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1 
A MIXED ECONOMY OF WELFARE 

The growth of central government provision of health and welfare 
services for all citizens, financed from the revenues of national taxa­
tion, has been a significant feature of the histories of the industrialised 
nations in the twentieth century. Britain's welfare state owes most to 
the combination of social ideals and political will that crystallised 
during and after the Second World War, finding expression in the 
Beveridge Report of 1942 and the Labour reforms of 1945-51. By 
contrast, in the nineteenth century the social welfare obligations of 
the state were limited to assisting the destitute and much was expect­
ed of voluntary welfare services and agencies operating outside the 
sphere of state competence. This pluralistic approach to social provi­
sion and the much more restricted character of public welfare it 
involved reflected a quite different pattern of state responsibility. 

For a start, there was considerably less central control of govern­
ment functions than today. Much state authority was locally based. The 
raising of finance and the day-to-day administration of the official wel­
fare agency, the Poor Law, was in local hands. Finance was through 
the poor rate collected in each parish (Poor Law union after 1865) 
rather than via national taxation, and parish overseers and Poor Law 
guardians enjoyed a significant degree of autonomy from central state 
control. There were financial constraints on state provision flowing 
from this balance between central and local authority. Low taxation 
was a key tenet of government fiscal policy and ratepayer concerns for 
economy were a constant pressure downwards on costs. There was lit­
tle contest over this degree of local control nor over the confined 
character of state responsibility within society as a whole. Indeed, the 
limited sphere allotted central government was a deliberate political 
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intention. In Victorian society, the broadly agreed aim of government 
itself was to provide a basic framework within which civil society could 
function freely. Good government was limited government. 1 

The ideal of restrained and decentralised government was a key 
element in the 'liberal state' which had emerged by the mid-nine­
teenth century. It was accompanied by political and social ideas which 
conceived liberty in terms of freedom from constraint. A pivotal ten­
et of Victorian liberalism was the development of a freely choosing 
and self-reliant people. Voluntary activity, undertaken as it was by 
freely associating individuals, was regarded as an intrinsic and per­
manent element in the corporate life of society. Far from being rivals, 
state action and voluntary action were deemed to be complementary. 
The role of central government was generally envisaged as that of an 
'enabler', facilitating the actions of enlightened individuals. It was 
the conventional wisdom that self help was superior to state help and 
that private action was better than government interference, and there­
fore 'solutions to social problems were ... seen to lie in voluntary and 
local initiative rather than in statutory and centralised agencies.' 2 It 
was only in the 1880s and 1890s that alternative visions of welfare 
started to gain credibility and only during the first two decades of the 
twentieth century that the conception of the limited, 'liberal' state 
was seriously undermined as central governments increasingly inter­
vened in fields formerly confined to the 'private sphere'. 

The expanded role of the state in welfare provision in the twentieth 
century has served to obscure the extent to which there exists a 'mixed 
economy of welfare' in which the state is only one of several constitu­
ent parts. 3 Tax-funded public welfare benefits and services stand 
alongside the commercial provision of private goods such as savings, 
insurance and pensions; voluntary non-profit agencies organised on 
a philanthropic or mutual-aid basis, and the informal welfare net­
works and services of household, kin and community. Looked at in 
less institutional terms, survival for the poor means making the best 
of an 'economy of makeshifts': mixing earned income (of all sorts) 
with savings and loans, the support of family and neighbours, the 
claiming of welfare benefits and the help of charity. This array of 
agencies and practices within the economy of welfare can be found in 
most of western Europe since at least the sixteenth century, although 
the relative balance of forces has varied from age to age. 4 

If we bear in mind this notion of a 'mixed economy of welfare', we 
will be better placed to understand the particular blend of public and 
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private that characterised social welfare in the nineteenth century. In 
the Poor Law, especially as reformed in 1834 with its workhouses and 
outdoor relief, the state provided little more than a safety net for the 
poorest. Above this safety net a panoply of self-help and mutual-aid 
strategies existed, the result of working-class endeavour, commercial 
enterprise and middle-class benevolence. The more prudent or bet­
ter paid worker could obtain a degree of social security by investing 
in a savings bank or, more commonly, through membership of a friend­
ly society or trade union, whilst surviving bouts of poverty might 
depend upon such things as the availability of credit from shopkeep­
ers and the support of family, friends and neighbours. Charity worked 
between the safety net of the Poor Law and the activities of self-help 
organisations and community-support networks. Much of this involved 
the encouragement of self-reliance among the able-bodied poor but, 
additionally, charitable effort was focused on the care of the sick and 
infirm and the welfare of children. Some of this voluntary work was 
the forerunner of today's personal social services. 

'Poverty' is not a universal concept. Its usage and meaning differs 
across time. However, its modern configuration as an economic 
phenomenon, along with various discourses about it, originated with 
the rise of the market in western Europe from around the sixteenth 
century. In market societies, individuals are economically vulnerable 
when their material resources are insufficient for their needs (however 
defined). This can occur at any time, but is particularly associated with 
certain points in the life cycle and with particular risks. Thus child­
hood, unemployment, sickness, disability and old age can be especially 
precarious moments and events in the lives of individuals and commu­
nities. Each of them is characterised by a loss of resources and a 
potential or actual dependency upon others. These moments and 
events are most likely to pose a threat to survival if the individual is 
unprotected by attachment to a group with conventions about, and 
mechanisms for, assistance in times of need. This group can be as con­
fined as the family or as inclusive as the welfare state. It is the exclusion 
from all such attachments which makes the individual most vulnera­
ble. Thus in the 'economy of makeshifts', it is best to possess as many 
attachments as possible. It is clear from this that exposure to want is a 
cultural condition as well as an economic phenomenon. A society's 
approach to the welfare of others is determined by such things as its 
ideas of economic causation and individual rights, or the dominance 
of certain versions of these. In the twentieth century, the balance of 
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welfare has come to cede the state a large role as an inclusive mecha­
nism for the public good. In general, this is underpinned by notions 
of poverty which (for various reasons) emphasise the need to include 
individuals as citizens with social rights. 

For most of the nineteenth century, the state persisted in defining 
poverty in terms of the problem of pauperism. Social attitudes in nine­
teenth-century England were dominated by ideas and assumptions 
derived chiefly from the writings of the classical political economists 
and the doctrines and teachings of evangelical religion. In terms of 
policies towards the poor, this implied an emphasis upon a frame­
work of individualism and self-help, plus a determinedly moralistic 
approach to social problems. A distinction was drawn in official theory 
between the economic phenomenon of poverty and the moral respon­
sibility of the individual to avoid welfare dependency. This did not 
imply a refusal to assist the poor, but a desire to be selective about who 
was helped and on what terms that help was offered. Thus there grew 
up the ambition to reduce the assistance offered to those considered 
able to provide for themselves and to shift resources away from com­
pulsory provision, with its implications of legal entitlement, and 
towards voluntary care in which the help offered was a gift to be be­
stowed not a right to be claimed. The contraction in state welfare 
which this implied can be dated to the Poor Law reform of 1834 and 
was in sharp contrast to the more paternalistic and comparatively 
generous philosophy which underpinned much public provision un­
der the Poor Law in the eighteenth century. 

The nineteenth century was a period of rapid industrial advance 
and unprecedented urban growth; of major shifts in patterns of occu­
pation (chiefly from agricultural to industrial and service) and of 
economic insecurity for many. It was an era which saw the formation 
of new social classes, new ideologies and novel forms of politics and 
government. It is not surprising that such a 'revolutionary' period 
should also be accompanied by a reformulation of social policy. The 
most important moment in the history of welfare in the nineteenth 
century was the passage of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, 
which marked the demise of a relief system which originated in the 
early seventeenth century, thereafter designated the 'Old Poor Law', 
and its replacement by a new system, based on broadly new princi­
ples, known (not surprisingly) as the 'New Poor Law'. Unusually in 
welfare history, this Act was intended to reduce state provision. Its 
key ideas were derived from the report of a Commission of Enquiry 
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into the Poor Laws, the famous Poor Law Report of 1834. With its 
statement of welfare principles (chiefly 'less eligibility' and the 'work­
house test'), it established the theoretical framework and practical 
strategies for a new approach to social welfare. The Poor Law Report 
of 1834 has been described as 'one of the classic documents ofwest­
ern social history'." What is meant by such a claim? There had been 
schemes for poor relief for centuries, but the New Poor Law of 1834 
was intended to do more than simply relieve the needs of the poor. It 
represented a new view of both society and economy in an era of rap­
id change. 

In economic terms, the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 has been 
seen as the advent of 'liberal capitalism'. It marks the 'liberal break' 
with the past: the measure which ushered in a free market in labour, 
or at least signalled the intent of the propertied classes to facilitate its 
creation. Its key principles were designed to supersede the paternalis­
tic ethos of the traditional 'country ideology' and the mutuality of the 
'moral economy'; replacing both with the rigours of the market econ­
omy already established in the shape of capitalistic forms of commerce, 
industry and agriculture. 6 The phenomenon of pauperism and the ideal 
of limited state provision, the importance of charity and the virtue of 
individual responsibility, although challenged by economic crisis and 
change and by new social and political ideas, remained central towel­
fare policy for the rest of the century. 7 However, by the 1880s rising 
real wages and spreading notions of respectability were leading to new 
distinctions between the working classes and the 'poor'. New concepts 
such as 'unemployment' were enabling economists to develop an un­
derstanding of poverty as a social problem concentrated in particular 
groups and identified with distinct issues. The crudities of the 'liberal 
break' were being modified by new social knowledge, the prospect of 
a working-class electorate and the anxieties created by international 
rivalry and an imperial role. In the twentieth century, this would result 
in new legislation and a further revolution in social welfare, with a 
greatly expanded role for government and a reduced contribution 
from voluntarism and mutuality. 

The pattern of welfare in modern society cannot be understood with­
out first appreciating the role of the state. However, whilst it is essential 
to understand the broader significance of changes in social policy, it 
does not follow that our interests should stop there. In fact, histories of 
poverty and welfare before the twentieth century have too often adopt­
ed a teleological perspective, seeking the origins of modern welfare 
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services, and therefore have concentrated over much upon state provi­
sion. The historiographical roots of this lie, to some extent, in the 
massive histories of the Poor Law constructed between 1905 and 1930 
by Sidney and Beatrice Webb, themselves among the architects of the 
modern welfare system. There were sound political reasons why the 
Webbs took the approach they did. They were out not only to write 
history, but to use it to directly influence the social policies of their 
times and we should be aware of the political context in which their 
books were written. 8 However, the Webbs's priorities- rooted as they 
were in the social reform era of the Edwardian period and after- suffi­
ciently anticipated the welfare philosophy of the middle decades of 
the twentieth century to remain persuasive for almost half a century. 
Historians subsequently have been far more concerned to examine state 
approaches to poverty than they have the welfare alternatives of char­
ity and self-help. This has remained true even as the extent of non-state 
provision before 1900 has become apparent. It remains rare for histo­
ries of the post-1800 period to attempt a synthesis in which the 'mixed 
economy of welfare' is studied as a whole.9 

In writing this book, there were a number of options about its struc­
ture. First of all, a word about the selected time frame. Most studies 
of social welfare in the nineteenth century follow the story through to 
at least 1914 and very often up to the era of the welfare state after the 
Second World War, which is usually seen as a culmination, an ending 
to which the past has lead. In the process, the balance of welfare in 
the nineteenth century, with its leaning towards voluntarism and the 
mutual-aid strategies of the working class, has been subordinated to 
narratives of the 'rise' of the welfare state, searching for its 'origins' 
and charting its 'evolution'. The organisation of this volume is a de­
liberate attempt to focus attention on the era before the emergence 
of modern state-centred welfare systems, when official expenditure 
on social security was channelled overwhelmingly through the Poor 
Law and voluntary charity and self-help remained essential ingredi­
ents in the welfare package. It was only after 1906 with the emergence 
of statutory social services outside the poor-relief system (pensions 
for the elderly, meals and medical examinations for schoolchildren, 
and unemployment and health insurance for adult males) that a ris­
ing proportion of the population once more looked to the state as a 
provider of social security. 

Second, it might have been possible to adopt an approach which 
focused upon welfare outcomes. Thus chapters and sections might have 
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been organised around the needs and strategies of different groups: 
women, children, the elderly, the able-bodied, the sick and so on. The 
relative welfare product for each could have been considered. Howev­
er, such an approach does have its drawbacks. It is difficult enough to 
disaggregate the experience of particular groups from the collective 
in this way. For example, the elderly are often also the infirm; alterna­
tively, in the absence of any clear definition of old age for much of the 
nineteenth century, they might also be regarded as able-bodied and 
employable until quite old. However, despite the different experienc­
es and situations between them, it would be possible to discuss the 
common outcomes for certain groups, this would certainly be the case 
for women who were more likely to suffer a disadvantageous position 
for the whole of the century. But there are also other drawbacks to this 
approach. It would make it less easy to identify the ideological and 
institutional configurations which I considered to be important for an 
understanding of why welfare outcomes were as they were. Moreover, 
a central argument of this book is the extent to which the experiences 
of individuals, and their fates at times of hardship and deprivation, 
are influenced by the balance of ideas, social knowledge and state pol­
icies. Although the informal and private mechanisms may be the first 
port of call for those in poverty, the degree to which they are also the 
last depends on the responsibilities assumed by the state. 

Thus this book is structured in such a way as to enable me to consid­
er the ideas and policies of public welfare in Chapter 2, the philosophy 
and patterns of private charity in Chapter 3, and the institutional 
and informal strategies of prevention and survival developed by the 
working classes in Chapter 4. Finally, Chapter 5 considers the extent 
to which state provision and social theory transcended the Poor Law 
before 1900 and brings discussion of the 'mixed economy of welfare' 
into the twentieth century. 



2 
THE STATE AND PAUPERISM 

For much of the nineteenth century the state relieved only a minority 
of the poor. Moreover, its welfare role was a declining one with both 
the costs of poor relief and the numbers assisted consistently falling 
after 1850. This was a deliberate consequence of the policy set out in 
the Poor Law Report of 1834 and enacted through the New Poor Law. 
However, it was far from being uniformly enforced. Considering the 
extent to which the exercise of authority was a matter of negotiation 
between the central and the local state, it is not surprising that there 
was a great deal of diversity in poor-relief practice across the country. 
This very diversity has helped shape the historian's picture of the 
Poor Law, in which contradictory generalisations are often made ac­
cording to the evidence from particular local case studies. None the 
less, it is possible to discern a broad pattern across time. In essence, 
there were two Poor Laws, one operating up to (and possibly beyond) 
1834 and derived from centuries old notions of entitlement which 
were relatively broad and inclusive. The second gradually replacing 
the old system during the middle decades of the century and based 
upon a narrower and increasingly more punitive approach to adult 
applicants for relief. However, almost by default, this second system 
found itself responsible for a range of welfare services for the sick 
and infirm and for children. Furthermore, the chief institutional in­
novation of the new system - the workhouse -was transformed from 
the purely deterrent mechanism of its creators to something approach­
ing a state hospital system by the end of the century. 

The history of the Poor Law in the nineteenth century must be un­
derstood in its ideological and socioeconomic context. A society's 
values can be judged by its approach to welfare. Thus it is important 

8 
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to understand the arguments against state responsibility and in fa­
vour of individual responsibility which came to hold such sway by the 
Victorian era. The combination of new thinking, which provided the 
rationale for the New Poor Law (classical political economy, utilitari­
anism and evangelicalism), set the values and standards for the 'liberal 
state' of the mid-nineteenth century. Although challenged in the lat­
er nineteenth century by new intellectual approaches which looked 
for broader based state welfare, this particular combination retained 
considerable potency down to 1900 and beyond. However, the socio­
economic climate in which these ideas surfaced was to change 
dramatically as the century wore on. The New Poor Law was created 
to deal with the problem of rural unemployment. The parliament 
which enacted the legislation was still overwhelmingly representative 
of the landed classes. Yet the main pattern of economic change in the 
nineteenth century was a shift from rural to urban. At the beginning 
of the century, approaching 40 per cent of families were involved in 
agriculture and, although this had fallen to about one third by 1831, 
farming remained the single largest occupational category for adult 
males in 1851. Yet by 1871 only 15 per cent of the working popula­
tion were employed in agriculture, falling to a mere 7.6 per cent in 
1911. The life-cycle crises which brought people to apply to the Poor 
Law authorities may have changed little, but the context was increas­
ingly urban rather than rural, and the sheer size of the problem 
escalated dramatically as the population of England and Wales mul­
tiplied four-fold during the century. 

Beginning with the pattern of relief across the century, this chapter 
will proceed to a consideration of the Old Poor Law and the key areas 
of debate between historians. The intellectual roots of the reformed 
system are examined and also the controversy over the extent to which 
it altered the treatment of the able-bodied adult male. The develop­
ment of the New Poor Law will be followed chronologically, looking 
at policy towards women, the sick, the elderly and the young in the 
period 1834-60. A relief crisis in the 1860s aided a restructuring in 
which certain groups were more harshly treated whilst others were 
approached more favourably, thus out-relief was further curtailed, af­
fecting mostly women applicants, whereas the sick and children were 
among those for whom provision could be said to have improved in 
the later Victorian period. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a 
consideration of the extent to which the state had adopted a welfare 
role beyond the Poor Law prior to 1900, as well as the impact of new 
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thinking on the responsibilities of government as the state prepared 
to expand its welfare functions, side stepping the issue offurther Poor 
Law reform, with the liberal reforms of 1906-11. 

