion from the middle and upper class that the taxes were going to support the poor being lazy and trying to avoid working. After years of complaints, the Poor Law was then introduced in 1834, this means that there was meant to be a reduced cost in looking after the poor and supporting a system where it would be the same all over the country. (1834 Poor Law – The National Archives, 2020) 

The workhouses provided people with a place to live, place to work enabling them to earn money. The workhouses also provided free medical care, food and clothes. Free education for children and training for a job were also provided from workhouses. Working within the workhouse, there would be a Master, Matron and a Medical Officer. There would also be a Chaplain, a porter and a schoolteacher. (Barrow, 2013)

Workhouses provided onsite, dining halls for people to eat in, dormitories for people to sleep in, a kitchen, school rooms, nurseries, rooms for people for were sick, a chapel and a mortuary. There were also a bakery, laundry, tailors to help make clothes, shoemaker, vegetable gardens and also small farms. These workhouses were to encourage or terrify people, this was to make sure that people feared the workhouses and that people would do anything to stop being sent to one. (Barrow, 2013)

When entering a workhouse, it would require an interview to help establish a person’s current circumstances, this was undertaken by the Relieving Officer who would make regular visits to each different part of the union on a regular basis. The workhouse Master could also conduct interview if it was a matter of urgency for relief. The admission into the workhouse would be authorised by the Board of Guardians through weekly meeting, this is where a person would be summoned to therefor justify the application. When a formal admission was made into the main workhouse, the new approvals would be placed into a receiving and probationary ward, this would be to allow the medical officer to examine the new arrivals to check state of mind and for infectious illnesses. After all the paperwork had been completed, the new arrivals would be stripped, bathed and be given a workhouse uniform. Children would be required to have a haircut, but adult would not be required to have one. The inmate’s own clothes would then be washed and disinfected, then be put into a storage with other possessions to only be returned if the inmate left the workhouse. (Entering and Leaving the Workhouse, n.d)  

Conditions in the workhouses were considered harsh and the treatment was cruel to families that were divided, for example forcing the children to be separated from parents. When someone would go into a workhouse, uniform would be assigned to that person to worn when living at the workhouse. The people work lived at the workhouse were not allowed to talk to each to each and were expected to work exceptionally long manual labour for example cleaning, cooking and using the machinery. (Brain, 2019)
Over the years, the workhouses evolved and instead of having able-bodied people carrying out labour the workhouses become a refuge for elderly and sick people. When moving into the 20th the attitude of people were changed, and more people were starting to object to workhouses as it was considered cruel. By 1929 under new legislation which then allowed the local authorities to take control of the workhouses as hospitals. Then in 1930 workhouses officially closed however there were a lot of people who were then caught up in the system with no place to live which meant that it would be seven years before the system was eventually totally demolished. (Brain, 2019)

When living in a workhouse, the inmates are not allowed to leave without permission, short-term absence can be granted for various different reasons for example a parent attending a baptism, to visit a sick or dying relative. Able bodied inmates may also be able to leave to find work, however if an inmate leaves the workhouse without the permission this could lead the inmate to be charged with theft of union property – the workhouse uniform. The inmates were able to have reasonable leave, this was typically three hours. This would be the inmate discharging from the workhouse, receiving any belongings and then paperwork being completed, if any man is with a family then the whole family would leave upon him leaving. (Entering and Leaving the Workhouse, n.d.)


There are 10 workhouse buildings that are still used to today throughout the whole of the UK, the first is the Newbury workhouse in Berkshire. The previous workhouse was funded by a wealthy merchant draper in the year 1624 and was later opened as a parish workhouse in 1627 therefore providing poor relief by providing work for the unemployed and training for children. Newbury workhouse provided textile labour for 80 workers each year however it failed when it was unable to sell any cloth it produced and lost profit. The Newbury workhouse remained open as a pauper school and workhouse during the Civil War however it was partly demolished in 1689. The remaining section of the building is now the West Berkshire Museum. (Hodgman, 2008)

The second being the Southwell workhouse in Notts, this institute was built to hold 158 inmates and the strict regime of the workhouse successfully prevented potential ‘scroungers’ by banning beer, snuff and tobacco. Men and women at this institute were strictly separated at all times, Southwell also divided people into two groups such a ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor. The four different units never met at any time and would use separate internal staircases, the master quarters were put central of the building therefore allowing him to have a view of the yards where the inmates would exercise. The Southwell workhouse is now preserved by the National Trust and is kept exactly the same as it was in the 19th century. (Hodgman, 2008)

