The Poor Law (Amendment) Act 1834
Structural violence is defined as the social, economic, or political systems which disadvantage a particular group of people. It is embedded in day-to-day life and prevents these groups from achieving their full potential. Many examples exist but this essay will look at the structural violence surrounding the Poor Law (Amendment) Act 1834.

Overview of the issue and why it was a problem

The two significant Poor Laws in England were the Elizabethan Poor Law 1601 and the Poor Law (Amendment) Act 1834.  Under the Elizabethan Poor Law, each parish was required to collect a ‘poor rate,’ a tax on the middle and upper classes to fund the poor. The poor were divided into three categories. The ‘Impotent Poor’, the elderly, sick, and children who were provided with outdoor relief or placed in Almshouses. The ‘Able-bodied Poor’ were forced to work and ‘Vagrants,’ who were punished. The Poor Relief Act 1662 allowed parishes to remove people who were not from that parish, relief was collected for the poor of that parish only. The Gilbert’s Act 1782 allowed parishes to build better poor houses for the old and sick. The Speenhamland System 1795 was an early form of a welfare system whereby rural parishes topped up wages of agricultural labourers based on the price of bread and the size of the family.[footnoteRef:1]

The industrial and agricultural revolutions of the 18th and 19th century increased mechanisation, resulting in less manual labourers being required in both sectors. The revolutions increased the wealth of factory and mill owners as well as landowners. Conversely, the working classes saw work conditions worsen, and wages be repeatedly cut. In 1825, there was an economic slump, GDP sank by 4.2%, many businesses faced bankruptcies, resulting in mass unemployment.[footnoteRef:2] The poor harvests of 1826 made food prices high. Those out of work or struggling to feed their families relied on parish handouts. The Elizabethan Poor Law was still the basis for poor relief two hundred years after it was enacted. The cost of this system accounted for roughly one fifth of the national public expenditure, with a heavy tax burden on the middle and upper classes.[footnoteRef:3] The middle-class male obtained the right to vote in 1832, and they were just a vocal as the upper classes against having to pay for what they saw as the ‘idle poor’. The Speenhamland System was believed to cause employers not to pay their workers a fair wage and encourage workers to have large families to receive a greater payment. Each parish practised different methods of providing relief to its poor, due to the rising costs and the inconsistencies in delivery, the government wanted to centralise and regulate relief across England and Wales.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  BBC Bitesize. ‘The Elizabethan Poor Law, 1601’. www.BBC.co.uk (accessed 3/7/26).]  [2:  Dr David Gordon Smith, The Open University ‘Policing the First Global Financial Crisis: Remembering the	1825 Panic’ www.university.open.ac.uk (accessed 3/7/26).]  [3:  Eric Melander and Martina Miotto, The Economic History Society, ‘Welfare Cuts and Crime: Evidence	from the New Poor Law’ www.ehs.or.uk 2021 (accessed 3/7/26).]  [4:  David Barratt, ‘The Speenhamland System.’ www.EBSCO.com  2023 (accessed 3/7/26)] 


Policies that have been undertaken to address and solve the issues.

The Poor Law (Amendment) Act 1834 replaced the Elizabethan Poor Law and the methods of providing relief. The Act was designed to intentionally punish the poor and force them onto the labour market. Poverty was seen as ‘idleness’ or a ‘lack of character’ and it was believed that the poor were reluctant to work their way out of their predicament. The Act produced mechanisms that were deeply harmful:

· The Workhouse Test. This banned outside relief for the able bodied. To receive help, people had to enter the workhouse. 
· The Principle of Less Eligibility. Conditions were deliberately harsh in the workhouse to deter entry. The system ensured that state help was a last resort and not a helping hand.
· Family Separation. Families were broken up with different parts of the workhouse for men, women, children, the sick, and the elderly. 
· Quantitative Impact. Under the previous system, families received wage supplements when food was expensive. The act stopped that support. 
· The Bastardy Clause. Sole financial responsibility for the child was placed on the mother, forcing both the mother and the child into the workhouse.
· Deterrents as Policy. The act forced workers to accept any low paying job rather than ask for help.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Google www.google.com (accessed 3/7/26).] 