Declining State Welfare 

English poor relief was probably the most generous in Europe in the 
late eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries, absorbing around 
2 per cent of the national product. 1 However, from the mid-1830s, 
the trend was downwards costing ratepayers less and involving a de­
clining expenditure per head of population (see Table A1 in the 
Appendix). A comparison of the average expenditure per head for 
1830-33 (9s. lOd.) with that for 1840-43 (6s. ld.) reveals a fall of 
more than one third in per capita costs over a ten-year period. In 
1831, with a population in England and Wales of almost 14 million, 
the total cost of poor relief was £6.7 million. By 1841 the population 
had risen to 16 million and yet the cost of poor relief had fallen to 
£4.8 million. In terms of the amount spent by the state on the welfare 
of the poor, the mid-1830s has the appearance of a watershed. Whereas 
between 1813 and 1833 costs per head had ranged from 9s. 1d. to 
13s., from a low of 5s. 5d. in 1837, annual per capita costs rose above 
seven shillings on only six more occasions before 1900. Poor relief in 
England and Wales cost the nation over £7 million in 1832. Although 
the population virtually doubled over the next 40 years, it took until 
1868 before the £7 million total was reached once more. In as much 
as tax-based social welfare is redistributive (transferring income from 
taxpayers to the poor), this element was at its highest in the decades 
preceding 1834 and at its lowest in the mid to late nineteenth centu­
ry. The level of per capita expenditure on poor relief reached between 
1813 and 1822 and in the early 1830s was not to return until the 
1920s, when the use of poor relief to deal with the mass unemploy­
ment of the interwar years caused a rapid escalation in costs. In 
between these twin peaks, the average per capita cost during the Vic­
torian era was less than half the figure for the second decade of the 
nineteenth century. 

Declining levels of expenditure in the face of rising population fig­
ures could represent reduction in relief provision rather than a fall in 
the number of paupers (persons in receipt of poor relief from the 
state). It might simply mean that less was being spent on the same 
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pauper aggregate. In fact, the available statistics suggest that the pro­
portion of the population assisted by state welfare also declined. 
Unfortunately, the evidence of numbers relieved is less reliable than 
the figures for relief expenditure.2 Before 1834, there was no central 
agency to gather relief statistics and only ad hoc returns exist, such as 
those for 1802-3 and for 1813. There is evidence from the 1840s of 
the total number of relief applications over particular three month 
periods, but these must have involved much double counting of indi­
viduals and families who repeatedly applied for relief. 

The situation is much better for the second half of the century. 
From 1849 an annual survey was undertaken, consisting of twice-yearly 
counts of all paupers relieved on a single day (on the first days of 
January and july each year). The mean annual totals for this series are 
reproduced in Table A2 in the Appendix. This is a only a guide to the 
numbers in receipt of state assistance and remains essentially a snap­
shot view. Inevitably, it fails to distinguish between the permanent 
pauper and those temporarily on poor relief. Nevertheless, it does say 
something about trends across time, suggesting a consistent pattern 
of declining numbers receiving poor relief from the state. The ratio of 
paupers per hundred of total population follows a clear course down­
wards with 6.3 per cent receiving state welfare in 1849, falling to 2.5 by 
1900. In fact, apart from the worst year of the Cotton Famine in 1863, 
the ratio never rose above 5 per cent after 1852. However, these fig­
ures may underestimate the size of the pauper host. Whole-year 
calculations were undertaken in 1892 and in 1907 which, arguably, 
can give a fuller picture. These suggest that the real annual totals for 
those years may have been at least double the figures derived from the 
twice-yearly day counts. 3 If this ratio was extrapolated to the rest of the 
years recorded in Table A2, it would have the effect of doubling both 
the annual totals and the ratio of paupers per hundred of population. 
If such a calculation is considered valid, it would follow that in 1849 a 
possible 12 per cent of the population might have been in receipt of 
poor relief at some time during the year, a figure which would decline 
to 5 per cent by 1900. None the less, although the numbers on relief 
would be greater, the impression would remain that the English Poor 
Law was of diminishing significance in the 'economy of makeshifts' by 
which the poor survived. 

But can these statistics perhaps be taken as evidence of declining 
poverty as living standards rose? Might they reflect the impact oflong­
term increases in wage rates and declining grain prices, for example? 
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It would be a mistake to jump to such a conclusion too easily, howev­
er, since the figures are an estimate of the number of paupers and not 
a measure of the number of people existing in poverty. Indeed, it is 
unwise to treat statistics of poor relief as a simple measure of poverty 
levels. The impact of the trade cycle on the pattern of relief was varia­
ble, depending on the willingness of the authorities to expand 
assistance at such times. Per capita costs rose during periods of high 
unemployment, such as the second decade of the century and the late 
1840s, and fell again during better periods, like the mid 1820s, the 
late 1830s and the 1850s, but this trend becomes less noticeable as the 
century progresses and the economic depression of the last quarter of 
the century had no impact upon the numbers relieved. In other words, 
welfare policies are culturally determined, they reflect changing no­
tions of relief entitlement. A reduction in poverty cannot simply be 
'read off' from a fall in the size of the welfare budget. 

It is a more reasonable assumption that, as a proportion of the pop­
ulation, the poor were a much larger group than the recorded number 
of paupers, however calculated. This is not 'provable' in any quantifi­
able sense. There were no systematic attempts to measure poverty, as 
opposed to pauperism, until the surveys conducted at the end of the 
nineteenth century by Charles Booth and Seebohm Rowntree in Lon­
don and York respectively. However, each of these surveys identified 
around 30 per cent of the population to be living in poverty. There is 
no reason to presume that the extent of poverty was greater in the 
1890s than it had been earlier in the century. Thus the numbers re­
ceiving state help during the nineteenth century consistently fell below 
the likely levels of poverty. In the 1890s, whilst, according to Booth 
and Rowntree, approaching one third of the population were poor, 
there were no more than 2. 7 per cent in receipt of poor relief in any 
one year. For all its attention from contemporaries, and from the his­
torians ever since, in terms of numbers affected the Poor Law was 
more often the junior partner to self-help, mutual aid and voluntary 
charity. Only in the generation before the reform of 1834 could it be 
said that the state was the first recourse for the poor and even here, 
as we shall see, the pattern of support varied considerably from region 
to region. 
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Poor Law before 1834 

Old Poor Law in Crisis 

England was unusual in eighteenth-century Europe in possessing 
statutory-based poor relief financed by taxation. According to Peter 
Solar, the distinctive features of English poor relief were its uniformity 
and comprehensiveness compared to European relief systems, which 
were more honoured in the breach than in the practice; the financial 
base of the English system in a local property tax (the poor rate) and 
the services of unpaid local officials; and (up to 1834) the relative cer­
tainty and generosity of relief. 4 The key piece of legislation had been 
the great 'Elizabethan Poor Law' of 1601, which enshrined the twin 
purposes of assisting the 'impotent' (the old, the sick and the infirm) 
whilst setting the 'able-bodied' poor to work. 5 What became known 
after 1834 as the 'Old Poor Law' was highly decentralised, based as it 
was on the parish as the basic unit of organisation, tempered by the 
supervisory eye of the county magistracy and only ultimately responsi­
ble to Parliament. 6 In terms of relief practice, its chief hallmark was 
its 'face to face' character. Overseers of the poor usually knew those 
they relieved, especially in the small village communities that gener­
ally made up the 15 000, mostly rural, parishes. Magistrates were 
responsible for ensuring that the Poor Law was enforced according to 
statute. They ruled on disputes between parishes, for example over 
rating levels, but also frequently gave specific orders for the relief of 
individuals. 

The Poor Law was a pivotal social institution in England during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: 'providing relief, enforcing dis­
cipline, an expression of communal responsibility yet a potent reminder 
of social distance'. 7 Corresponding to communal responsibilities were 
communal rights. Such an intimate social exchange generated expec­
tations both among the relieved and those in charge of relief grants: 
'It was assumed, by magistrates, managers and the poor themselves, 
that the poor were entitled to relief if they required it.' 8 This notion of 
entitlement was less a legalistic interpretation of the statutes and more 
a question of a moral right of access to the 'necessities' of life. The 
assumption of community responsibility meant that the poor were more 
often an integral rather than marginal element in society, and some 
arguments see parish relief expanding in the seventeenth and eight­
eenth centuries at the expense of more informal sources of support. 9 
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Deference and reciprocity were at the heart of this system of social 
security and the whole was underwritten by the ideology of paternal­
ism. Yet economic changes in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries were to create a crisis of paternalism, in which the future of 
the Poor Law was conceived as a major problem. 

It was inevitable that the advancing commercialism and economic 
uncertainties of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
would have an impact on a system of social security designed for an 
age of paternalism. A population of approximately six million in 17 50, 
which had risen to almost nine million by the time of the first official 
census in 1801, had more than doubled by 1831. Accompanying this 
population growth was the rapid expansion of employment in the 
industrial towns of the West Midlands and the North. Meanwhile, in 
the arable farmlands of the predominantly agricultural counties of 
the South Midlands, the South and the South East long-term increase 
in wheat prices between 1760 and 1815 encouraged landowners to 
seek the enclosure of previously marginal land such as wastes and 
commons. Two thousand or so enclosure acts involved the loss of cen­
turies-old common rights of grazing and gathering vital to the 
economy of the poor. The situation for the agricultural labourer was 
exacerbated by two further developments. First, a decline in the avail­
ability of allotments on which food could be grown to supplement 
wage income. Second, the decay of cottage industries, especially those 
of hand-spinning and weaving, in the face of competition from mech­
anised production in factory towns. Domestic manufacture had 
provided employment for men during the slack winter period of the 
rural economy and for women and children the year round. Con­
straints imposed by the Revolutionary and Napoleonic war, and the 
impact of the post-war depression made matters worse. 

These issues help to explain why the Poor Laws entered a period of 
crisis from the later eighteenth century onwards, and also why the 
crisis centred on the poverty of the adult rural labourer, who was in­
creasingly left with little alternative to the wages paid for farm work. 
Reduced employment opportunities combined with a decline in al­
ternative sources of income created a problem of rural unemployment, 
or more accurately, of seasonal employment or under-employment 
which dogged the rural economy of southern England until well into 
the nineteenth century. In the view of prevalent assumptions about 
the right to relief, a deterioration in the economic conditions of the 
labourers might be expected to lead to an expansion of provision. 
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The Poor Law authorities in most rural parishes in the south of 
England responded to the problem of under-employment with an ex­
pansion of out-relief to the able-bodied. A variety of expedients were 
adopted at different times and in different places. An over-concen­
tration on the so-called 'Speenhamland System' in the Report of the 
Royal Commission on the Poor Laws in 1834, and in the accounts of 
an earlier generation of historians, has tended to obscure the com­
plexities of poor relief before 1834. But, beginning with Blaug's 
ground-breaking analysis in the early 1960s, historians have general­
ly moved away from the view that the Speenhamland-style practices 
characterised poor relief, and recent accounts draw attention to a range 
of outdoor relief mechanisms. 10 Boyer identifies six methods used by 
rural parishes to relieve poor able-bodied labourers between 1780 
and 1834: allowances-in-aid-of-wages; payments to labourers with 
large families; payments to seasonally unemployed agricultural la­
bourers; the roundsmen system; the labour rate; and, finally, the 
workhouse. 11 

Allowances-in-aid-of-wages were potentially the most generous of 
these since they were intended to subsidise the weekly income of la­
bourers' families (both employed and unemployed), adjusted 
according to the price of bread and the number of children in the 
family. The most famous example of the allowance mechanism was 
the bread scale adopted by the magistrates at Speenhamland in Berk­
shire, in May 1795. It was not, however, the first instance nor was it 
the beginning of an era of Speenhamland-style relief lasting up to 
1834. In fact, allowances were a temporary expedient adopted dur­
ing subsistence crises brought on by harvest failures and high food 
prices, and were preferred by farmers as an alternative to raising la­
bourers' wages. The use of allowances-in-aid-of-wages may well have 
peaked in the late 1790s, have been in marked decline after 1815 and 
enjoyed a revival in the early 1820s, only to have virtually disappeared 
by 1832. Whilst over 40 per cent of parishes were reportedly subsidis­
ing wages out of rates in a parliamentary return for 1824, by the time 
of the Rural Queries in the Royal Commission enquiry of 1832, the 
proportion had fallen to just 7 per cent. Much more common were 
child allowances, typically paid to labourers' families with four or more 
children. In the parliamentary return of 1824, 90 per cent of parishes 
reported giving child allowances and even in the Rural Queries of 1832, 
the figure remained as high as 55 per cent, rising to 69 per cent in the 
agricultural counties. 12 
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However, according to Boyer, the m<Uor function of poor relief in 
rural parishes from 1795 to 1834 was the payment of unemployment 
benefit to seasonally unemployed agricultural labourers. This, rather 
than Speenhamland bread scales, characterised the system of relief, 
at least in the agricultural South. The amount paid was often prede­
termined and fixed somewhat below the going-wage rate. Variant 
forms of unemployment benefit were the so-called roundsmen sys­
tem and the labour rate. The roundsmen system became widespread 
from the 1780s and generally involved the offer of seasonally unem­
ployed labourers to farmers at reduced wage rates, with the parish 
making up the deficit to subsistence levels. The labour rate did not 
become common until the mid 1820s; it allowed farmers to employ 
pauper labour in lieu of the payment of the poor rate. Of the strate­
gies to deal with the able-bodied, the workhouse was the least 
important before 1834. Of the total of one million paupers recorded 
in the return for 1802-3, only 83 468 or 8 per cent were reported as 
resident in a workhouse and this figure covered all categories, in­
cluding the old, the infirm and children. The able-bodied were rarely 
found in workhouses under the Old Poor Law. 

The Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws of 1834, in 
its critique of the prevailing system, concentrated on this issue of 
outdoor relief to the able-bodied, on the grounds that out-relief to 
the impotent was subject to less abuse. 13 To a great extent, the agenda 
for historical discussion of the Old Poor Law between 1795 and 1834 
has been set by this critique, and much has been written over the 
years for and against the views of the 1834 Commissioners and much 
energy has been expended in the 'testing' of hypotheses about the 
operation and economic and moral impact of the relief mechanisms 
identified above. We will return to these arguments below. However, 
a pertinent question at this time, and one masked by the over-con­
centration on the able-bodied, is the extent to which there was a 
difference in quality as well as quantity of poor relief between the 
pre- and post-1834 systems. It is worthwhile to ask whether, in 1834, 
we lost a social security system which, in the words of Marc Blaug, 
constituted a 'welfare state in miniature' .14 

Solar's point about the 'certainty and generosity' of English poor 
relief (see above) is drawn partly from a comparison with European 
relief systems, but also from a body of literature since the 1960s which 
has stressed the broad welfare function of the Old Poor Law. In this 
literature, relief to the able-bodied is only part of the equation. Ac-
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cording to the national return of 1802-3, children accounted for 30 
per cent of persons relieved, and the old and infirm constituted 16 
per cent. Many studies suggest that poor relief was used to sustain 
individuals and families at various points in the life cycle: childhood, 
widowhood, infirmity and old age. Moreover, the relief that was given 
is regarded as more than basic. It appeared designed to restore the 
relative status of individuals in the community rather than providing 
only a bare minimum of subsistence. Besides unemployment relief and 
pensions for the elderly, eighteenth-century overseers' accounts com­
monly contain payments for rent, food, fuel (coals), boots and shoes, 
clothing, lying-in expenses (such as childbed linen and payments to 
the midwife) and burial costs (laying-out, shrouds, grave digging). A 
picture emerges of a wide-ranging paternalism which extended to the 
management of the local labour market, the fixing of wage rates, the 
fostering of parish orphans, the apprenticing of young persons and 
the support of single-parent families. 15 

But how accurate is this picture? Or more precisely, how accurate is 
it as a national picture and to what extent was its generosity tempered 
by the crisis of paternalism in the generation before 1834? To take the 
question of national diversity first- King and Gritt have argued that 
the image of a generous welfare system is derived from research heav­
ily biased towards the rural South and the South East which underplays 
the significance of regional and urban variations in the practice of 
poor relief. 16 Elsewhere in the country the situation could be quite 
different. On the basis of research in Lancashire, they conclude that: 

... in some of the agricultural and industrialising townships of the north of 
England, the administration of the Old Poor Law was not, and was not 
designed to be, either flexible, sensitive or supportive. On the contrary, it 
was used to control lives, exploit the poor and to minimise the growing 
burden of poor relief ... there was a constant tendency ... to err on the 
side of harshness and exclusivity. 17 

It has been clear for some time that per capita relief expenditures 
were lower in the 'high-wage/pastoral' counties than in the 'low-wage/ 
arable' counties. Following Caird's agricultural map of England in 
1850-51, these correspond roughly to the North and West of the coun­
try on the one hand, and the South and East on the other. Per capita 
relief expenditure in the South, extending over the half century and 
more preceding 1834, outstripped that in the North by anything 
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between 80 and 100 per cent, a distinction that may have persisted 
beyond 1834. 18 An analysis of the county totals in the return for 1802-
3, if compared to population figures, reveals that Lancashire had the 
lowest pauper:population ratio in the country at 6. 7 per cent. At the 
other end of the spectrum came the Speenhamland county itself, 
Berkshire, with a ratio of 20 per cent, exceeded only by Sussex at 
22.6 per cent and Wiltshire at 22.1 per cent. 19 In fact, the Old Poor 
Law in Lancashire looks very much like the New Poor Law after 1834, 
with low expenditure and limited relief numbers. 