48 Doughty Street London is the third workhouse that is still open to this day, this workhouse is famously known as where Charles Dickens wrote Oliver Twist. First introduced after the Poor Law Amendment Act, the story of Oliver Twist do not resent the correct perception of the workhouse. There is evidence that some inmates that lived in this workhouse were underfed, the diet was sufficient to the inmate’s needs and a boy aged 9 years old would receive the same rations as an adult woman. In 1830 there was a huge clampdown on any extra cost for rate payers so meals such as Christmas dinners were often provided by the Board of Guardians or local gentry. In 1880’s, Christmas had become the main point for many of the inmates and would often receive contemporary newspaper accounts where men would tobacco or snuff and women would receive dried tea. Number 48 Doughty Street was once home to Charles Dickens and now it is the Dickens Museum. (Hodgman, 2008)

The Andover Union workhouses in Hants, this is where despite strict rules and guidelines in place the workhouses were not run with the welfare of the inmates at the focus and there were number of scandals that headlined during the 19th century. There was one incident that happened at the Andover union workhouses in the year 1845 where males’ inmates were fighting over rotten shred of meat and marrow left on the bones that was then crushed for fertiliser. This particular institute had a reputation for the strictness, it was run by a sergeant major and the expenditure was kept to the minimum. The inmates had to eat food without cutlery and were denied extra food and drink at Christmas even though it was customary in other workhouses. The complaints about lack of food was very common from the inmates and the homeless in particular would claim that rations were not received. Most homeless people would deliberately tear up uniform and happy to be sentenced to a period of time in prison where the food was better, warmth, a bed and a cell to themselves without doing a day’s work. Andover has now been converted for residential use. (Hodgman, 2008)

There were other regular scandals that came along with the reputations of workhouses, in Huddersfield workhouse there was a public outcry in 1848 when it was reported that 10 children were forced to share one  bed and also somebody who was taken to the infirmary was forced to lie in the same dead as a corpse. It is also said that one year later in a school for pauper children in Tooting there was a scene of cholera outbreak which later claimed 180 lives, the inquest later found this was the effects of lack of food, poor clothing and also overcrowding. (Hodges, 2008)

Later in 1948 there was an introduction of the National Assistance Act, this Act was to help terminate the Poor Law and help to provide assistance to people who are in need by the National Assistance Board and the local authorities. This helps to ensure that there is welfare for people who have a disability, who are sick, aged and regulating homes for disabled and aged people and also charities for disabled people. (National Assistance Act 1948, 1848) 

With the Poor Law being diminished and eventually abolished, during the second World War Sir William Beveridge looked at ways to help improve the lives of the British public. In 1942 the Beveridge Report was recommended as a government run benefit system to help people from birth to death. Benefits would be available to group like the unemployed, sick, retired and also widows. The Beveridge proposal also drew plans on how to improve education, housing and working conditions and also to help create a national health service. Working people would pay compulsory weekly contribution to the state to help finance the scheme and this will then create the Welfare State. (The Welfare State and its impact – GCSE History Revision – BBC Bitesize, 2020) 

Moving forward from the Welfare State to the Welfare System, this still provides practical help and also financial support for people who are unemployed and looking for work. This provides assistance if the persons earning is low, has a disability, have children to bring up, if retired, care for another or if ill. Universal Credit was introduced in the UK in April 2013 to help support working age people or people who are under a state pension. This provides benefits such as Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance, Income-related Employment and Support Allowance, Income Support, Working Tax Credit, Child Tax Credit and Housing Benefit. (Understanding benefits in the UK – The basics explained, 2020) All these different benefits are available for a person if they are in need of help and support, this can be accessible through the GOV website and also at a person local job centre. (Universal Credit, 2020)

In conclusion from the evidence gathered the Poor Law was put in place to help support people who lived in poverty, this shows that the workhouses had it benefits to people by providing a place to live and work. This helped to give relief to the people who needed the help and support. Through the years it is evident that the Poor Law set in stone a plan to help support people who truly need help, therefore providing a plan for the Welfare state and moving forward to provide the services to people today. The Poor Law evolved into the Welfare state and then into the Welfare System then into the Welfare System and Universal Credits. 
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