The Realities of Life under the New Poor Law
The principle of less eligibility was a key aspect of the New Poor Law. The notion that conditions in the workhouse had to be less attractive than the conditions which the poorest independent labourer would experience inevitably meant that the new system had to be harsh. However the commissioners were very keen to make clear that their intention was not to introduce a system of deliberate cruelty. In fact they claimed that their centralised and regulated system actually protected paupers by outlawing the abuses which existed under the Old Poor Laws. Some historians have agreed with this view and have explained many of the worst scandals as representing the continuation of the Old Poor Law despite the efforts of the Commissioners. Other historians view the workhouse system as an example of institutionalised cruelty. It is possible to form some judgement regarding this debate by looking at life under the New Poor Law both for those excluded from relief and for those who entered the workhouse.

The poor who remained outside the workhouse because of their fear and hatred of it certainly experienced hardship. In his book The Workhouse Norman Longmate describes how in the mid-winter of late 1836 209 men applied for relief at Cuckfield in Sussex. When faced with the choice of the workhouse or nothing only 11 accepted the offer of the workhouse, and three of these decided to leave after a few hours. The commission held the view that such people were obviously not in need because they managed to survive outside the workhouse. However without the possibility of any outdoor relief, life must have been grim for those who refused relief. Statistics for the period after 1834 suggested a decline in pauperism (see handouts).
Inside the workhouse every aspect of life was governed by detailed regulations laid down by the Commissioners. The regime was designed to be unpleasant. On entering the workhouse paupers were forced to give up their own clothing and put on a uniform, often ill-fitting. Guardians were allowed to add variety to the clothing but they rarely did. Men and women were strictly segregated within the institution and initially no concessions were made for married couples. This aspect of the workhouse system was particularly resented and seemed to contradict Victorian ideas about the importance of the family. However depriving paupers of normal marital relations was a deliberate aspect of the regime, designed to increase the deterrent effect. It also discouraged pauper families from staying in the workhouse too long – an aspect of the Old Poor Law that had been much criticised.

 The workhouse regime was designed to be monotonous and arduous. The timetable was modified later in the century, but the day began at 5.00am. Breakfast was eaten between 6.00 and 7.00am and was followed by work from 7.00 am to 1200pm. Dinner was taken between 12.00 and 1.00pm and a second work period stretched from 1.00 until 6.00pm. The supper hour was 6.00 to 7.00pm and the inmates had to be in bed by 8.00pm There were compulsory prayers at the beginning and end of each day. The winter day began at 7.00pm but was otherwise similar to the summer timetable. Work was meant to be hard and unpleasant. Oakum picking was a common task for both men and women: a number of old ropes, often knotted and tarred, had to be untwisted and unravelled inch by inch so that the fibres could be reused. Women were also set tasks such as washing, cleaning and cooking. Stone pounding and stone breaking were common tasks for the men.
Anti-Poor Law campaigners frequently suggested that the poor were being starved in the workhouse, but the amount of food recommended by the commissioners was in fact greater than the average consumed by independent labourers ( although less than that provided for prisoners). However, in order to uphold the principle of less eligibility the meals were made to be as dull and boring as possible. Food had to eaten at set times in large dinning rooms and talking was not allowed at mealtimes. Guardians could choose between six official ‘dietaries’ which specified exactly how much paupers were allowed for each meal. Dietary no.2 consisted almost entirely of bread and cheese for breakfast, dinner and supper. This was the menu every day of the week apart from Sunday, when meat and vegetables were available for dinner, and Tuesday and Friday, when the paupers were treated to suet pudding and vegetables. Other dietaries replaced cheese with gruel for breakfast. Water was the only drink allowed for adults. Elderly paupers were allowed a few extras such as tea, and the local medical officer could prescribe additional nourishment for the sick. The monotonous diet provide basic nutritional requirements but the quality was variable and the food was often poorly prepared.
Discipline in the workhouse was strict, but once again the Commissioners saw this as progressive. Under the Old Poor Law workhouse inmates had been subject to the arbitary authority of overseers who were not constrained by any set of clear rules. Law and elaborate set of instructions specified exactly what workhouse master could and could not do. Adults and girls could not be beaten and, although rations could be reduced, they could not fall below a certain minimum. Most workhouses had punishment cells and the regulations allowed paupers to be confined in them for a range of minor offences. Paupers also needed permission to leave the workhouse or to be visited by friends or relatives. So although the regulations were partly designed to control workhouse officers, they also represented a petty form of tyranny which dominated all aspects of an inmate’s life.

Despite the Commissioner’s rules, well publicised incidents of abuse occurred on a number of occasions. In March 1846 a Select Committee of the House of Commons was appointed to investigate allegations of wrongdoing at the Andover workhouse in Hampshire. This revealed an appalling state of affairs. Inmates had been underfed, the master was an alcoholic and a bully. He was forced to resign but faced no further punishment. The findings were widely reported and had a powerful effect on public opinion and were to lead to the demise of the Commission itself.

The evidence about workhouse life has led to a number of different interpretations of the New Poor Law in terms of the harshness. The Andover scandal was an extreme example of how the workhouse system could produce horrific results, but it was also untypical of the system in general. This has led to some historians to state that the New Poor Law was no crueler than the Old Poor Law and to agree with the commissioners’ claims that their centralised control did indeed reduce the opportunities for brutal workhouse masters or penny-pinching guardians to misuse their power
. Other historians have remained critical. They point out that a system which was designed to be harsh inevitably encouraged some of those in authority to overstep the mark in their enthusiasm to deter the poor from applying for relief
.

A third interpretation emphasises the way in which the institutional arrangements of the workhouse system inflicted a form of psychological as opposed to physical cruelty
. Silent mealtimes, monotonous work and the absence of even the smallest of extra comforts were all matters of deliberate policy, not accident. The petty rules, strict discipline and prison-like uniforms all combined to deny the identity and dignity of the pauper and take away his or her individuality. Moreover, in the interests of deterrence the commissioners were thus responsible for creating a climate of fear which pervaded working class life for over a century. Ironically, the propaganda of the anti-Poor Law campaigners helped to strengthen this image and terrify people into avoiding the workhouse.
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