It is not so much this phenomenon itself as the explanation for it 
that King and Gritt are challenging. A hypothesis based on economic 
evidence would point to the fact that agricultural wage rates were 
higher and that there was less seasonality in employment patterns in 
this predominantly pastoral region than in the arable farmlands of 
the South. Moreover, there were more alternatives to poor relief in 
Lancashire, such as allotments and small holdings, plus greater em­
ployment opportunities in cottage industries even before the advent 
of factory production. However, King and Gritt maintain that in cer­
tain Lancashire townships and villages, where there was a scarcity of 
alternative earning opportunities and where the problem of endemic 
poverty was as acute as in any southern parish, poor relief policies 
remained comparatively harsh. Thus, they argue, the explanation for 
regional variations (and for variations within regions) is less the inci­
dence of need and more the attitude of those in charge of the relief 
system. In parts of the North, instead of paternalism and generosity, 
there already existed a climate of opinion in which overseers and elit­
es encouraged a culture of self-reliance to minimise relief expenditure. 
Poor relief was a short-term, selective mechanism and long-term wel­
fare dependency was discouraged even before the reform of 1834. 

What conclusions are to be drawn from these conflicting portraits 
of relief practice under the Old Poor Law? One is the difficulty of 
basing generalisations about a national system on the basis of a few 
local or even regional examples, whether they are drawn from the 
South or the North of the country. A second is the considerable di­
versity of outcome one is likely to find in such a decentralised, locally 
financed welfare system, especially where the unit of administration 
(the parish) was so small. It would be more surprising if there were 
not wide variations between regions and parishes. There truly was a 
welfare patchwork. This might be the case for economic reasons, but 
equally, cultural or political factors might explain some of the diver-
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gence in relief strategies. There is certainly good reason not to eulo­
gise the Old Poor Law. Equally, however, it is clear from more general 
evidence on the cost of relief and the broad pattern of numbers in 
receipt of relief that there is a margin of difference between the Old 
and the New Poor Laws in need of explanation. 

The second issue of the chronology of relief patterns goes to the 
heart of the debate over the origins of the reform of 1834. The ap­
parent shift within the relief system towards providing social security 
for unemployed men and their families and subsidising the family 
income of those on low wages may have made sense in terms of the 
traditions of reciprocity and deference, but it was an affront to the 
moral, as well as economic, sensibilities of a new generation which 
increasingly accepted the new philosophy we now know as 'Classical 
Political Economy'. Under the influence of new ideas, many contem­
poraries came to regard the English Poor Law as dangerously 
generous. The Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws in 
1834 complained that whilst most countries had felt the need tore­
lieve the indigent, in no other country in Europe had the state 
attempted to relieve poverty itself. This, it was claimed, was the re­
sult of an abuse of out-relief through allowances-in-aid-of-wages that 
was 'destructive to the morals of the most numerous class, and to the 
welfare of all'. 20 Thus the 1834 Report set the allowance system and 
relief to the able-bodied at the heart of the debate over Poor Law 
reform. This analysis was not new, it had been at the centre of a hotly 
contested debate over the effects of the Poor Law conducted since the 
last decades of the eighteenth century. It was a debate in which the 
deficiencies of the welfare system seemed apparent, but in which a 
satisfactory solution never seemed to be at hand, at least until the 
1834 Report came along and swept all opposition before it. 

From Poverty to Pauperism 

From Joseph Townsend's hostile Dissertation on the Poor Laws (1786) 
onwards, a debate raged which taxed the minds of some of the great­
est intellectuals of the day, such as Edmund Burke, Thomas Malthus 
and Jeremy Bentham, plus a host of pamphleteers and essayists. 
Through writers such as these a sustained critique of the Poor Law 
evolved. 21 In the course of this debate, the concept of'pauperism' rath­
er than poverty emerged as the central issue. 'Poverty' was regarded as 
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the 'natural' state of the majority of mankind required to labour for 
subsistence, this was an immutable condition not a proper subject for 
human assistance. It was only those unable to labour for their subsist­
ence who should be relieved as paupers. Pauperism emerged as a moral 
as well as economic problem: how to relieve the genuinely indigent 
without discouraging self-reliance and demoralising the labourer? This 
was nothing less than the application of market values to the ancient 
traditions of poor relief. 

The debate leading up to 1834 took place in an intellectual climate 
in which the ideas of Adam Smith (famously espoused in The Wealth of 
Nations of 1776) and of the political economists who followed in his 
wake were forging economic doctrines for a commercial society. 22 In­
fluenced by Smith's notions of economic liberty, Burke endeavoured 
to achieve a mental separation between the terms 'labourer' and 'poor'. 
Objecting to the prevalence of the term 'labouring poor' during the 
food scarcity of 1795-96, he rejected what he saw as sentimental atti­
tudes to the unemployed and the low paid: 

We have heard many plans for the relief of the 'labouring poor'. This puling 
jargon is not as innocent as it is foolish .... Hitherto the name of poor (in 
the sense in which it is used to excite compassion) has not been used for 
those who can, but for those who cannot labour- for the sick and infirm, 
for orphan infancy, for languishing and decrepit age; but when we affect to 
pity, as poor, those who must labour or the world cannot exist, we are tri­
fling with the condition of mankind. It is the common doom of man that 
he must eat his bread by the sweat of his brow .... This affected pity only 
tends to dissatisfy them with their condition, and to teach them to seek 
resources where no resources are to be found, in something else other than 
their own industry, and frugality, and sobriety.23 

Burke's distinction between 'labourers' and the 'poor' only took hold 
in general discourse in the wake of Thomas Malthus's famous An Es­
say on the Principles of Population (1798 and editions thereafter). Malthus 
replaced earlier mercantilist optimism about the relationship between 
an increasing population and the creation of national wealth with 
dismal predictions about the tendency of population growth to out­
strip the means of subsistence unless checked by 'misery' (war, famine, 
disease) or 'vice' (abortion, infanticide, birth control). In a second 
edition of his Essay in 1803, succumbing to criticism that he had been 
unduly negative, he added the 'preventive check' of 'moral restraint' 
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(later marriages and sexual continence before marriage). The impli­
cations for the Poor Law were apparent from the outset, although 
Malthus elaborated his theme in successive editions up to 1826. Not 
only allowances to the able-bodied, but all poor relief was condemned 
for its presumed contribution to population growth and its other harm­
ful economic and moral effects. The 'first obvious tendency [of the 
Poor Laws] is to increase population without increasing the food or 
its support. A poor man may marry with little or no prospect of being 
able to support a family without parish assistance. They may be said, 
therefore, to create the poor which they maintain.' 24 He displayed a 
characteristically low opinion of the labouring population and deter­
mined that it was in their self-interest that poor relief should be 
curtailed: 'The poor laws ... diminish both the power and the will to 
save among the common people, and thus ... weaken one of the 
strongest incentives to sobriety and industry, and consequently to hap­
piness.'25 

The Malthusian critique evolved into an argument for the eventual 
abolition of poor relief, starting with the next generation of children 
so as gradually to nurture prudential habits as opposed to habitual 
dependency. This could be assisted by discriminating charity but the 
chief resource of the poor would be themselves: 

When the poor were once taught, by the abolition of the poor laws, and a 
proper knowledge of their real situation, to depend more upon themselves, 
we might rest secure that they would be fruitful enough in resources, and 
that the evils which were absolutely irremediable, they would bear with the 
fortitude of men, and the resignations ofChristians.26 

The Malthusian argument was taken up by numerous other critics and 
dominated the debate from the post-war period to the 1830s. When 
his population principle was combined with particular doctrines of 
Classical Political Economy, such as the wages-fund theory it proved a 
lethal weapon in the hands of those hostile to poor relief. 

Parallel to the Malthusian critique and the argument of the politi­
cal economists were the ideas on poverty and pauperism emerging from 
the revival of evangelical thought, what Boyd Hilton has called 'Christian 
Economics'Y According to Hilton, the approach to social issues in 
the early nineteenth century included a model of the economy which 
explicitly linked competition and the market to moral and spiritual 
growth. Although opinion was influenced by Malthus and the broader 
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teachings of political economy, it envisaged an alternative list of pri­
orities: 'Its psychological premise was not self-interest but the 
supremacy of economic conscience, the latter innate in man yet need­
ing to be nurtured into a habitude through the mechanism of the free 
market, with its constant operation of temptation, trial and exempla­
ry suffering.' 28 The operation of the natural laws of the market was 
about moral lessons and spiritual growth not economic prosperity. 
Since the individual was personally responsible for his own salvation, 
the sustenance of the labourer merely because of his poverty was in 
contravention of the laws of God. To remove this unthinking pater­
nalism would be to restore the natural order and to foster self-denial, 
spiritual growth and moral virtue. 

The language of 'self-help' and 'independence' issued naturally 
from evangelicalism and nowhere was it more clearly expressed than 
in the influential views of the Scottish divine, Thomas Chalmers. 
Chalmers's ideas came to prominence in England after articles on 
pauperism in the Edinburgh Review in 1817 and 1818. To his mind, 
the 'invention of pauperism' threatened to engulf the wellsprings of 
benevolence and godly endeavour. To abolish the compulsory poor 
rate and to remove the phenomenon of pauperism would be to re­
lease 'four fountains . . . now frozen or locked up by the hand of 
legislation'. The 'four fountains' were the 'frugality and providential 
habits of our labouring classes'; 'the kindness of relatives'; 'the sym­
pathy of the wealthier for the poorer classes of society'; and 'the 
sympathy of the poor for the poor'. 29 The evangelicals were a major 
influence in the development of charity and, at least till 1834, there 
was a common presumption, shared with the Malthusians, that dis­
criminating Christian charity was infinitely superior to the Poor Law. 
According to Peter Mandler, this combination of natural theology and 
political economy influenced the politics ofliberal Toryism which gave 
parliamentary support to the Whig reform of the Poor Laws in 1834.30 

From the mid century, the evangelical 'economic conscience', with its 
emphasis upon moral restraint and tendency towards pessimism, was 
gradually undermined by the optimistic economics of John Stuart 
Mill and the development of evolutionary theories of the natural and 
human worlds. But this resolution was still in the future when Poor 
Law reform was the key social issue in the 1830s. 

In the eyes of its critics, the Poor Laws of England were responsible 
for a variety of evils. Outdoor relief in general, and allowances-in-aid­
of-wages in particular, were the prime target. Rising poor rates, 
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increasing unemployment, falling wage rates, higher food prices, im­
provident marriages and a rising birth rate were among the charges 
against a system that came under attack as an 'engine of pauperisa­
tion'. Since the 1960s, economic historians (often using economic 
theory and an armoury of econometric techniques) have largely refut­
ed these criticisms of the effects of the Old Poor Law. As we have seen 
already, allowances-in-aid-of-wages were less widespread than contem­
poraries thought, they were rarely the main form of outdoor relief to 
the able-bodied. Moreover, Blaug maintained that allowances were too 
meagre to constitute a viable alternative to gainful employment and 
McCloskey used economic theory to undermine the idea that out­
door relief eroded wage rates. Blaug's chief point was that the Old 
Poor Law, 'with its use of outdoor relief to assist the underpaid and to 
relieve the unemployed was, in essence, a device for dealing with the 
problem of surplus labour in the lagging rural sector of a rapidly ex­
panding but still underdeveloped economy.'31 Rather than causing 
economic dislocation, poor relief developed in response to economic 
circumstances. 

Baugh produced evidence to support this contention, showing that, 
in the counties he studied (Essex, Sussex and Kent), relief expendi­
tures fluctuated and relief policies changed in correspondence with 
unemployment levels. Finally, Huzel turned the Malthusian link be­
tween child allowances and population growth 'on its head', although, 
using regression analysis, Boyer has arrived at different conclusions 
arguing that there is a correlation between variations in the use of 
child allowances and the pattern offertility, as Malthus had argued. 32 

Much of the analysis that has led to these conclusions has its roots in 
the school of positive economics, with its use of economic models to 
formulate and test hypotheses. But the application of economic theory 
in such a way has been seriously challenged. Karel Williams has con­
demned such 'empiricist scientificity' which 'cannot and will not work 
in philosophy or history' since it 'naturalises' economic concepts which 
are not universal scientific laws, but cultural products likely to change 
across time. This is a powerful argument which must be taken into 
account when considering the value of much of the analysis of the Old 
Poor Law. 33 

Whatever the conclusions of the modern economic historians, con­
temporary opinion assumed that the administration of relief rather 
than the underlying economic conditions was behind the rising tide 
of pauperism. The critical literature on the unreformed Poor Law was 
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taken seriously at the highest levels. There were several parliamenta­
ry enquiries into the practice of poor relief before that appointed in 
1832. The most influential document arising from this flurry of par­
liamentary interest was the report of the Select Committee of the 
House of Commons of 1817. It fully accepted the demoralisation thesis 
about out-relief and, following Malthus, came close to recommend­
ing abolition, but held back on grounds of practical expediency rather 
than on any principled defence of a discredited system. However, the 
parliamentary reception of the 1817 Report was mixed and the gov­
ernment response was positive but cautious. As Poynter notes: 'The 
growth of abolitionist opinion after 1815 may have been spectacular, 
but it did not sweep all before it. '34 Finally, it fell to the writers of the 
1834 Report to come up with a scheme which offered to meet the 
aspirations of the abolitionists, whilst satisfying the doubts of those 
who feared such a drastic solution. 

New Poor Law between 1834 and the 1860s 

1834 Reform 

Why did reform of the Poor Laws (rather than abolition) become such 
an urgent political issue in the 1830s, leading to the appointment of a 
Royal Commission and the introduction of a new system of public re­
lief? Historians do not agree on the balance offactors involved. But it 
is useful to distinguish between the long-term critique of the Poor Laws 
which drew attention to its perceived deficits, but was of itself insuffi­
cient to lead to either abolition or reform, and those short-term factors 
which can help to explain why the case for reform became irresistible 
by the early 1830s. Poynter's is the most complete discussion of the 
debate between the intellectuals, but covers the broader economic 
and social context less well. Dunkley provides what is probably the 
most comprehensive account of the search for reform. Brundage has 
refocused attention on the political dimension and, along with Man­
dler and Hilton (although with different conclusions), has emphasised 
the importance of understanding landed opinion and the views of its 
representatives in Parliament. 35 Factors which all mention are the 
mounting rates burden and the fear of unrest following the 'Captain 
Swing' agricultura1labourers' riots of 1830-31. What sense are we to 
make of this? 
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There was certainly increasing financial pressure from the rates, 
although, on the face of it, costs had peaked long before the 1830s. 
The national poor rate rose from £5.3 million in 1802-3 to a high 
point of £9.3 million in 1817-18. Lower levels in the 1820s were fol­
lowed by a further rise to £8.6 million in 1831-32. However, the poor 
rate may have bitten disproportionately hard in agricultural districts 
because the values of gross rental of farm land, which were related to 
many assessments for the poor rate, had risen much more slowly. 36 

Tenant farmers were the main body of ratepayers, but they may have 
been able to shift some of the burden on to the landowners through 
lower rents. Allied with anxiety about an expanding relief system, 
this loss of rental income might explain why the landed class was 
anxious to find a lower cost solution to the problem of poor relief. 
But it is unlikely that this, on its own, was a sufficient issue to per­
suade Parliament of the need for Poor Law reform. It was also a 
question of public order and class relations on the land. 

