Historiography and the Old Poor Law
Most works relating to the poor law in the 17th and 18th centuries concern practices in England and Wales. Modern scholarship of the statutory management and control of poverty begins with the vast researches of the Webbs and of Marshall. These early 20th century writers undertook the task of compiling comprehensive histories of the laws relating to poverty and vagrancy. The Webbs outlined the legislative framework governing parish responses to poverty and gave details of different experiences of administration. They stressed both the origins of the old poor law in the 16th century desire forcibly to suppress vagrancy and the punative aspects of subsequent local enforcement of the law, particularly the use of institutions like workhouses and houses of correction.. Marshall concentrated on contemporary attitudes to poverty and consequential variations in the workings of the poor law in the 18th century, with some emphasis on its impact on the lives of the poor. Both the Webbs and Marshall identified common elements in the outcome of local experiments. They characterised the efforts of parishes to deal with poverty as harsh, relief taking place in what the Webbs called a ‘framework of repression’. Local policy was insufficiently financed or too poorly managed to ensure an acceptable minimum standard of material resources for paupers but paradoxically (especially towards the end of the period) the same measures were judged likely to inflame the very problems they sought to alleviate, by tending to increase the proportion of the population necessarily dependent on a measure of parochial relief.

Challenges to these orthodoxies began to emerge in the 1960s. Blaug analysed the claim that certain practices of the old poor law had had an adverse effect on the incidences of poverty and the need for relief. In particular he overturned he overturned the assumption that the format of relief actively encouraged early marriage (and consequently population growth), fostered low wages, and exacerbated underemployment; instead, he found that relief measures were formulated to counter these problems after they had started to impinge on local awareness. Blaug’s work cleared the way for much more positive assessment of the old poor law.

Subsequently, some historians have continued to exonerate the old poor law from the accusations of the Webbs and Marshall by observing the medieval precedents for local relief of the poor, contextualising the criticisms levelled at the system by contemporaries and stressing the success among parish efforts, particularly before the late 18th century. Snell has written about the quality of life in southern England in the 18th and 19th centuries, particularly for agricultural workers. He concentrates on the damaging impact of enclosure, the seasonality of rural unemployment, consequently population mobility, and experiences of poverty. He stresses the importance of ready access to poor relief since his pessimistic view of standards of living for the southern labouring poor casts an advantageous light over established welfare procedures. The poor law in the 18th century is posited as both a miniature welfare state, offering generous, humane relief, and a lynchpin in social relations, supplying the opportunity for mutual respect between different groups in local society.

Slack provides a good, modern account, particularly for the 17th century. He charts the evolution of thought and practice from the social-order problems which exercised the minds and consciences of 16th century legislators through to n acceptance of and a desire to quantify the ‘deserving’ poor which prompted the formulation of the old poor law. He also identifies some typical experiences of recipient paupers, with an emphasis on residents of urban parishes. He argues that while legislation aimed at social control, the latitude granted to local managers and their personal knowledge of applicants led to a system characterised by the generosity of its distributions and an expanding range of items typically provided.
Nevertheless, not all research has been keen to present the good side of the English poor laws. Landau has taken issue with Snell; she questions his apparent assumption that the laws of settlement were employed solely to remove people who were nearly or actually destitute and concludes that, before 1795, they were used to monitor the in-migration of individuals and families who were not poverty stricken. Snell rightly observes that the settlement laws were designed specifically to modify the workings of the poor laws but did not entertain the possibility that permissive laws might be turned to unintended uses. Settlement legislation may have been implemented in such a way as to permit surveillance of in-migration, but if this was the case then widespread acknowledgement by contemporaries was lacking (which is not proof but is at least suggestive). Landau’s case is not yet proven conclusively but at the least her research provides a useful check to automatic assumptions about the manner of law enforcement and, if proven, will require a radical revision of the perceived extent of past control over population mobility.

An explanation for motives underlying an apparently increasing desire to control the poor in the early 17th century has been advanced by Wrightson and Levine. They argue that in the Essex parish of Terling tightening social discipline originated in a religious, mainly puritan, impulse. The middling sorts were spurred by their consciences, as well as by long standing desire to manage poverty, to control and discipline the poor and their culture. Wrightson and Levine claim that the rate of regulatory prosecutions in the early 17th century, initiated by local officials in extra-parochial courts, is explicable in terms of the spread of Reformation discourses of godly ideals and social order. This has been a controversial thesis, generating challenges on the basis of the character of English Puritanism, the nature of social control structures which predated the 17th century, and the extent to which the Terling example typified developments elsewhere.
In contrast, and for the 18th century, Thompson points to the vibrancy of customary culture for the plebeian population .and its resistance to external control by law or local authority. Custom was defined flexibly and might have originated from legal provision, traditional practice, or from favoured innovations which required some additional weight to be deemed justified. The identification of a practice as customary legitimised it in the eyes of participants and secured the caution, if not the approval, of observers or opponents. In the late 18th century, the labouring poor used custom to preserve preferred practices, such as wife sales (ritual secular divorces), and to delay and contest change, particularly where change epitomised the advance of industrialised capitalism.
In the 1990s two, often contrasting, strands of research have dominated work on the management and experience of poverty in the 17th and 18th centuries. One holds that parish relief was the dominant source of welfare assistance for the very poor in most places and at most times; it did a relatively good job at supporting the poor in the context of inflexible, local taxation and the average standard of living experienced by the labouring poor. Solar has taken this furthest by arguing that parishes manipulated poor-law provisions to suit local perceptions of labour supply and demand. The net effect of these adaptations he claims provided a near-universal welfare system, conciliatory rather than coercive, which minimised subsistence migration and prompted a mobile, responsive national workforce. The second approach increasingly doubts the comprehensive, universal character of parish relief and points to both the regionally varied nature of the poor-relief safety net and also to the patchwork economies which stored up poor households. King has demonstrated the extent to which a positive view of the poor law misrepresents the situation for the poor in the north of England. The poor rate in the West Riding of Yorkshire, supported a smaller proportion of the poor, with the lower-value payments and over shorter periods than was apparently the case in southern parishes. Survival strategies employed by the poor involved parish relief as merely one of a range of props including borrowing and lending, exploitation of kin, and management of varying employment opportunities. Assessments of the national picture have also emphasised the diversity of structures available to relieve and manage poverty. Innes has argued that in the ‘mixed economy of welfare’ of the late 17th and 18th centuries voluntary charities persisted and often flourished alongside statutory relief because the technical and practical limits of parish relief prompted voluntary action to extend the range of benefits available to the poor. An examination of contemporary debates about the supply of voluntary charity shows that opinion tended to favour charity over relief, for its supposedly beneficial effect on the poor and its attractions for donors, and some commentators advocated a drastic reduction of parish poor relief; in practice it was accepted that both brands of support should represent parts of a wider range of welfare measures including self-help strategies.
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