For the government, the act was a success. It lowered taxes for the middle and upper classes. The act centralised poor relief and brought it under government control. The workhouse fed, clothed and, in the case of children, educated inmates. Those in workhouses had to earn their keep. The act removed the abuses of the previous system, parishes were no longer allowed to remove the poor from other areas, people could travel in search of work, parishes could no longer supplement low wages including those of the paupers they sent to local farms to do manual labour.[footnoteRef:6]

For the poor, the act was hated. In effect it made poverty and being poor a crime. Conditions in the workhouse were harsh, they were often called ‘prisons for the poor’. The days were long, the work was classed as ‘hard labour’, the uniform was designed to strip the identity of the wearer, and the food was basic. The poor faced terrible choices, struggle on in the hope of better employment options or enter the workhouse, knowing that the family would be broken up. There was also a stigma attached to entering the workhouse, a social shame based on the belief that poverty was a moral failing. Breaking any of the strict rules meant harsh punishments such as food reduction or solitary confinement. The sick and elderly were cared for in the infirmary. Provisions were basic and staffed by healthy workhouse inmates who were untrained. Conditions were cramped and disease spread quickly. The workhouses had access to a doctor, but even they were poorly paid, which led to only basic care being provided.[footnoteRef:7]

Policy options that have been considered as further solutions to address the issue.

The Poor Law changed in 1847 following the economic crashes during that decade. The workhouses were too small to house all those who were suddenly unemployed and destitute. Local Boards of Guardians were forced to give outdoor relief to avoid riots and save money. As the central laws were being ignored, the government introduced the Poor Law Board who were answerable to parliament and open to questions by the public.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Melander and Miotto, The Economic History Society]  [7:  The Health Foundation, ‘Workhouses and the Poor Law Amendment Act 1834’,	www.navigator.health.org.uk (accessed 3/7/26).]  [8:  The History Zone, ‘Operating the Poor Law, 1847-1914’ www.richardjohnbr.word-process.com 2010.	(accessed 3/7/26)] 


The Poor Law Board was created to fix the hated poor law and to ensure accountability to the government with ministers being members of the new board. Although the board rarely met it supervised the locally elected Boards of Guardians and removed the independence of the previous board. The new system took a common-sense approach to finding a way to help the country’s poor. It offered changes to outside relief and removed the Settlement Laws completely. Other improvements by the 1847 Act included the education of pauper children and the fair and regulated administration of outdoor relief. Workhouses were still in operation and were still harsh, but attitudes to poverty and pauperism were beginning to change. It was no longer seen as ‘idleness’, but as a misfortune that could be helped. Further acts were introduced in 1860. The Poor Law Administration removed the harsh deterrent policies to become more advisory, and Boards of Guardians were given more freedoms to offer outside relief. The 1847 Act and the adjustments in 1860 did not solve the problems of poverty, but they were a step in the right direction of decriminalising being poor. Further attempts to amend the 1834 Act were made in 1863, with the Public Works (Manufacturing Districts) Act. This allowed local authorities to obtain cheap loans to finance local improvements. Poor law financing changed again in the Union Chargeability Act 1865. The local parishes contributed to the Union Fund based on rateable value of property. This led to inconsistencies as the value of property was set nationally. Local Boards of Guardians were middle class taxpayers, so rates were kept as low as possible. This was not to aid the poor, the system was abused in favour of the middle and upper classes. The Local Government Act 1871 was a step backwards. It wanted to limit outside relief and reward those who took a strict line. This resulted in obtaining help becoming more difficult and relief having to be sought from other sources.[footnoteRef:9]

The measures introduced since 1847 did not reduce the number of paupers seeking outside relief, but it did reduce the total number of paupers. The focus shifted from punishment to help. The School Boards 1870 were vital in exposing and reducing child poverty, medical and food programmes were instigated by the School Boards and not by the Poor Law. The Royal Commission on the Aged Poor 1895 favoured improvement to the Poor Law provisions for older people. The Unemployed Workmen Act 1905 established labour exchanges, hoping to deal with unemployment through work relief schemes. The Royal Commission on the Poor Laws and the Relief of Distress 1905 produced two conflicting reports. The ‘Majority Report’ concluded that poverty was a moral issue and the Poor Laws should stand. There was too much outside relief and the poor were not deterred from seeking relief because the workhouses were no longer segregated. Conversely, the ‘Minority Report’ argued that the system needed a radical overhaul and the current provisions be broken into specialist bodies for the sick, old or unemployed. As the reports contradicted each other, the Liberal government of the time ignored both and introduced a new system to help the poor.[footnoteRef:10]

Policy options and solutions for moving forward.  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Ibid.] 