The immediate catalyst for Poor Law reform was the last great agri­
cultural labourers' revolt, the so-called Captain Swing disturbances 
of 1830-31, which affected well over 1400 parishes, mainly in south­
ern and eastern England. Riots, machine-breaking and rick-burnings, 
accompanied by petitions and protests over wages and poor relief 
levels, as well as against the introduction of new machinery (thresh­
ing machines threatened the winter employment provided by hand 
threshing), spread across the southern counties. The Captain Swing 
riots were precipitated by a sharp decline in the economic conditions 
of the agricultural labourer following the hard winter of 1829-30. 
There is evidence of reductions in out-relief payments and a more 
deterrent approach to all relief at a time of falling living standards. 37 

Local negotiations over wages and poor relief often led to temporary 
increases in both. It was the fact that the smashing of threshing ma­
chines and of acts of incendiarism were concentrated in counties with 
high per capita relief expenditure which most worried contemporar­
ies and convinced them that reform of the relief system might restore 
social stability by disciplining an increasingly unruly agricultural la­
bour force. 38 Assertions by labourers that they had a right to an 
'adequate' or 'fair' subsistence caused particular alarm. It was a point 
emphasised (by Edwin Chadwick) in the Poor Law Report of 1834.39 

Poor Law reform seemed a way of preventing further outbreaks of 
rural unrest. According to Dunkley it was the 'prevailing sense of urgen­
cy and impending disaster' which provided the 'ground swell of support 
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that greeted the New Poor Law'. 40 

In the wake of the Swing riots, which had been harshly punished 
with imprisonments, executions and transportations, and immediately 
following the passage of the momentous Parliamentary Reform Bill 
of 1832, the reforming Whig ministry of Earl Grey appointed a Royal 
Commission for Inquiring into the Administration and Practical Op­
eration of the Poor Laws. Two years later, the widely read Report of 
the Poor Law Commission won Parliament's approval and was the 
inspiration behind the New Poor Law of 1834. The New Poor Law 
was one of several political and social reforms which, over a seven­
year period in the 1830s, expanded central government responsibility 
in various fields such as factories, police and education, as well as 
poor relief. However, local government did not become subordinated 
to a centralised state. Utilitarian notions of rational centralised ad­
ministration superseding management by local community elites were 
repeatedly thwarted in the 1830s to 1850s. The administrative struc­
ture of the New Poor Law is the prime example of the 
nineteenth-century tendency to devise corporate structures on the 
basis of a partnership between local and central. 

The Royal Commission of 1832-34 comprised nine men, support­
ed by 26 assistant commissioners. The Royal Commission's researches 
depended jointly on the local investigations and reports of the assist­
ant commissioners, plus the return of questionnaires sent out to parish 
officials. Of the questionnaires, only 10 per cent were returned, al­
though this amounted to a mass of evidence. However, despite the 
apparent empiricism of the Inquiry, the Report made only selective 
and anecdotal use of its evidence (Blaug dubbed it 'wildly unstatistical'). 
Most historians believe this was because the outcome was preconceived 
and the particular shape of the reform was decided early on in the 
Commission's enquiry. It was Nassau Senior, the Oxford Professor of 
Political Economy, and Edwin Chadwick, Bentham's former secretary 
and protege, who between them wrote the Poor Law Report produced 
in 1834. Benthamite influence on the Report is inescapable, at least in 
the broad sense of utilitarian ideas about achieving the 'greatest hap­
piness of the greatest number' through the laying down of general 
rules and administrative structures for their implementation. Moreo­
ver, the hedonistic view of human nature implicit in Benthamism 
(seeking pleasure and shunning pain) could be said to be at work in 
the principles of the New Poor Law. More specifically, it is claimed 
that the shape of the reform in 1834 closely resembled Bentham's own 
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Pauper Plan of the 1 790s, even to the use of the term 'less eligibility'. 
None of this came about because Bentham's ideas were widely known, 
for they were not, but because his influence worked through the indi­
viduals on the Commission. But the Webbs's claim about Benthamite 
personnel among the Commissioners and Assistant Commissioners is 
counterbalanced by Mandler's allegation that at least as many were 
'Christian Economists'. In any case, given the common ground be­
tween both groups: 'it is not surprising that both the diagnosis of and 
remedies for the Old Poor Law's ills were agreed upon within six 
months of the Commission's appointment.' 41 

The Poor Law Report of 1834 is a consistent polemic against the 
out-relief of the able-bodied male. It pays scant attention to other 
categories- the si:ck, the elderly, children, and so on. However, rath­
er than the pessimism of the Malthusians, the Report expresses an 
optimism about the possibilities of reforming the system to achieve 
the same ends. None the less, much of its rhetoric would have been 
familiar to those who had read the critical literature on the Poor Laws. 
For example, the Report is at pains to draw a distinction between 
poverty and pauperism. Poor relief was to be confined to the 'indi­
gent', it was not to apply to the merely poor, that is, those forced to 
labour for their subsistence. Thus any benefits paid to those in work 
were to cease. Indeed, it was to reinforce the necessity to labour in 
any job at any wage that this distinction between the employed and 
the unemployed was drawn so clearly and the other principles of the 
Report follow from it. By such means it was believed paupers would 
be transformed into independent labourers, surplus labour in the 
South would be dispersed and a national free market in labour would 
be encouraged. 

The Report endorses much of the Malthusian critique, but the case 
for abolition is rejected since the 'evils ... connected with the relief 
of the able-bodied' were not 'necessarily incidental to the compulso­
ry relief of the able-bodied ... under strict regulations, adequately 
enforced, such relief may be afforded safely and even beneficially'. 
Thus the relief of the unemployed was to be allowed but only 'under 
strict regulations'. Conditions were to be imposed on the receipt of 
relief, the chief of which was that it should not contravene the princi­
ple of 'less eligibility': that the 'situation' of the pauper 'on the whole 
shall not be made really or apparently so eligible as the situation of 
the independent labourer of the lowest class'. 42 

This desire to restore a differential between benefit and employment 
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was hardly new, nor was the mechanism by which it was to be achieved, 
although the completeness of the system was entirely novel. There was to 
be a sharp line drawn between the type of relief available to the impotent 
and that offered the able-bodied male. Whilst out-relief would continue to 
be given to the former, the only relief to be offered the latter was entry to 
a 'well-regulated' workhouse. In order to enforce 'less eligibility', condi­
tions in the 'well-regulated' workhouse would, of necessity, have to be a 
less acceptable alternative to seeking work at the wages and conditions 
available to 'the independent labourer of the lowest class'. It would per­
force need to be a repellent institution, designed to deter all but the most 
necessitous from applying for relief. However, it was not through poor 
food or harsh living conditions in the workhouse that the principle ofless 
eligibility should be enforced, but through hard labour and 'strict disci­
pline' which would be 'intolerable to the indolent and disorderly'.43 The 
offer of the well-regulated workhouse as the only legal relief of the able­
bodied was conceived as a self-acting test of an applicant's destitution, in 
true utilitarian terms, aligning the self-interest of freely choosing individ­
uals with the greater happiness of society as a whole. There was a clear 
target for the Report's remedies. The Report constantly returns to the 
able-bodied male with a family, just the class of person they believed had 
become dependent upon the allowance system. Thus, except for medical 
attendance: 'all relief whatever to able-bodied persons or to their families 
otherwise than in well-regulated workhouses ... shall be declared unlaw­
ful ... and all relief afforded in respect of children under the age of 16 
shall be considered as afforded to their parents.'44 

In addition to its key principles, the Report outlined an administra­
tive machinery for enforcing the new system. A Central Board was 
recommended 'to control the administration of the Poor Laws', sup­
ported by assistant commissioners who would 'frame and enforce' 
workhouse regulations for the whole country. Parishes should be 
grouped together for the purpose of workhouse construction.45 It was 
intended that this should be a national and a uniform system, but the 
degree of centralisation only went so far. Only minor amendments were 
suggested to the system of rating. The funding and day-to-day run­
ning of poor relief was to stay in local hands, this was a much less 
centrally run proposal than that of a regime run directly by paid in­
spectors, which Nassau Senior had started out with and been forced to 
abandon as too extreme.46 The Report, moreover, was not a complete 
overhaul of poor relief. The sense of crisis in which it operated, and 
the obsession with the able-bodied it demonstrated, marginalised other 
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areas of reform. Apart from some minor proposals on the law of set­
tlement and bastardy legislation, there were no further 
recommendations of substance. The impact of the Report may have 
been heightened by this very clarity of purpose. Its message was clear 
and simple on the relief of the able-bodied and unlikely to be obscured 
by controversy over other reform proposals that might arouse opposi­
tion in themselvesY 

Implementing the New Poor Law 

The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act set up the machinery to imple­
ment the Report's key principles of reform. A three-man Poor Law 
Commission, independent of Parliament, was authorised to issue 
orders and regulations on relief practice to boards of guardians. But 
the powers of the Poor Law Commissioners were only sanctioned 
for a period of five years and parliament was to receive an annual 
report on the working of the new system. The 15 000 parishes of 
England and Wales were to be grouped together into some 600 Poor 
Law Unions. The process, which took several years to complete, was 
undertaken by assistant commissioners in co-operation with local 
employers, magistrates and landowners. The guardians succeeded 
the parish overseers (who none the less survived) as the central fig­
ures in the local operation of the Poor Law after 1834. Guardians 
were elected on a property qualification with multiple votes for the 
larger proprietors. The influence of the county magistrates over poor 
relief was considerably reduced, although they remained as ex officio 
guardians until the law was changed in 1894. 

Despite the reorganisation into unions, each parish remained the 
place of settlement and retained responsibility for the cost of its own 
paupers which, until the Union Chargeability Act of 1865 spread the 
expense across the whole union, meant inequity in the share of the 
financial burden between rich and poor parishes. The administrative 
machinery set up in 1834 was to last, in substance at least, until the 
Local Government Act of 1929 abolished the boards of guardians. 48 

However, the Poor Law Amendment Act did not simply translate the 
1834 Report into practice. Despite the intentions of the reformers, 
subsequent official policy was the result of compromises between cen­
tral and local interests which varied between regions and, as had been 
the case before 1834, also varied within regions. This does not mean 



30 State, Society and the Poor in Nineteenth-Century England 

there were no national trends, but that national characteristics were 
not to be found uniformly expressed across the country. Due to the 
absence of completely reliable central statistics of relief, there remains 
the great temptation to generalise from local studies, a common fea­
ture of Poor Law historiography. 

The Poor Law Commission began its work in the mid 1830s, stead­
ily at first, establishing the union structures and issuing orders and 
regulations. But the administrative history of the New Poor Law in its 
first 20 years is one of conflict and compromise. In part, the compro­
mise between central and local control represented in the New Poor 
Law is characteristic of the approach to government responsibility in 
the nineteenth century. But equally, there was a mismatch between 
the intentions of the central authority and the interests of many lo­
calities, especially in the industrial North (the focus of an Anti-Poor 
Law campaign) and in Wales, but also sporadically across East An­
glia, the South and the South-West. Dissent was fuelled by a diligent 
press campaign of Poor Law 'horror stories' in which The Times took 
the lead. In the case of a number of towns in Lancashire and the West 
Riding ofYorkshire, employer opposition accompanied worker hos­
tility to the discipline of the new workhouses - the 'bastilles' - and 
there were several anti-Poor Law riots. 

In the eyes of the working-class radicals, the New Poor Law was yet 
another Whig attack on the interests of labour and the campaign was 
one of the roots of Chartism. The resistance movement in Wales was 
more violent and inflamed by anti-English sentiments. This perhaps 
explains the lack of any links to resistance elsewhere and the confined 
nature of the Welsh movement. Secret meetings and attacks on work­
houses under construction culminated in the Rebecca Riots of 1842-43, 
in which the New Poor Law was a focus of discontent. 49 Eighteen un­
ions had failed to build workhouses 20 years after the 1834 Act, ten of 
which were in Wales. Even those hostile unions with workhouses re­
mained objects of concern to the central authority. As late as 1858, the 
workhouses in Rochdale, Lancashire, were reported to be 'more in the 
nature ofalmshouses'.50 Among the consequences of resistance of this 
sort was a system which, whilst centrally organised in principle, by 
modern standards retained great potential for local autonomy in prac­
tice. This inevitably resulted in the significant disparity in relief policy 
between and within regions which is at the heart of any attempt to 
understand the repercussions of the reform of social welfare in 1834. 
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Able-bodied Males 

Historians are by no means in agreement about the impact of the New 
Poor Law, especially over the first 30 years or so of its operation. A 
central issue is the extent to which the reformed system was successful 
in achieving its primary aim, the abolition of out-relief to the able­
bodied male. In particular, a series of local studies since the 1960s 
have apparently undermined notions about the revolutionary achieve­
ments of '1834' _5I They have stressed the continuity between the 
pre- and post-1834 periods; emphasising the absence of uniformity in 
the New Poor Law, highlighting the range of local variation, and the 
continued possibility of localised interests to subvert as well as resist 
the orders of the central authority in London. Secondly, they have point­
ed to the persistence of pre-1834 practices after the mid century, 
including precisely those so severely criticised in the Poor Law Report. 
Thus despite the best intentions of the reformers, local autonomy meant 
the survival of out-relief. Michael Rose found the allowance system 
operating in the West Riding of Yorkshire and, according to G. R. Boy­
er, granting relief to seasonally unemployed farm labourers in the 
grain-producing South of England made as much economic sense af­
ter as before 1834. Moreover, even when the workhouse test was being 
enforced, this may have concealed relief to the unemployed masquer­
ading as something else. Thus guardians used a variety of subterfuges 
to get round the new restrictions, such as funding relief to the unem­
ployed through the highways rate not the poor rate and granting 
out-relief to the able-bodied under the guise of sickness benefit. Ac­
cording to Anne Digby, this element of continuity was 'more striking 
than any differences which the 1834 Act had made'. 32 

The chief dissenting voice to this new orthodoxy has been a partic­
ularly strident one. Karel Williams has castigated Rose, Digby and 
others for what he classes their confused understanding of the aims 
of 1834. Local variations cannot be regarded as sufficiently signifi­
cant to undermine the central point that 'a line of exclusion was drawn 
against able-bodied men after 1850 ... unemployment related relief 
was virtually abolished by the middle of the century'. Certainly, the 
official statistics support Williams's contention since those relieved 
as 'in want of work' soon became a tiny minority of the outdoor poor. 53 

Whether this means the Poor Law Commission were successful in ex­
cluding the able-bodied male applicant depends on how widespread 
the various alternative devices were of relieving the unemployed, 
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undoubtedly adopted in some areas. 
The diversity of relief practice under the New Poor Law was partly 

a consequence of concessions over the crucial issue of out-relief to 
the able-bodied made in the 1840s and 1850s. General Orders pro­
hibiting out-relief to the adult able-bodied were issued to most rural 
unions in the early 1840s. These were consolidated in the Outdoor 
Relief Prohibitory Order of 1844, which required that the able-bod­
ied be relieved only in workhouses, with some important exceptions 
including 'cases of sudden and urgent necessity', and widows with de­
pendent children. Meanwhile, in view of large-scale unemployment and 
opposition to the New Poor Law in the industrial districts, the Poor 
Law Commissioners had issued an alternative order which allowed 
guardians to grant relief to able-bodied men on condition they com­
pleted a task ofwork. This Outdoor Labour Test Order of 1842 was 
not a return to pre-1834 principles, although it did recognise that 
the 'workhouse test' was not always appropriate. It was an attempt to 
maintain 'less eligibility' without the workhouse; tasks were to be 
monotonous and hard (such as stone breaking and oakum picking) 
and must not interfere with the labour market. 54 None the less, it was 
a significant concession. 

By 1847, when the Poor Law Board became the central authority, 
although most rural areas and southern towns outside London had 
been issued the more stringent 1844 Outdoor Relief Prohibitory Or­
der, 142 unions (comprising one fifth of the total) were allowed the 
Outdoor Labour Test Order of 1842, either on its own or in tandem 
with the Prohibitory Order. Moreover, in large parts of the North and 
in London, as well as in surviving pre-1834 incorporations, there was 
no Order in force at all. 55 An attempt to restrict the forms and dura­
tion of all out-relief, the Outdoor Relief Regulation Order of August 
1852, was challenged by an orchestrated campaign of protest, which 
caused the Board to issue a revised version of the Order in December 
1852. This was another instance of the ability of local opposition to 
frustrate centralising ambitions. Policy was a compromise between 
central authority intention and the exigencies oflocal practice. There 
was no entirely consistent or uniform national Poor Law. The treat­
ment accorded applicants might vary from area to area, and even 
from union to union. The Poor Law Board issued no further general 
orders on out-relief during the 1850s and 1860s. It was not until the 
1870s that the central authority was once more to return to the work­
house test in the shape of the so-called 'crusade against out-relief'. 
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The perceived gap between the desire of the reformers and the 
reality of local practice is a commonplace of Poor Law historiogra­
phy. Local studies reinforce the impression of a considerable variety 
of practice. However, they do not always serve to undermine the 
'revolutionary' model of 1834. Whilst the researches of Digby and 
Rose point to continuity in relief practice, one of the most detailed 
local studies of the immediate post-1834 period has concluded that 
in rural Bedfordshire: 'the relentless reduction of relief expendi­
ture in these years ... had to have been achieved almost wholly at 
the expense of able-bodied paupers.' This 'alone precludes the pos­
sibility that social policy was worked out after 1834 within a 
framework of traditional assumptions and practices.' It is suggested 
that: 'Bedfordshire's Poor Law officials, ratepayers and common folk 
would have been astonished at such an idea.'56 This is more than 
just another instance of conflict of interpretation between national 
generalisation and local exception, it supports the notion of an 'or­
ganised diversity' of practice with considerable leeway for local 
discretion. There are examples of over-zealous boards of guardians 
whose strictness had to be tempered by the central authority, as well 
as those where the Poor Law Commission's writ held little swayY 
Thus although the local case study has been used to explain relief 
continuities, it can also illustrate the significance of 1834. However, 
the case for the latter lies chiefly in the downward trend of relief 
expenditure and relief rolls, and also on the new assumptions and 
attitudes represented in the reformed Poor Law. 

