Observations on the New Poor Law
How reliable was the information collected by the Royal Commission?

Consisted of seven members in 1832 and a further 2 in 1833.

Most influential were Nassau Senior, Prof. of political Economy at Oxford University, and Edwin Chadwick, a lawyer who had been Jeremy Bentham’s private secretary until his death in 1832. 
26 assistant commissioners armed with precise instructions on how to go about their work.

To interview clergy, parish officers and magistrates, inspect parish documents, cross-examine witnesses, attend vestry meetings and follow up the replies to questionnaires which had been sent out by the commissioners (no returns for Carmarthenshire).

There has been intense criticism of the way in which the investigation was conducted.

Mark Blaug considered it ‘wildly unstatistical’, and there is considerable doubt about the accuracy of the picture it painted.
Of the 15,000 parishes in England and Wales, only 10 per cent were investigated. Even in parishes that were visited the questions were often confusing and difficult to make any useful observations:

Q. Have you any, and how many, able bodied labourers in the employment of individuals receiving allowances or regular relief from you parish on their own account or that of their families; and if on account of their families, at what number of children does it begin?

Overseers who filled in the questionnaire were often semi-literate, or in Wales found difficulty with documentation in English.

However criticism of the methods adopted must be tempered by a recognition that such a survey was in itself groundbreaking in an age with very primitive bureaucratic procedures. Unrealistic to expect modern standards of accuracy in a survey carried out in the 1830s.

What is clear is that Chadwick and Senior had come to their conclusions even before the research was conducted and intended to use its findings merely as a tool to reform the Poor Laws in the fashion they had already chosen.

What was the Report’s most important recommendation?

It was widely read and sold 15,000 copies before the full report was published.

In the first part of the report, the Old Poor Law was attacked using examples from the research of the assistant commissioners. The second part of the report contained the Commissioner’s conclusions and recommendations for reform. The central argument centred on the ‘demoralisation’ of the labouring class which, the commissioners claimed, had resulted from the Poor Laws.

It was essential, it was claimed, to make greater distinction between the labourer who was poor, but independent, and the pauper.

A distinction had to be made between poverty, which the commissioners believed was a natural part of existence, and indigence (the inability to earn enough to live), which was not.

They believed it was essential to separate the poor from the pauper, physically as well as psychologically.

The commissioners had been impressed, where they existed, with deterrent workhouses – where able-bodied poor were forced to live and work if they wanted relief.

The report recommended that all relief to able-bodied persons and their families, other than in such workhouses, should be outlawed, and in order to enforce this new system , a new central authority should be established with powers to compel parishes to co-operate.
What were the main terms of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834?
The Government Bill broadly reflected the recommendations of the report. The key purpose of the act was to bring about radical reform by implementing four main mechanisms:

· Establishment of a central authority to regulate the Poor Law to ensure best practice all over the country;

· The grouping together of parishes to form New Poor Law unions in order to benefit from economies of scale;

· The establishment of a workhouse in every union in which conditions would be worse than those endured by the most poorly paid independent worker, so that people would be deterred from entering them;
· Reduce or abolish ‘outdoor relief’ for the able-bodied poor so that those seeking relief would have to go to a workhouse.

The central authority established by the Act was known as the Poor Law Commission, and was made up of three commissioners who were based in London and who were given wide ranging powers to issue rules and regulations for the management of the Poor Law.

Chadwick was made secretary to the Commission but he had hoped to be a commissioner in his own right and remained bitter that he had been given a subordinate role.

Commissioners initially supported by nine assistant commissioners whose job was to ensure that the decisions of the central authority were executed at a local level.

First task to set up Poor Law unions – aim to amalgamate parishes into groups of about 30, each managed by a Board of Guardians.
Guardians were to be elected by the ratepayers of the whole area, with each parish having at least one representative on the board.

Each union was to be responsible for the union in its area.

Workhouses were to be unappealing – ‘the principle of less eligibility’. If applicants refused to accept workhouse life they were held to have’ failed the workhouse test’.

The pre-1834 practice of providing relief to able-bodied paupers outside the workhouse was at first to be restricted and eventually abolished, so that those who failed the workhouse test would have no entitlement to poor relief.

What are the relative strengths of the three main interpretations of the Poor Law Amendment Act put forward by historians?

Historians have interpreted the 1834 Act in a number of ways. One interpretation is that the Act was a piece of naked class legislation inspired by the middle classes who had been enfranchised by the 1832 parliamentary Reform Act and whose views had therefore to be taken seriously by most MPs. According to this view, Poor Law reform was a simple device to reduce the rate burden on property owners and force the poor to work for lower wages: the alternative was the harsh workhouse. The New Poor Law was part of a process by which the middle-class philosophy of individualism and the sovereignty of market forces replaced the older, paternalistic ideas that the rich had some responsibility for the poor.
An alternative interpretation has been suggested by historians such as Anthony Brundage. He claimed that the Act was in fact a way of maintaining the traditional social and economic powers of the landed elite. Faced with  an increasingly turbulent and disaffected rural peasantry, landowners decided to restore order and authority by enforcing a new system. Brundage argues that the Royal Commission had, after all, been appointed by the aristocratic, unreformed House of Commons. His view is supported by the evidence that large landowners continued to dominate administration of the Poor Law through the newly established Boards of Guardians.

Some historians have attempted to synthesise the two views by asserting that the New Poor Law served both to strengthen the power of the landowning elite and to introduce the capitalist market mechanism. According to M.J.Daunton, a ‘new ideology had gained hegemony, without displacing the landed aristocracy from control of the central state’. By this, Daunton implies that, although the landed aristocracy continued to dominate politics and control institutions like the Poor Law, they did so in the interests of the new capitalist classes. This attempt to reconcile the conflicting views on the significance of the 1834 Act has much to commend it, as it seems that the interests of both landowners and capitalists were strengthened by the legislation.
Whatever interpretation they put forward, most historians are in agreement on two things.

· Firstly, the 1834 Act was the most significant development in the history of poverty and welfare in the nineteenth century. The Act set the agenda for the debate on poverty for the next century and determined the nature of proposed alternatives.

· Secondly, the New Poor Law system was hated by the poor who had to live with the threat of the workhouse hanging over them. However the new order was not accepted without a fight. Although the Act passed through Parliament with few problems the Poor Law Commission’s implementation of the new act throughout the country was to prove far more difficult.
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