The Liberal government brought in a raft of measures to better aid the poor, moving away from punishment to prevention. Between 1906 and 1914 the government introduced the state funded pension (1908) and National Insurance (1911) with all workers, employers, and the government paying into the fund. The fund provided sick pay and unemployment benefits, thus removing the stigma of the Poor Law.[footnoteRef:11] The Local Government Act 1929 abolished the Boards of Guardians and the workhouse, responsibility was again placed on the local council. The Unemployment Act 1934 created the Unemployment Assistance Board which helped those who did not qualify for relief or had used all their national insurance contributions. The Beveridge Report 1942 targeted the ‘Five Giants’ –  [11:  BBC Bitesize, ‘Liberal Reforms 1906-1914’ www.BBC.co.uk (accessed 3/7/26).] 


· Want – the need for an adequate income
· Disease – access to health care
· Squalor – the need for adequate housing
· Ignorance – to obtain a good education
· Idleness – to be gainfully employed

The report recommended a system of social insurance ‘from cradle to grave’. From 1945-1946, the Labour government implemented the findings in the Beveridge Report. The National Insurance Act 1946 set up a universal flat-rate system of benefits for the unemployed, the sick and the elderly. The Poor Law was abolished on 5 July 1948 with the National Assistance Act which provided a cash safety-net for anyone not covered by national insurance.  The National Health Service was established, providing a universal health care, free at the point of use. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  BBC Bitesize, ‘The Beveridge Report’ www.BBC.co.uk  accessed 3/7/26).] 


Poverty rates in the 20th and 21st centuries have fluctuated. The rates declined in the 1950s and 60s but rose again during Margaret Thatcher’s government. Tony Blair introduced ‘targeted relief’ that saw poverty rates drop particularly in child and pensioner poverty but following the global economic crisis of 2008 and two decades of austerity, rates rose again. Benefits were capped or frozen, child poverty rose to 23%. In 2026 those in poverty stands at 20-22%, with roughly 6.8 million people stuck in poverty, of those 5.4 million are working, high food and housing costs being blamed. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  The Joseph Rowntree Foundation, ‘UK Poverty 2026’, (2026) www.jrf.org.uk (accessed 3/7/26).] 


What are the solutions to poverty in 2026? The current government is introducing social security reforms. It is lifting the two-child cap of Family Allowance and providing free school meals to all children from ‘universal credit’ households. It is introducing schemes to ensure that old houses are more energy efficient with the installation of cavity-wall and loft insolation. The living wage has been increased to £12.71 per hour and new laws are being introduced to protect those on ‘zero hour’ contracts. [footnoteRef:14] Local communities are coming together to help with essential items for low-income homes such as furniture and white goods.  Food banks are in many towns and cities to provide foodstuffs for those struggling to feed themselves or their families.  [14:  Equality and Human Rights Commission, ‘Adequate Standard of Living, Poverty and Social Security: UK	Government Action’ www.equalityhumanrights.com (2025) (accessed 3/7/26).














] 


What else can be done? Increase the living wage further, ensure that part-time and full-time work is paid correctly and that pension contributions are sufficient for retirement. Ensure that fresh food is cheaper than processed to promote healthy eating. Support British farmers and ensure that supermarkets stock affordable, homegrown produce. Have governments and charities work together to find a solution. This will be funded by closing the taxation loopholes exploited by millionaires, billionaires, and companies.

Conclusion

Poverty is seen by many as a national crisis, a misfortune, but no longer a crime. Attitudes have changed completely from blame to a determination to eradicate poverty not only in the United Kingdom but around the world. The governments have moved from blaming to having committees to tackle poverty. Successive governments throughout history have failed to find a solution to poverty, will the reforms currently working through parliament be the answer? Only time will tell, until then those in need will continue to rely on help from their local communities, charities and welfare subsidies.
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