As we have seen, the official statistics on poor relief do not allow 
a comparison of pre- and post-1849 figures. However, they imply a 
steady reduction in the ratio of paupers to population for most of 
the second half of the century. But the chronology of reformed prac­
tice in the decade or so following 1834 remains unclear and much 
depends upon comparisons of data collected in different ways. As 
the evidence of the struggle between the Poor Law Commission and 
some local boards suggests, it was a story of compromise in which 
regulations were adapted to local circumstances. In such a situa­
tion, and in the context of the economic crisis of the 1840s, 
immediate large-scale reductions in relief were less likely, although 
as Dunkley's study of the New Poor Law in the North East suggests, 
the new welfare ideology allowed a crackdown on relief rolls where 
this was desired. 58 
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The Workhouse System 

There is less disagreement amongst historians about other aspects of 
poor relief after 1834. Although the workhouse became a familiar 
feature of the New Poor Law, it only ever accommodated a minority 
of paupers. As before 1834, out-relief remained the central mecha­
nism. In 1849, of the recorded relief total of over one million, 88 per 
cent were being assisted without entry to the workhouse. Twenty years 
later, in 1869, the position was similar, with 84 per cent on out-relief. 
Even in 1900, after a period of reducing out-relief rolls the propor­
tion of outdoor to total paupers was as high as 73 per cent. Thus even 
though the mean number of indoor paupers grew steadily during the 
second half of the century (whilst that of the outdoor poor remained 
fairly constant before the 1870s, only to fall sharply thereafter), less 
than one person in 100 entered a workhouse at any time during 1849, 
a ratio which remained virtually the same at the end of the century. 59 

None of this undermines the deterrent role envisaged for the 'well­
regulated workhouse' in the 1834 Report. Its purpose was to deter 
poor-relief applications and not to become a 'pauper palace'. How­
ever, although 'less eligibility' was mainly aimed at the able-bodied, 
the decision in the mid 1830s to adopt the general, mixed workhouse 
meant its application to all classes. Original plans for a series of spe­
cialist workhouse institutions according to the category of inmate 
(able-bodied, elderly, children etc.) were abandoned in preference for 
segregation within one workhouse building. This was one of the many 
battles which Chadwick lost as Secretary to the Poor Law Commission. 
He may have accepted this as a transitional stage towards a reformed 
system, but never abandoned his preference for specialised institu­
tions. The prison-like regime of the workhouse was intended to enforce 
less eligibility by psychological means rather than through physical 
cruelty; hence the emphasis upon uniformity and discipline, the mo­
notony of the routine, the uselessness of the task-work, and the 
segregation of inmates. Segregation was according to a classification 
of indoor paupers issued by the Poor Law Commission in 1836 and 
revised in 184 7. There were to be seven classes divided by age and 
gender, and to be housed and treated separately: 

1. Aged or infirm men. 
2. Able-bodied men and youths aged over 13 years. 
3. Youths and boys aged over seven and under 13 years. 
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4. Aged or infirm women. 
5. Able-bodied women and girls aged over 16 years. 
6. Girls aged over seven and under 16 years. 
7. Children aged under seven years. 

'To each class shall be assigned by the board of guardians that apart­
ment or separate building which may be best fitted for the reception of 
such class, and in which they shall respectively remain, without com­
munication, unless as is hereinafter provided. '60 This system of 
segregation, uniformity and discipline found expression in the model­
workhouse plans the Commissioners included in their early annual 
reports. 61 The principle ofless eligibility was embodied in the division 
of space within the workhouse, as well as through its controlled, mech­
anistic regimen. 'Receiving wards', work rooms, exercise yards, 
dormitories and sick wards were all to be segregated by gender and by 
age; only the dining hall and chapel were to be communal. Since the 
able-bodied adult could not be relieved without their families enter­
ing the workhouse, this meant the separation of husband and wife, 
parents and children. A standard daily discipline was laid down, in­
volving ten hours' work in the summer and nine in the winter for all 
except the sick, the aged, the infirm and young children. Meal inter­
vals were to be notified 'by the ringing of a bell' and to be eaten in 
silence. 

Does the workhouse system have any broader significance? It was 
part of a move towards institutional treatment common to nineteenth­
century Europe and America. Prisons, asylums, hospitals, schools and 
workhouses were all specialised institutions providing a range of regu­
lated treatments of criminals, lunatics, the sick, children and paupers. 
Michel Foucault has seen the new prison system of this era as marking 
the transformation of punishment of the criminal from public violence 
to the body, to private control of the mind under a regime of constant 
surveillance and individual discipline. This 'strategy of domination' is 
seen as a model for modern society. 62 However, the workhouse was no 
Panopticon, despite its similarity in design to Bentham's idealised 
institution and to the new reformed prisons of the 1830s, like Pen ton­
ville. There were neither the arrangements nor the possibility of 
constant surveillance. From this point of view, the workhouse was an 
anonymous institution which deprived inmates both of identity and 
dignity. The workhouse's punitive character could be justified on moral, 
as well as utilitarian grounds, since each inmate had applied to enter: 
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workhouse paupers were not prisoners. The whole idea of the work­
house as a deterrent establishment required that as well as repelling 
potential applicants, experience of it should propel able-bodied in­
mates back into the labour market, thus the stipulation was that: 'Any 
pauper may quit the workhouse, upon giving the master three hours 
notice of his wish to do so' with the proviso that the whole family be 
similarly released.63 Although there were later additions and excep­
tions to workhouse rules, such as provision for elderly married couples, 
for imbecile, fever and lying-in wards, and specialised vagrant accom­
modation, the system of classification and segregation introduced in 
1836 remained the basis of workhouse organisation for the rest of the 
century. 

Did workhouses conform to the rules and regulations laid down? 
The workhouse system was not run by a profession of workhouse ad­
ministrators with standardised training and procedures, it was 
maintained and managed as an aspect of local government. Moreo­
ver, as with the administration of out-relief much depended upon 
local-central relations. The possibilities for a diversity of treatment 
were present regardless of central authority regulation or inspection. 
As with out-relief, the central authority eventually stopped trying to 
impose a rigidly uniform system, although they still aimed at uni­
form standards through lengthy correspondence with each union. 
These records of local-central negotiations and struggles survive in 
huge numbers in the Public Record Office and in county archives as a 
testament to the diversity of pauper experience. As Ann Crowther 
has observed: 'If the Commissioners' regulations were obeyed, the 
pauper would live in semi-penal conditions separated from his fami­
ly; but his children would be educated, his diet sufficient, and his 
body reasonably warm and comfortable' although he would be sub­
ject to 'intolerably mean-spirited' rules. 'On the other hand, a pauper 
in one of the northern workhouses where the Commissioners' writ 
did not run, was likely to have more of the comforts dear to the poor 
-some liberty of movement, a more varied diet, tea (and sometimes 
beer), and easier access to his family and the opposite sex.' Sanitary 
conditions in the latter might, however, be a danger to health and 
life.64 
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Women 

The reformers of 1834 were obsessed with male able-bodied pauper­
ism but in reality, the adult male was the best placed to become 
self-reliant. The bulk of welfare dependency arose among other 
groups: women, children, the aged and infirm. It was these catego­
ries which dominated the relief rolls of the mid century. In what 
proportions were they granted poor relief? There are problems in 
answering this question with any degree of precision since it is diffi­
cult to disaggregate the statistical returns on poor relief into 
meaningful subgroups of categories relieved. However, it is a safe as­
sumption that, across all the categories, women comprised the majority 
of adult recipients of poor relief, both indoor and outdoor, through­
out the history of the New Poor Law. The fixation on male labourers 
in the 1834 Report, combined with patriarchal assumptions about the 
dependency of women, caused it to say little about female poverty. 
Welfare was conceived in family terms and assumed to be solely the 
husband's responsibility. The role of wives as contributors to the fam­
ily income was not considered. However, if the 1834 Report gave scant 
regard to married women because they were classed as non-wage earn­
ing dependants of their husbands, it was even less interested in the 
poverty of women without men and has nothing to say about widows, 
deserted wives, the wives of the absentee soldier or sailor, and the 
like, whether with or without dependent children. 

The neglect of women is all the more striking since women gener­
ally had fewer defences against poverty than men. Their more limited 
work opportunities and their uniformly lower wages made them more 
vulnerable. Moreover, women's work involved much more part-time 
and short-time working, and many were doing 'sweated' labour at 
home. Since they earned less and were more often paid irregularly, 
women generally could not afford the self-help strategies available to 
the better-off male worker. Women's vulnerability to poverty was 
multiplied by marriage breakdown or the death of their partner. Re­
sponsibility for children increased their burden. They lived longer 
than men, yet were generally less able to accumulate resources against 
old age. Although women developed their own survival strategies and 
mutual-aid networks (see Chapter 4), it is little wonder that destitute 
single mothers, chiefly widows and deserted wives, and elderly poor 
women often turned to poor relief or charity. 

As the operation of the New Poor Law unfolded, its implications for 
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women became more clear. From the outset, official policy was that 
the relief of a married woman was to be determined by the position of 
her husband. A wife had no independent status as an applicant for 
poor relief. If her husband entered the workhouse, she was bound to 
follow. She could neither leave without him nor obtain admittance on 
account of her own destitution. If he was classed as non-able bodied, 
so was she - regardless of her own physical condition. 55 The law of 
settlement and removal embodied women's dependent status. The 
law as revised in 1834 gave a married woman's settlement in her hus­
band's place of birth. This meant that a destitute widow or a deserted 
wife could find herself removed to the only place legally required to 
consider her application for poor relief, the parish of her husband's 
birth. The position regarding widows with children was made clearer 
by legislation in 1846, forbidding removal within twelve months of the 
husband's death or during sickness, and allowing settlement after 
five years' continuous residence (shortened to three years and then 
one year in the 1860s).66 

Widows with children appear as a particularly large group in the 
statistics of those relieved, making up between 10 and 20 per cent of 
the pauper total between 1849 and 1900. Even more striking, com­
parison with the census suggests that as many as one in three widows 
between the ages of 20 and 45 were assisted by the Poor Law in the 
1850s and 1860s, a proportion which had fallen by the 1880s as a 
result of changed policies on out-relief.fi? However - as with much 
out-relief- the assistance widows received mostly 'consisted of mea­
gre doles which had to be supplemented from other sources' such as 
charring, taking in washing or forms of 'homework'. Between 1839 
and 1846, 80 per cent of widows receiving out-relief were assisted 
because of insufficient earnings. 68 

The Poor Law Report of 1834 was markedly unsympathetic to the 
position of unmarried mothers and guardians were granted no rights 
to pursue the father for maintenance. Moral responsibility was held to 
lay with the woman or her parents. Despite this, destitute unmarried 
mothers were relieved, although they were generally refused out­
relief in preference for the workhouse. The cost of such relief to the 
ratepayers, plus the moral inequity involved, led to a change in the 
law in 1844 which allowed affiliation suits in the courts and the suing 
of the father by the guardians for support of both wife and child. The 
lowly moral status of unmarried mothers was underlined by the Poor 
Law Board in 1851 when it required that they do onerous task-work, 
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such as oakum picking, rather than the domestic tasks normally as­
signed to female inmates. 69 

The Elderly 

A significant number of the women dependent on poor relief were eld­
erly. It has been argued by David Thomson that the English Poor Law 
provided the main source of financial support for the elderly poor in 
the 1830s and 1840s, thus continuing a long-established practice aris­
ing from the cultural expectation that children would offer only limited 
maintenance to their parents in old age. Accordingly, he maintains, 
inter-generational support for the elderly was slight and the so-called 
'liable relatives clause' (the law which allowed magistrates to enforce 
family responsibilities to the elderly under certain circumstances) was 
rarely enforced until the 1870s, when state responsibility was deliber­
ately reduced. This view and the evidence upon which it is based (law 
digests and the limited scope of his local studies) has been challenged 
by Pat Thane, who argues that co-residence, close-residence and other 
non-monetary forms of'inter-generational exchange', although impos­
sible to quantify, were much more common in the support of the elderly 
than Thomson allows for. 70 The Poor Law was much more a source of 
residual or subsidiary maintenance when family resources were inade­
quate or absent. Guardians were often willing to make payments to 
poor families so that elderly folk could be helped without the whole 
family becoming destitute. Moreover, she argues, only a small minori­
ty of the elderly poor received full subsistence from poor relief, most 
grants were small and the majority of the elderly received no assist­
ance at all from the Poor Law. There were regional variations but, 'poor 
relief ... made an important but not dominant contribution to the 
incomes of the aged poor; and ... families contributed more, not nec­
essarily in cash, than has been recognised.' 71 The official relief statistics 
may offer support for Thane's contention. 

Although we should not underestimate the numbers of the elderly 
helped by state support before the 1870s, they probably did not consti­
tute anything like a mqjority of the aged, even in the 1840s and 1850s. 
This has to be inferred, however, since it is not generally possible to 
determine the proportion nor, indeed, to separate out the elderly at all 
for most of the century. This is partly because, in itself, old age was 
neither clearly defined nor understood as a social problem until the 
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end of the century. There was no fixed age at which being elderly be­
came an entitlement for relief. Old people were relieved in large 
numbers because they were more likely to be destitute and incapable 
of support without aid rather than because of their age as such. Thus 
they were not separately recorded in the statistics until the 1890s. In­
stead, the returns combine several types of pauper into a broad 
classification, 'the aged and infirm'. This was the age-old category of 
the 'impotent' in different guise. As far as the officials were concerned, 
their chief characteristic was not being able-bodied: that is, those who 
were permanently incapacitated from obtaining paid employment, 
whether from old age, physical defect or chronic debility. According to 
the available figures, the 'aged and infirm' comprised between 42 and 
49 per cent of paupers during the second half of the century. 

The elderly are not entirely lost within this category, however. It is 
possible to determine separate figures for elderly workhouse pau­
pers from the census returns. Thus in 1851, 19.8 per cent of the 
'indoor' poor were aged 65 and over. This was only 3 per cent of the 
age group for the entire population. These figures rose as the centu­
ry proceeded. However, most elderly paupers received out-relief and 
the statistics do not allow us to number these until 1890 when, in a 
special return (a one-day count), around 22 per cent of the combined 
total of indoor and outdoor paupers was 65 years and over. This was 
18 per cent of the population in this age group. As one might expect, 
the figure was higher for those over 70, with about 23 per cent of the 
population of 70 years and over in receipt of poor relief. A further 
return in 1892 (for the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor) pro­
vides the only hard evidence on the gender of the elderly poor. It 
suggests that over a twelve-month period, 58 per cent of the male 
poor over 65 years - as opposed to only 19 per cent of female pau­
pers in the same age group- were in the workhouse. 72 This supports 
contemporary impressions across the century that elderly women pau­
pers were more likely to be self-sufficient or maintained by relatives. 

The Sick and Infirm 

Sickness was a mqjor cause of applications for poor relief. Those who 
could not afford to buy medicines or pay for medical treatment, and 
were unprotected from the costs of illness by sick club membership or 
who were rejected as unsuitable for assistance by the voluntary char-
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ities, might become clients of state relief. The Poor Law was legally 
bound to provide for the destitute sick, although the practice of 
providing treatment may only have arisen in the later eighteenth cen­
tury. There was little specific discussion of medical relief in the 1834 
Poor Law Report and the growth of medical services under the New 
Poor Law was unplanned. Although some have seen the origins of the 
National Health Service in this period, 73 the treatment of illness re­
mained subordinated to the relief of destitution (and the need to watch 
the rates) until the later 1860s, when some separation offunction was 
achieved in London at least. It is impossible to determine the precise 
proportion of poor relief granted directly and indirectly to assist cas­
es of illness or infirmity at this time. Ill-health was often a precipitant 
but unrecorded cause of destitution, as well as being directly repre­
sented in the applicant's request for assistance. Moreover, there was 
no uniformity in the classification of cases of sickness and a number 
of the sick were classed as able-bodied both inside and outside the 
workhouse. However, of those relieved on grounds of sickness, around 
two thirds were given outdoor relief, although the sick were approach­
ing one third of the workhouse population by the 1860s. 74 

The key development in Poor Law medical provision after 1834 
was the division of unions into districts and the appointment of dis­
-trict medical officers. In 1842, the Poor Law Commission laid down 
minimum qualifications for these positions, and by 1844, there were 
over 2800 district medical officers in England and Wales. However, 
the service remained parsimonious and fraught with contradiction. 
The medical officers were paid very little and doctors were only will­
ing to compete for the posts because their profession was overstocked 
and income had to be sought from a variety of sources. Parish work 
supplemented the fees of private patients. However, it was lowly work 
and the guardians generally regarded their medical officers as serv­
ants. They were paid little and were often obliged to provide medicines 
out of their own pockets. In addition, the prime rationale of medical 
relief remained the relief of destitution, it was not conceived as a health 
service. Hence the decision about whether an applicant for out-relief 
needed medical attention was generally made by the union's relieving 
officer and not its medical officer. It was, not surprisingly, a constant 
source of friction between doctors and guardians. 75 

The cost of relieving the sick poor was a small proportion of the 
whole relief bill. In a total expenditure of £4.5 million in 1840, only 
£150 000 went on medical relief. The situation had improved little by 
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1871, when medical relief accounted for a mere £300 000 out of a 
total of nearly £8 million. 76 It was not only the parsimony of boards 
of guardians, fearful of the expense to which medical care led, that 
retarded provision, but a prevalent assumption that therapeutic 
treatment was of little use and not worth the money. This reflected 
the belief that sanitary reform was more effective against disease; 
a not unreasonable supposition given the state of medical knowl­
edge at the time. Most workhouses had sick wards. However, the 
doctors' only assistants were the pauper nurses; often elderly wom­
en rewarded with extra rations for their services, they were the 
mainstay of workhouse nursing. The central authority resisted the 
employment of professional nurses until the 1850s, but the newly 
trained nursing profession, for which Florence Nightingale was 
mostly responsible, was always poorly represented in the Victorian 
workhouse. 

Children 

If the medical services of the New Poor Law developed largely without 
the encouragement of central authority officials, the opposite is the 
case with the education of pauper children. This was one of the earli­
est examples of specialist provision within the workhouse system. The 
1834 Report had assumed that workhouse children would be educat­
ed so as to render them 'industrious and valuable members of the 
community'. Accordingly, the Poor Law Commission included in its 
workhouse rules the stipulation that children were to be instructed 
for at least three hours a day: 'in reading, writing and the principles of 
the Christian religion; and such other instructions ... as are calculat­
ed to train them to habits of usefulness, industry and virtue'. 77 The 
schooling of paupers required some justification. Apart from the army 
and prison, the workhouse school was the only direct incursion of the 
British state into the education of its citizens before the Education Act 
of 1870. 

The main protagonist of workhouse education was the assistant 
commissioner, James Phillips Kay (later Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth), fourth 
annual report of the Poor Law Commissioners in 1839. Kay maintained 
that workhouse children (especially those orphan or deserted children 
for whom the guardians acted in loco parentis) had a claim 'not for food 
and clothing merely, but for that moral sustenance which may enable 
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them ... to attain independence'. He wished to exclude them from the 
rigours of less eligibility on the grounds that they were there 'not as a 
consequence of their errors but of their misfortunes'. Whilst their 
physical condition should not be elevated above that of the 'self-sup­
ported labourer', it was rational to regard education 'as one of the 
most important means of eradicating the germs of pauperism from 
the rising generation, and of securing in the minds and in the morals 
of the people the best protection for the institutions of society'. The 
education Kay advocated was to focus on industrial training, plus the 
kind of intellectual and moral curriculum found in voluntary schools. 
The value of this seemed self-evident: 'the duty of rearing these chil­
dren in religion and industry, and of imparting to them such an 
amount of secular knowledge as may fit them to discharge the duties 
of their station, cannot be doubted.' 78 

Kay's preference was for large district schools serving several un­
ions, but in practice few of these were built (those at Swinton in 
Manchester and Kirkdale in Liverpool were well-publicised examples 
outside London) due partly to limits imposed on size and costs, but 
also to political fears about ceding too much power to the central body. 
When the Poor Law Commission fell in 184 7, a District Schools Act 
led to the formation of six more schools, but enthusiasm for the idea 
had waned and only a further three were established throughout the 
rest of the century. None the less, pauper education was on the agen­
da and its rationale of reducing pauperism in the next generation, 
linked to a cheaper welfare system and the prospect of social stability, 
was attractive to the propertied classes. The interest of historians in 
the arguments of those, like Kay, who advocated educational reform 
as a means of 'social control' is understandable and it is useful to set 
the Poor Law into a broader 'discourse of moral regulation' which 
emerged in the 1830s. However, the district-school principle became 
discredited, earning the epithet 'barrack school' for its regimented 
discipline and narrow curriculum. In any case the total numbers in­
volved were small. 79 

More common was the individual workhouse school. Kay had the 
long-stay workhouse child in mind, especially those who were orphaned 
or deserted, but the 'ins and outs' (children in the workhouse with their 
destitute parents for short but often repeated stays) could be signifi­
cant and often fluctuated with the pattern of seasonal employment. 
For example, Worcester workhouse had only 45 child inmates in june 
1845 compared with 133 in March 1847.80 Moreover, the workhouses 
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continued to deal with pauper children in traditional ways. The most 
notable example was the practice of apprenticing children to outside 
employers (the fate of Oliver Twist), often at around nine or ten years 
of age. Placements were appropriate to pauper status. In Norwich, 80 
per cent of the boys apprenticed between 1834 and 1863 had gone 
into shoe-making. Girls most commonly entered the lowest echelons 
of domestic service. Of those who took workhouse girls as servants in 
Rochdale between 1851 and 1870, and whose occupations are known, 
over half were manual workers. 81 

We know considerably less about the circumstances of the vast num­
bers of pauper children who were listed among those on out-relief. 
As a whole, children comprised between 30 and 40 per cent of total 
pauperism from the mid century onwards. Of these, the workhouse 
children were easily outnumbered by those relieved outdoors: in 1851, 
by a ratio of more than six to one. The child on outdoor relief re­
mains obscure to us. The statistics cover a diversity of circumstances 
and conditions. Unlike their workhouse counterparts, they had little 
chance of receiving an education. Guardians routinely enquired of 
adult applicants if they had children of working age (nine or ten). 
However, some paid the 'school pence' of the outdoor poor. In 1855 
this practice was legalised and, in 1876, was made a statutory require­
ment to assimilate the pauper child into the rate-aided elementary 
system. Even before this, an increasing number of outdoor pauper 
children attended some sort of school, by 1869 the national average 
was as high as 69 per cent. 82 

Between 1834 and 1860, the Poor Law had done little to step be­
yond its appointed task of reducing pauperism. Even the deliberate 
eschewing of 'less eligibility' in some aspects of the treatment of chil­
dren had the long-term objective of 'dispauperisation'. The medical 
service for the sick poor was parsimonious and meagre, even by the 
standards of the day. But as a mechanism for deterring able-bodied 
males from relief applications, the medicine of the New Poor Law may 
well have proved an effective remedy by the 1850s. To many, the new 
system seemed to be working well. However, the economic and social 
character of the country was changing rapidly. The rural world of 1834 
was vanishing. During the second half of the nineteenth century, ur­
ban growth and the decline of agricultural occupations was creating a 
new environment of poverty. Moreover, the return of unrest and disor­
der in the 1860s and after made the Poor Law seem less than successful. 
Removing pauperism was not the same as reducing poverty. However, 
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the challenges facing the official relief system were complex. On the 
one hand, in the face of disquiet amongst medical professionals and 
campaigners about care of the sick poor, provision became more ex­
pansive and even aimed to provide a service for the working classes as 
a whole. Whilst, on the other hand, a key response to unrest and fears 
about the 'outcast' of the cities meant that relief options for many ap­
plicants actually got worse as the century progressed. 

Later Victorian Poor Law 

Crisis of the 1860s 

Enthusiasm for the principles of the 1834 Poor Law was a feature of 
mid-nineteenth-century liberalism. Individual property rights, limit­
ed government, free trade and faith in the moral superiority of 
self-reliance over community responsibility were among its key fea­
tures. Applauding the New Poor Law's mixture of local and central 
management, John Stuart Mill, the leading intellectual of the liberal 
state, believed it 'almost theoretically perfect'. The moral lessons it 
taught were the key to the future progress of the working classes, not 
simply by enabling some to rise above their station but, by its encour­
agement of the 'virtues of independence', it was a mechanism for 
'raising the class itself in physical well-being and in self-estimation'. 83 

Optimism that 1834 had seen a final settlement of the pauper prob­
lem remained strong in the early 1860s. Yet opinion was about to 
change. Henry Fawcett, justifiably regarded as Mill's disciple, shared 
his optimism, declaring in the second edition of his Manual of Politi­
cal Economy in 1865 that: 'The present poor law will probably remain 
permanent with few alterations ... on the whole, it seems difficult to 
devise a better system of poor relief.' 84 However, in his 1870 lectures 
on pauperism, Fawcett was much more pessimistic. He did not doubt 
the principles of 1834, but attacked a 'leniency and want of firmness' 
in enforcing them, pointing to the predominance of out-relief over 
the workhouse and blaming 'false economy' or 'a mistaken kindness' 
which sentimentalised the poor. By then, Fawcett feared a return to 
the mass pauperism of the Old Poor Law. Rather than advancing as 
Mill had hoped, the working classes seemed just as imprudent as 
Malthus had found them. In fact: 'our existing Poor Law so powerful­
ly encourages improvidence that until there is a radical change in the 
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present method of administering relief, it is hopeless to expect any 
very general diffusion of prudence. '85 This view was echoed by other 
classical economists such as Henry Sidgewick, who argued that even 
the prospect of the workhouse weakened 'the inducements to labour, 
forethought and thrift'. Indeed, the state organisation of charity might 
be preferable to 'the discouragement to thrift which ... legally se­
cured relief entails'. 86 What had happened in the 1860s to bring about 
this questioning of relief administration and revival of the Malthu­
sian dictum that poor laws 'create the distresses which they seek to 
alleviate' ?87 

The 1860s can be justifiably seen as a watershed in the relief of 
poverty in a number of ways. 88 In particular, a sense of urban crisis 
emerged in this decade which provided the inescapable backdrop to 
most discussion of society's response to poverty for the rest of the 
century. It focused initially on the effectiveness of the Poor Law in 
dealing with its original target, the able-bodied, and resurrected anx­
ieties about under-employment and the ability of the market to absorb 
surplus labour. This emerged most conspicuously in a series of relief 
crises in London during the winters of 1860-61, 1867-68 and 1868-
69, when the casual and seasonal workers of London's East End were 
hit very hard by depressions in trade. Poor-relief applications soared 
and the union offices of the poorer districts were besieged with claim­
ants. There was disorder and looting which went 'to the very verge of 
bread riots' and, in the face of overstretched state welfare, an out­
pouring of alms which critics regarded as 'swamping' the East End 
with 'indiscriminate charity'. Through it all, there emerged a spectre 
of an 'outcast London', immune to the rigours of self-help and living 
in a demoralised state, often in unimaginable poverty. The journal­
ist,] ohn Hollingshead, writing in] anuary 1861, conveys the sense of 
alarm: 

The chief streets of the metropolis have been haunted for weeks by gaunt 
labourers .. 00 The workhouses have been daily besieged by noisy and half­
famished crowds; the clumsy poor-law system has notoriously broken down; 
... and all the varied machinery of British charity, have been strained to the 
utmost ... either inadequate for the purposes to which it has been applied, 
or applied in the most wasteful and unskilful manner .. 00 The metropolis, 
not to speak of other towns, is not 'managed', not cleansed, not relieved 
from the spectre of starvation which dances before us at our doors. We are 
evidently surrounded by a dense population, half buried in black kitchens 
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and sewer-like courts and alleys, who are not raised by any real or fancied 
advance in wages; whose way of life is steeped in ignorance, dirt and crime; 
and who are always ready to sink, even to death, at their usual period of 
want.89 

The London relief crises of the 1860s had repercussions, both for public 
and private welfare, lasting the remainder of the century. The Poor 
Law was criticised for being too lenient and too expensive. Along with 
indiscriminate charity, it was blamed for an apparently widening gulf 
between the social classes. Moreover, competition between charity and 
the Poor Law to meet the demand for relief was said to be undermin­
ing the distinction between the deserving and the undeserving. 
Criticisms of relief administration were to lead to new policies in the 
1870s which dramatically cut the numbers on out-relief. Anxiety about 
the 'deformation of the gift' led to a resurgence of 'organised chari­
ty', chiefly in the shape of the Charity Organisation Society. The 
economic context of these policy developments was the existence in 
London and most m~or cities of a pool of unskilled casual labour, 
living precariously on the margins of the labour market, growing in 
numbers and the first to apply for charity and poor relief at times of 
trade depression. Such under-employment was little understood by 
economists until the end of the century, and the tendency was to blame 
the 'irregular habits' of the casual worker for his poverty rather than 
the operation of the casual-labour market itself. 90 

However, the greatest single economic crisis of the 1860s, the Lan­
cashire Cotton Famine, was an exceptional event, resulting from the 
curtailing of raw cotton supplies during the American Civil War and 
the laying-off of tens of thousands of cotton operatives. It proved 
once and for all that the Poor Law was inadequate to deal with the 
mass unemployment of the industrial economy. Applications for re­
lief in the cotton districts reached a peak of over 270 000 in December 
1862, a rise of 300 per cent over a normal year. Poor rates escalated 
from one shilling in the pound to more than ten shillings. As in London, 
charity stepped into the breach, although this time better organised, 
co-ordinating funds through a Central Relief Committee. But, again, 
neither Poor Law nor charity could cope with the crisis. The magni­
tude of the problem triggered government action in the shape of the 
Public Works (Manufacturing Districts) Act of 1863, providing cheap 
loans for local authorities to employ the laid-off factory workers in 
road digging and the like. An important conclusion which contemporaries 
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drew from these twin relief crises of the 1860s was a presumed dis­
tinction between the 'deserving' Lancashire operative and the 
'undeserving' denizen of London's slums. The former were regard­
ed as the victims of events beyond their control - the 'involuntary 
poor'- whilst the latter were the architects of their own fate. These 
'voluntary poor', were also the 'clever paupers', who exploited the 
charitable, defrauded the relief system and, through their perni­
cious example, threatened to demoralise the honest working class. 
The benevolent were said to 'stand aghast at the Pauper Frankenstein 
they had created'. 91 

During the later nineteenth century, there were to be several at­
tempts to draw a distinction between the deserving and the 
undeserving, however defined, in the forms and availability of both 
public and private relief. This found expression in a readiness to re­
form and restructure the Poor Law to make it more discriminating; 
the acceptance of certain classes of indoor poor as deserving and the 
provision of better treatment for them (the sick, children and the 
aged); and attempts to encourage the use of mechanisms other than 
poor relief for a privileged section of the able-bodied. In all this, the 
Poor Law remained the central element in Victorian social policy. 

The Crusade against Out-Relief 

By the end of the 1860s, the central Poor Law authority had become 
alarmed. Rising national expenditure levels reinforced anxieties about 
the 'deformation of the gift' in London's East End. George Goschen, 
last president of the Poor Law Board, set the tone. In 1869, he issued 
a Minute to guardians in the capital, urging a division of responsibil­
ities between the Poor Law and charity which would avoid the 
duplication of relief. Encouraged by the formation of the Charity 
Organisation Society (COS) in the same year and the hope of more 
efficient and discriminating voluntary giving, the intention was to 
encourage guardians and charitable societies to co-operate so as to 
confine poor relief to the truly destitute, whilst achieving a more dis­
criminating charitable aid for the deserving: 

... the Poor Law authorities could not be allowed without public danger to 
extend their operations beyond those persons who are actually destitute, 
and for whom they are at present legally bound to provide. It would seem to 
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follow that charitable organisations, whose alms could in no case be claimed 
as a right, would find their most appropriate sphere in assisting those who 
have some, but insufficient means, and who, though on the verge of pau­
perism, are not actual paupers, leaving to the operation of the general law 
the provision for the totally destitute. 92 

In his report for 1870, Goschen focused on expenditure. Comparing 
the decades 1850-59 and 1860-69, he noted that average annual ex­
penditure had risen by 12 per cent more than the increase in the 
number of paupers. Out-relief, absorbing around half of total e~pend­
iture in the 1860s, offered the chief prospect for economies. 93 

If out-relief rolls were to be reduced this was bound to affect wom­
en since they were the major beneficiaries. The Goschen Minute had 
specifically mentioned the case of widows and the point was pressed 
home in the stern tones of the circular on out-relief issued by the new­
ly created Local Government Board in December 1871. This roundly 
condemned 'a too lax or indiscriminate system of administration'. 
Guardians were especially discouraged from giving relief outside the 
workhouse to able-bodied women, as well as men. Thus began the so­
called 'crusade against out-relief'. 94 The objective was to enforce the 
workhouse test, which had officially applied to able-bodied males since 
the relief orders of the 1840s, for the first time to women claimants. 
However, it was also an attempt to indirectly influence the behaviour 
of men by reducing the relief options of their wives and children. 95 

Thus the principal targets were wives of able-bodied men, single wom­
en without children (including widows), deserted wives, and wives with 
husbands in prison or the armed forces. The exclusion extended to 
outdoor medical relief, but although this was never specifically pro­
scribed, it lessened in quantity and quality as part of a general 
contraction of domiciliary assistance. Applicants were to be encour­
aged to seek help from family and the 'liable relatives clause' was 
more often enforced. 96 The 'crusade' was remarkably successful in 
reducing out-relief rolls. In just five years between 1871 and 1876, 
despite rising population figures, the number of outdoor paupers fell 
by a third from 843 000 to 567 000, reducing the proportion of the 
total population drawing out-relieffrom 3.8 per cent to 2.4 per cent. 97 

In pursuing its policy against out-relief in the 1870s and 1880s, the 
Local Government Board relied on Circulars giving advice (albeit firm­
ly pressed), and pressure on individual unions from the Poor Law 
inspectors, rather than on Orders issuing regulations as the Poor Law 
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Commission had done, to its cost, in the 1840s and early 1850s. For 
example, it recommended the adoption of particular out-relief codes, 
such as that devised by the Manchester guardians in 1875, and en­
couraged co-operation between guardians and the COS, although this 
was rarely achieved.98 In some urban unions, the 'crusade' was em­
braced with great enthusiasm and the reduction in out-relief numbers 
could be striking. For instance, in Southampton the numbers of able­
bodied females granted out-relief fell from around 1000 in 1871 to a 
mere 180 in 1881. However, it was not just women who were targeted. 
There was a general tightening of the conditions on which all out­
relief was grante_d. Thus, whilst in Southampton an average of 550 
able-bodied males had received out-relief half-yearly between 1863 
and 1871, in the 1880s the number fell sharply to less than 50.99 

The restriction of out-relief in the 1870s was conceived by the cen­
tral authority and the inspectorate as a strategy to devise different 
policies for the deserving and the undeserving. This is clearest in Henry 
Longley's report on out-relief in London, and guardians were gener­
ally encouraged to make moral criteria more explicit in their relief 
decisions. It became common for unions to refuse out-relief on grounds 
of 'bad character' or 'improvidence'. In Birmingham during 1884, the 
first year in which the guardians operated a restrictive policy, of the 
200 or so women whose relief was either removed altogether, or who 
were offered indoor instead of outdoor relief, approaching a third 
were refused on moral grounds such as drunkenness, having illegiti­
mate children or living in 'filthy homes'. In Manchester and district, 
out-reliefwas denied on grounds of'drunken or immoral habits' and 
destitution caused by 'improvidence'. There were also restrictions on 
residential grounds. Applicants from neighbourhoods with a bad rep­
utation would be unlikely to be successful. Of course, such assessments 
were inevitably impressionistic, there could be no precise measure of 
'respectability'. However, to enforce such decisions involved closer 
supervision of out-relief applicants by the relieving officers and occa­
sionally by COS members on boards of guardians, although the active 
involvement of the latter was sporadic outside a few East End unions. 
Equally, there is evidence that whilst out-relief numbers were reduced, 
this might be complemented, as in Southampton, by higher grants 
for those who were considered deserving of the privilege of domicil­
iary assistance. This was the more selective and yet 'adequate' relief 
called for in the Goschen Minute and by the Charity Organisation 
Society. 100 
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How uniform was the 'crusade against out-relief'? Although uniform­
ity of practice across all unions was very unlikely, a large number of 
predominantly urban unions successfully reduced out-relief expendi­
tures over a 20-year period between the 1870s and the 1890s. Why did 
its appeal to guardians and ratepayers extend beyond London, where 
the alarm about 'indiscriminate relief' originated? The crusade was 
strongest in the larger cities, precisely those areas where out-relief rolls 
had risen fastest in the 1860s and where the problems of the casual­
labour market were most in evidence. Did these places take up the 
idea, promulgated by the Local Government Board and the COS, that 
out-relief should be used as a means of influencing working-class mor­
als? The evidence cited above of particular penalties against 
'improvidence', and so on, would suggest that this was the case. But 
Mary Mackinnon has argued that the generality of the policy suggests 
other more mundane motives. Chief amongst these was the desire to 
save money by reducing out-relief costs. This was made acute by changes 
in the rating system in the early 1860s, culminating in the Union 
Chargeability Act of 1865. This made the whole union rather than in­
dividual parishes responsible for the costs of poor relief, which was 
now apportioned on the basis of the rateable value per parish. These 
reforms are usually credited with giving unions a stronger financial 
base which, along with improved borrowing arrangements in 1869, fa­
cilitated an improvement in institutional provision in the later 
nineteenth century. This is often seen as the corollary of the crusade 
against out-relief. Mackinnon claims that whilst this was so, it also en­
couraged wealthier parishes to favour cost-cutting policies as they were 
unwilling to bear the cost of out-relief to the poor of other parishes. 101 

Whatever the rationale of the 'crusade', the consequence for all cat­
egories of the poor was that outdoor assistance became much less likely 
from the 1870s, especially in urban areas. In extreme cases, out-relief 
virtually disappeared, as in the East End union of St George's under 
the guidance of Augustus George Crowder, COS 'zealot' and domi­
nant figure on the board of guardians from 1875 till 1911. Crowder 
was convinced that the policy had been a lesson in self-reliance. Look­
ing back in 1909 he commented: 'the people have been systematically 
taught for many years by the practical abolition of outdoor relief not 
to look to the parish but to provide for themselves; hence in ordinary 
times applications for outdoor relief are rarely made.' 102 But the cru­
sade did not solve the problems of poverty, it merely restricted the 
palliative of out-relief as all categories found outdoor assistance less 
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easy to obtain. The denial of the supplement of out-relief damaged 
the 'economy of makeshifts' and forced the poor into even greater 
reliance upon other resources. 

With a tendency to penalise relief applications from neighbour­
hoods with a 'bad reputation', it would not be surprising if survival 
strategies, such as the women's mutual-aid networks discussed in 
Chapter 4, assumed an even greater importance. Equally, we might 
expect to find voluntary charities compensating for the out-relief cut­
backs. Although, charity was never as 'indiscriminate' as the COS and 
other critics believed, there is strong evidence from some quarters 
that, from the 1870s to the 1890s, charitable resources played an in­
creasingly important role in relieving categories of the poor, who would 
otherwise have applied to the guardians and ended up in the work­
house. This was even the case with able-bodied adult males, who found 
that applications for relief might be met with the offer of confine­
ment in a designated 'test workhouse', set aside exclusively for the 
able-bodied (a separate, prison-like institution favoured by the in­
spectors, but introduced in only a handful of urban unions). 
Innumerable soup kitchens, shelters and refuges sprang up offering 
cheap or free assistance to the unemployed and homeless who pre­
ferred sleeping rough to the full rigours of the workhouse test. 103 

A Public Hospital System? 

The 1860s also marked a significant watershed in the Poor Law medi­
cal service following a series of workhouse-infirmary scandals. Although 
the chief impact was confined to London, it marked a transition from 
the narrowly based parsimony of 1834, and held out the prospect of 
publicly funded hospitals for all the working class rather than merely 
beds for sick paupers. At a time of increasing confidence in the effica­
cy of medical treatment, the Poor Law was found wanting. The 
campaigns of the likes of Louisa Twining and the Workhouse Visiting 
Society, which had highlighted the inadequacies of the care of sick 
paupers, in the mid 1860s found support from the male establishment 
in the shape of investigations into the state of London's workhouses 
by the medical journal, the Lancet, and by an enquiry into provincial 
conditions conducted by inspectors of the Poor Law Board itself. Both 
were critical of the indoor medical service resulting largely from the 
lack of classification in the general mixed workhouse. Investigators 
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reported widespread overcrowding, inadequate sanitation, little sep­
aration of cases (including those with infectious diseases), a paucity 
of qualified medical staff and a reliance on pauper nurses. 104 The 
Lancet report was followed by a concerted campaign of public agita­
tion, chiefly organised by a newly formed Association for the 
Improvement of the London Workhouse Infirmaries (membership 
included Sir Thomas Watson, President of the Royal College of Phy­
sicians, Charles Dickens and John Stuart Mill). 

The exposure to public criticism had an immediate effect, at least 
in terms of the capital's Poor Law system, in the shape of the Metro­
politan Poor Act of 1867. Passed as an epidemic of scarlet fever swept 
across London, the first priority was the creation of isolation hospi­
tals. But this was to be part of a broader attempt at classification and 
separate treatment in the state's care of the sick (and later across the 
whole workhouse system). In order to achieve this, the capital was to 
have a combination of hospitals and dispensaries separate from the 
workhouse. A Metropolitan Asylums Board, comprised ofguardians 
and officials, was established as the managing authority for the treat­
ment of typhus, smallpox and insanity, across the whole of 'greater' 
London. The cost was to be borne by a Metropolitan Common Poor 
Fund, financed by the unions according to their rateable value (not 
the number of their paupers). For other elements of medical relief, 
the unions were assembled in asylum districts to supply separate Poor 
Law hospitals for the non-infectious sick. The Poor Law Amendment 
Act of 1868 empowered provincial unions to provide separate infirma­
ries, but there was no financial stimulus as with the Metropolitan 
Common Poor Fund. 

Publicly-funded hospitals amounted to the development of'person­
al health services' for the poor without the stigma of pauperism. Even 
before the emergence of a working-class male electorate with the 
parliamentary reform acts of 1867 and 1884, it was becoming more 
difficult to sustain the principle of 'less eligibility' in the treatment of 
illness, but the Medical Relief (Disqualifications' Removal) Act of 1885 
finally severed the legal connection between medical relief and pau­
perism by which, previously, the recipient had lost his voting rights 
(receipt of all other forms of poor relief still incurred this disqualifica­
tion). This alone contributed much to the idea of social services provided 
by the state rather than exclusively for the pauper, and recognised the 
fact that, for the majority of the working class, the workhouse was the 
chief source of hospital care. 105 However, in reality, the transition across 
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the country from workhouse sick ward to public hospital was limited. 
Although much was achieved in London, outside the capital there 

were only a dozen or so separate workhouse infirmaries by the 1890s. 
Despite the fact that approaching half the Poor Law unions had built 
infirmary blocks, only a small percentage were separately managed as 
hospitals. Only 17 per cent of beds in Poor Law institutions were in 
separate infirmaries by 1891, 106 and they were concentrated in the larger 
towns and cities. Some of them had been pioneering in the field of 
hospital design. The workhouse infirmaries in Manchester, built in the 
1860s and 1870s on the pavilion system at Chorlton and Crumpsall, 
were considered models of their type. 107 It was the 20 years after 1891 
which witnessed a greater period of expansion, with a third of beds in 
separate infirmaries by 1911. Even so, the persistence of the 'general 
mixed workhouse' as an impediment to classification and treatment, 
especially in rural areas, was a major point of criticism in the reports 
of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws as late as 1909. 

The principle behind the expansion in the workhouse hospital sys­
tem was the recognition that much pauperism was not merely a 
question of individual responsibility and therefore should not be sub­
ject to the strictures of 'less eligibility'. This was evident by the 1860s. 
However, the decision to pursue this principle, largely through the 
institutional mechanism, was encouraged by increased hostility to­
wards out-relief after 1870. Although there was no general order 
condemning it, domiciliary medical assistance was a casualty of the 
crusade against out-relief. The trend towards institutional treatment 
stifled attempts in the late 1860s to develop a network of free medi­
cal dispensaries in London and the provinces. However, the sea change 
in official opinion and the new hostility to most forms of out-relief by 
the mid 1870s, although it did not destroy the vision of a non-pau­
perising medical service, did ensure that the dispensary system was 
not to be its vehicle. Rather than rise with population, the number of 
dispensary orders fell steadily from 144 676 in 1873 to 102 470 in 
1900. The opportunity for a network of state-funded outpatient clin­
ics was lost and the Poor Law concentrated its resources into hospital 
provision. It was not that there was no need for a local dispensing 
service - provident dispensaries and other sick clubs continued to 
expand. However, with few exceptions those unable to contribute were 
excluded. This meant that free medical care was most frequently hos­
pital care. 108 
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From Deterrent Workhouse to Specialist Social Services? 

Increasing specialisation within the workhouse system, at least in the 
larger urban areas, was a return to Chadwick's vision from the 1830s 
of a range of designated buildings for the sick, the aged, children, 
the insane and for the able-bodied. Hence from the 1860s, the cen­
tral authority officials urged guardians to classify inmates more clearly, 
and to distinguish in treatment and diet between them on grounds of 
the causes of their poverty and assessments of their character. The 
result was a sharp increase in expenditure on workhouse construc­
tion which was maintained through to 1914, the decade of greatest 
outlay being the 1890s. Whilst up to the 1860s, the greater cost had 
been the construction of new workhouses, from the 1870s, most mon­
ey went into additional blocks at existing workhouses. Specialised 
accommodation was authorised in a number of categories, chiefly 
infirmaries for the sick, but also casual wards for vagrants, homes for 
deserving children, segregated blocks for imbeciles, and separate ac­
commodation for married couples and the elderly. 109 

The building of separate blocks, generally on the same site, allowed 
for sharper distinctions within the workhouse between the treatment 
of the deserving and the undeserving. This is amply illustrated by the 
different approaches adopted with regard to one of the largest groups 
of inmates, the aged, and one of the smallest, the vagrant. For the 
latter, there was an increasingly harsh policy as the century progressed. 
The construction of separate casual wards had been official policy since 
the 1840s. Their deterrent nature was intended to drive a wedge be­
tween the travelling artisan and the professional tramp. Onerous 
task-work, humiliating induction procedures, a meagre diet, and de­
liberately cramped and spartan sleeping accommodation made the 
casual ward the resort of the desperate or unimaginative. Legislation 
in 1871 (Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Act) and 1882 
(Casual Poor Act) increased the powers of guardians to detain casuals 
(pauper vagrants) for longer periods. This segregation for punishment 
inevitably deterred the vagrant, but did not remove the problem of 
vagrancy. Men genuinely in search of work were discharged from the 
casual wards too late in the day to find employment. Consequently, 
the vast majority of homeless wayfarers took refuge in dosshouses, char­
itable shelters and even preferred sleeping rough to a night in the 
casual ward. Despite attempts to assist the genuine traveller through a 
variety of'way ticket' procedures and, by the 1890s, earlier release times, 
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never more than a small minority of vagrants sought refuge in the 
workhouse and vagrants constituted less than 1 per cent of all pau­
pers for all but six of the years between 1849 and 1900. 110 

By contrast the treatment of the elderly pauper became more gen­
erous, although only as the century drew to a close. The treatment of 
the elderly at the hands of the Poor Law may have actually deteriorat­
ed in the 1870s and 1880s as more were refused out-relief. This forced 
many into the workhouse and around a third of all indoor paupers 
were aged 65 or over by the 1890s, although percentages were highest 
in the big cities and lowest in the country districts. By this time, old 
age was becoming recognised as one of the single most significant 
causes of poverty and Charles Booth and others were conducting a 
campaign for an old-age pension. The Royal Commission on the Aged 
Poor reported in 1895 and the Select Committee on the Aged De­
serving Poor in 1899. In this climate, the Local Government Board 
recommended a return to out-relief, where relevant, and an increase 
in the 'privileges' and 'comforts' of the elderly within the workhouse. 
These included wearing their own clothes rather than the pauper 
uniform, a preferential diet and additional rations of tobacco, tea 
and sugar. Separate sleeping accommodation and day rooms were to 
be provided and the daily routine relaxed for the elderly. Thus it 
took until the very end of the century for improvements in the condi­
tion of indoor paupers to become official policy and for the notion of 
'less eligibility' to be superseded, at least as official policy. In many 
rural unions, there was little change in the workhouse experience for 
the elderly inmate. The notion of specialist social services for old age 
was still a thing of the future. 111 

An element in the medical responsibilities of the Poor Law, which 
expanded considerably in the second half of the century, was provi­
sion for the insane poor. One in a hundred workhouse inmates were 
classified as 'lunatics' in 1842. By the 1890s, the proportion had ris­
en to around 10 per cent. Although certification procedures became 
more rigorous after the Lunacy Act of 1890, the legal and medical 
terminology used for much of the century often conflicted with, and 
certainly differed from, modern practice. In particular, a lack of clar­
ity in the use of terms such as 'imbecile', 'idiot' and 'feeble-minded' 
allowed a large variety of poor persons with mental illnesses or men­
tal disabilities to become institutionalised as long-stay residents. 
However, this was a movement broader than the workhouse system. 
The Lunacy Acts of 1845 and 1862 created a permanent board of 
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Lunacy Commissioners and allowed it to remove lunatics from work­
houses with guardians' agreement. The county asylum became the 
chief repository for the insane poor by the early twentieth century. 
The nine county asylums of the 1820s had expanded in number to 91 
by 1911, with over 94,000 inmates. However, in the same year, there 
were 18 000 insane housed in workhouses and in London's district 
asylums established under the Metropolitan Poor Act of 1867. But 
there remained considerable ambiguity over the responsibilities of 
the state, and research has affirmed the continuing role of communi­
ties and kinship in negotiating the terms of treatment. There was 
little in the way of an official policy for certain categories, notably the 
child lunatic, until the 1890s and the autonomy of the guardians re­
mained strong. Despite the asylum movement, the shift away from 
the local authorities to a professionalised central state service only 
became clear by the beginning of the twentieth century. 112 

Similarly, although Poor Law provision for children changed dur­
ing the later nineteenth century, it is regarded as occupying 'a 
transitional position between the state as the arbiter of rescue, recla­
mation and protection, and as the provider of services for children as 
publicly recognised citizens of the future': the 'social services state' of 
the Edwardian era. 113 After the Education Act of 1870, the tendency 
within the workhouse system was away from the large institutional strat­
egies of the district school and towards smaller institutional 
arrangements and non-institutional care. Thus cottage homes, on the 
lines pioneered by voluntary societies like Barnado's, became a 
preferred policy from the 1870s. The more family-like arrangements 
of the 'scattered homes' pioneered by the Sheffield guardians were 
never very widely used. More central to the policy of the Local 
Government Board was 'boarding-out' (akin to fostering) children 
without families of their own. The children involved were usually 
orphans, the illegitimate and deserted, and those whose parents were 
convicts, insane or had emigrated. 

The intention of these policies was to increase the element of per­
sonal care in the treatment of children, who were increasingly being 
seen as deprived rather than simply poor. However, this tendency 
should not be exaggerated. At the beginning of the twentieth centu­
ry, whilst children made up approaching one third of the pauper total 
(21 0 000 in 1901) only around 30 per cent (c. 70 000) of these were in 
residential care. The rest were counted amongst those on out-relief. 
Of this latter figure, at any one time approximately 30 per cent would 
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be in the general wards of workhouses on their way to more specialist 
care. Over half would be resident in various classes of homes and 
foster care. Here, ironically, the largest category was the 18 per cent or 
so in voluntary homes paid for out of the poor rates. Lastly, only 17 
per cent were to be found in Poor Law schools. 114 By this time, the 
Poor Law was only one amongst several state agencies dealing with 
the needs of children. Moreover, as we shall see in the next chapter, 
under pressure from voluntary charities, like the National Society for 
the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, the state began to set stand­
ards in child welfare beginning with the 1889 Prevention of Cruelty 
to Children Act and culminating in the Children's Act of 1908. 

Beyond Pauperism? Relief of the Unemployed 

By the 1880s and 1890s, for those in work, wages and living condi­
tions continued to rise. However, unemployment rates, even amongst 
skilled trade unionists, exceeded 10 per cent in 1886, and the eco­
nomic circumstances of the casual or underemployed worker were far 
worse. This led to unrest and disorder on the streets. Unemployment 
demonstrations and riots occurred in most major cities with startling 
frequency between the 1880s and the 1900s. They tended to coincide 
with downswings in the trade cycle and, since they were focused on 
the most casualised employment - such as dock work and the build­
ing trades affected by lay offs during bad weather - unrest was most 
marked during the winter months. Often accompanied by the agita­
tion of socialist groups, such as the Marxist inspired Social Democratic 
Federation, they appeared to constitute a political threat to property 
and the state. The most notable and among the largest of the distur­
bances were the Trafalgar Square riots of 'Black Monday' and 'Bloody 
Sunday' in 1886 and 1887, which fuelled public anxiety about urban 
degeneration and the 'residuum'. 

The notion of a degenerate residuum resistant to the contagion of 
self-help had gained credence at the time of the 1867 Reform Act, 
amidst concern that the vote should only be extended to the respect­
able. By the mid 1880s the residuum seemed less a dwindling rump 
and more a spreading menace within the body of the working class. 
In practice, popular disturbances like these were treated as a police 
matter, a question of public order rather than social policy (public 
meetings in central London were banned for five years after 1887). 
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But they raised the spectre of respectable workers being 'demoral­
ised' by unemployment and even joining forces with the 'outcast' of 
the cities. In the event, the political threat posed by unemployment 
was a chimera. The poverty and desperation of many among the 
casual workers led them to become the cannon fodder of street poli­
tics, but they were never a revolutionary force. None the less, the 
gathering of thousands of impoverished and unemployed men in the 
streets and squares of major cities stimulated the search for a policy 
to distinguish between the treatment of the so-called 'bona fide' un­
employed workman and the undeserving 'residuum'. 115 

As President of the Local Government Board in 1886,Joseph Cham­
berlain sought a solution to the 'problem of the unemployed' outside 
the Poor Law. However, the spectre of Speenhamland still haunted 
the relief system. The difficulty, as Chamberlain saw it, was how to 
'relieve artisans and others who have hitherto avoided poor law as­
sistance, and who are temporarily deprived of employment' without 
relaxing the conditions of relief to adult males. To do this 'would be 
most disastrous, as tending directly to restore the condition of things 
which, before the reform of the Poor Law always destroyed the inde­
pendence of the labouring classes and increased the poor rate until it 
became an almost insupportable burden.' 116 The answer in 1886 was 
to expedite relief works which did not involve the stigma of pauper­
ism nor interfere with the normal operation of the labour market 
(that is, were not a form of cheap labour). The recommendation was 
for a variety of public works, such as road making or the laying out of 
recreation grounds, and the like, arranged so as to coincide with down­
turns in trade. 

Despite this attempt to provide a non-stigmatising relief mecha­
nism for the temporarily unemployed, there was to be no central 
finance and certainly no element of compulsion. The relief works were 
to be financed by local authority borrowing. In the late 1880s and 
through the 1890s, there were sporadic attempts to deploy such strat­
egies in a number of towns and cities. Generally speaking, this was 
done by municipal authorities and Chamberlain's exhortation to 
guardians to co-operate fell on deaf ears. During the depression of 
1892-95, in winter time when work became scarce and demonstra­
tions of the unemployed filled the streets, several municipal authorities 
set up registers of the unemployed and allocated them to relief works. 
But in the terms set out in Chamberlain's original circular, they were 
an almost uniform failure. It was not the unemployed artisan who 
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registered for relief works, but the casually under-employed who sup­
plemented their income by this means. Skilled men would no more 
seek to obtain municipal unemployment relief by resorting to unskilled 
spade labour than they would toil in the guardians' own labour yard or 
seek entry to the workhouse. Both were equally degrading. However, 
from the Chamberlain Circular of 1886 through to the Unemployed 
Workmen Act of 1905, central government toyed with decentralised 
and voluntarist alternatives to the workhouse or the labour test for the 
'respectable' among the unemployed. Labour registries, relief works 
and labour colonies were among the expedients tried. Voluntary as well 
as public agencies became involved. Indeed, as we shall see in the next 
chapter, by far the most imaginative and ambitious schemes were the 
result of private initiative, notably the 'home colonisation' plan of the 
Salvation Army. However, as a means for separating the 'bona fide' 
from the less respectable, they were each a distinct failure. None the 
less, they were a belated attempt to deal with the hardships caused by 
unemployment which 50 years of the New Poor Law had neglected. 

From Pauperism to Poverty 

Anxiety over the unemployed adult male, which had been at the heart 
of the Poor Law reform of 1834, thus returned to be at the centre of a 
broader rediscovery of poverty at the end of the century. In the process, 
theories were revised and new ideas generated. Firstly, the writings of 
moral activists and social investigators in the 1880s and 1890s implied 
that the combination of Poor Law and discriminating charity had been 
unable to remove the spectre of physical and moral degeneracy. 
Secondly, the thinking of some influential economists supported the 
conclusions of social investigators and focused attention on environ­
mental causes of poverty, as well as individual ones. It was the housing 
crisis of the 1880s, combined with the spectacle of unemployed 
demonstrations, which revived religious and philanthropic alarm about 
the outcast of the cities. Much of this was expressed in the rhetoric of 
evangelicalism, from the Reverend Andrew Mearns, The Bitter Cry of 
Outcast London (1883), to General William Booth's Salvationist text, 
In Darkest England and the Way Out ( 1890). 

The panic of the mid 1880s about the threat posed to property and 
the social order was short-lived, but the problem of poverty was once 
more at the top of the public's agenda. Moreover, it was being rede-
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fined in the process. Under the influence of evolutionary thought, 
the notion that society existed as a living organism had gained wide­
spread credence among intellectuals. However, the language of 
evolution generally involved only an acceptance of the role of envi­
ronment in character formation rather than of biological inheritance 
in the strict social-Darwinist sense. It fostered an organicist model of 
society which drew attention to social practices and industrial organ­
isation as influences on individual behaviour. 117 This reinforced a sense 
of community and of community responsibility, and encouraged talk 
of 'national efficiency' in which structures and organisation were seen 
as the key to social adaptation. A result was the application of a more 
complex model of causation to the problem of poverty. In the 1890s, 
it was increasingly conceptualised as a series of specific conditions 
and misfortunes rather than through the blanket concept of destitu­
tion. In this, the traditional 'moral' conception of poverty had to 
accommodate 'environmental' explanations. However, the pace or 
completeness of the transition from moral to environmental models 
of poverty should not be overstated. 

The 'moral' and the 'environmental' could be comfortable bedfel­
lows. Charles Booth's poverty survey of 1889, which eventually formed 
the first part of his 17 volume Life and Labour of the People of London, 
began to define poverty in more quantitative terms, but his analysis of 
the condition of the 'very poor' (his classes ·~ and 'B') still employed 
the rhetoric of moral condemnation. His assessment that a third of 
London's population lived below a 'line of poverty' measurable in terms 
of a family income of around 18-21 shillings a week, and his identifi­
cation of low and irregular earnings among the causes of poverty, 
drew attention to the vast numbers who remained poor although they 
did not figure in the statistics of those on poor relief. A decade later, 
Seebohm Rowntree's comparable study of York entitled starkly, Pov­
erty: A Study of Town Life, reinforced Booth's insights with more clarity. 
Rowntree's poverty line was set deliberately low and was underpinned 
by nutritional data about the diet necessary for 'mere physical effi­
ciency', yet he still classified approaching 30 per cent of York's 
population as poor. Rowntree's analysis of the causes of poverty, like 
that of Charles Booth before him, combined environmentalist and 
moral elements expressed most clearly in the distinction he drew be­
tween primary and secondary poverty, but his argument was 
unambiguous in identifying inadequate wages as the largest single cause 
of 'absolute want'. His elaboration of the 'cycle of poverty', through 
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which individuals and families might pass according to the stage in 
their lives, undermined notions that the poor were a 'class apart', for­
ever in want. Rather, poverty was a condition or circumstance which 
might be analysed and by implication might be alleviated or even erad­
icated. 

The constructions of the social investigators were reinforced by the 
theories of the economists. Alfred Marshall, whose Principles of Eco­
nomics ( 1890) founded the modern discipline in England, 
demonstrated how involuntary unemployment could occur, and linked 
economic depression to poverty as a problem for the whole of society 
because of the lack of effective demand from the poorest. Marshall's 
view of poverty thus accepted the causal significance of environmental 
factors. However, as with Booth and Rowntree, this was not a simple 
displacement process. 'Character' remained central, but it could be 
degraded by physical poverty. The nature of a man's work, the size of 
his income and his living conditions could determine his moral na­
ture.118 This dual emphasis upon poverty as a problem affecting the 
whole of society and upon the coexistence of environmental and moral 
factors continued to distinguish the rhetoric of social reform into the 
early twentieth century. 119 The first point is exemplified in state-spon­
sored attempts to 'rationalise' the labour market and deal with 
unemployment through the Labour Exchanges Act of 1909 and the 
National Insurance Acts of 1911. The drift of the argument is exempli­
fied in the title of William Beveridge's Unemployment: A Problem of 
Modern Industry ( 1 908). 

Secondly, as we have seen, the role of 'character' had been crucial 
in attempts since the 1860s to discriminate between the 'deserving' 
and the 'undeserving', both in terms of poor relief and charity. It 
continued to find its mark in the case for social reform into the 1 900s, 
especially in the case of adult able-bodied unemployment, where, ac­
cording to Beveridge, although 'industrial forces decide that a certain 
number of people shall be idle, personal considerations decide which 
individual work people shall be thrown out' .120 Thus, whilst a redefini­
tion both of poverty and of the responsibilities of the state towards 
the poor was under way before the close of the nineteenth century, we 
should not underestimate the continued importance of 'Victorian' 
ideas, especially the notion of 'moral character', in the social reform 
ideology of the early twentieth century, which was 'thoroughly per­
meated by the desire to provide decent treatment and social incentives 
to the respectable, and to separate them from the residuum'. The Lib-
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eral welfare reforms of 1906-ll were 'not an abandonment of indi­
vidualism, but a reinterpretation'. 121 

Conclusion 

The New Poor Law did not set out to become a provider of social 
services. Its rationale was always more limited. However, the increas­
ing number of exceptions to the principle of 'less eligibility' (children, 
the sick, the elderly) complicated the simple solution of 1834. Designed 
to deal with the phenomenon of rural under-employment and to re­
store the social fabric in the countryside, it was the problems of 
structural unemployment, urban poverty and the casual-labour mar­
ket which the relief system faced by the 1860s. In the 1840s and 1850s, 
traditional responsibilities for women, children and the aged poor were 
reinforced by the assumption that, although much out-relief to adults 
was in support of 'insufficient' earnings, they were marginal to the 
labour market. However, out-relief was to be restricted from the 1870s 
as part of a campaign to reduce costs and enforce the workhouse test 
on groups which even the 1834 Report never had in mind. Paradoxi­
cally, this was accompanied, in some of the larger towns and cities, by 
more expensive provision in larger pavilion-style workhouses which 
were turning the general mixed workhouse into a series of specialist 
institutions. In addition, separate foster-care facilities were approved 
for motherless children. 

But this should not lead us to assume a simple model of change 
within the relief system from 'deterrence to treatment'. Specialisa­
tion could also be for punishment as was increasingly the case for the 
vagrant. Rather, it exemplifies an increasing diversity in approach 
according to the moral category in which classes of applicant were 
placed. Those moralising aspects we generally associate with Victori­
an attitudes to the poor were most explicit in official welfare policy 
after the 1860s. They evolved alongside the more utilitarian assump­
tions of 1834. Thus in the Goschen Minute of 1869, the workhouse 
test was reaffirmed and extended to women, but at the same time, 
guardians were advised to discriminate in dealing with reputable and 
disreputable claimants. Making character a factor in granting relief 
enhanced the stigma of pauperism and intensified hostility to poor 
relief among the working class. Poor Law officials and their support­
ers too readily judged success by declining numbers on relief, whilst 
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evidence mounted of a vast reservoir of poverty which the Poor Law 
never touched. By the 1880s and 1890s, this was beginning to gener­
ate concern across society about the apparently intractable problem 
of poverty, for which the Poor Law seemed an increasingly inadequate 
instrument. 

In any case, the intellectual climate was changing. The prominence 
of the rhetoric of character in social discourse from the 1860s, and of 
evolutionary metaphors from the 1880s, marked a turning away from 
the more mechanistic model of human nature which had determined 
the reform of 1834. Moreover, the increasing emphasis within the offi­
cial discourse of poor relief upon 'character' and the need to 
distinguish between 'deserving' and 'undeserving' applicants implied 
that the poverty of the former was down to socioeconomic forces be­
yond their control. The apparent acceptance of this, even in the case 
of adult able-bodied unemployment, further undermined the utilitar­
ian simplicities of 1834 and laid the foundations for broader 
conceptions of state responsibility in the future. 



3 
VOLUNTARY CHARilY AND THE POOR 

A corollary of the limited duties assigned the state in the welfare of 
the poor was the importance placed upon voluntary action. Charity, 
which plays a supporting role in the welfare services of the present 
day, was considered by many in the nineteenth century to be the vital 
element in the welfare equation. Many of the statutory social services 
of the welfare state were pioneered by voluntary action in Victorian 
times. However, the place of charity then was as partner to state wel­
fare rather than the subordinate position it has assumed during the 
twentieth century. The selective discretionary gift of charity was con­
sidered preferable by many to the notions of entitlement implicit in 
any legal machinery of relief, and many of the ablest social welfare 
minds of the nineteenth century sought solutions to social problems 
through voluntary rather than statutory action. Moreover, philanthro­
PY flourished in the intellectual climate of an age in which the tenets 
of individualism were reinforced by the vitality of evangelical reli­
gion. To the charitable, saving souls was at least as important as healing 
bodies. But charity to the poor was not an invention of the nineteenth 
century. 

Charitable giving is as old as civilisation. It can be found in a vari­
ety of structures and forms in most human societies down the ages. 
During the eighteenth century, however, charitable giving underwent 
a transformation as part of a broader social and cultural revolution. 
This included the expansion of urban society and increasing middle­
class management of public affairs. A result was the flowering of civil 
institutions independent of the structures of both the state and the 
private sphere of family and household, including clubs, societies and 
associations in which private people (chiefly they were educated, 
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propertied men) could come together to act as a 'liberal public sphere'. 
The emergence of the voluntary society, formed by subscribing mem­
bers as the typical means of charitable organisation, was part of this 
process. Up to the eighteenth century, the chief organisational form 
had been the charitable trust. Generally, this involved trustees man­
aging the property bequest of a wealthy individual in the interests of 
the designated beneficiaries. Although the endowed trust survived, it 
was overtaken in the number and value of charitable gifts by the or­
ganised giving of those who wished to oversee the dispensation of 
their charity themselves, rather than rely on the posthumous efforts 
of trustees. Indeed, organised charity was the principal expression of 
middle-class resolve to manage the forces, as well as to alleviate the 
suffering created by urban growth and social change.' 

It is the purpose of this chapter to examine the ideology, activities 
and development of voluntary charity to the poor in the late eight­
eenth and nineteenth centuries; to consider its place in the welfare 
culture of the age and the extent to which voluntarism was converging 
with state activity by the end of the period. Beginning with an assess­
ment of the comparative financial value of charity and poor relief, 
and the range of charitable causes and charitable motives, the discus­
sion proceeds to the intellectual roots of nineteenth-century 
philanthropy. The long history of the self-help and home-visiting 
charities from the 1780s onwards is followed by consideration of a 
key concern of the mid to late nineteenth century, the moral welfare 
of children and young women. The contribution of voluntarism to 
the development of medical services comes next and the extent to 
which they tended the health needs of the poor. Finally, space is giv­
en for an extended discussion oflater Victorian charity, the significance 
of the Charity Organisation Society, and the continuing tension with­
in voluntarism between the evangelical and the utilitarian springs of 
social action. Voluntarism developed professional standards in the 
provision of personal social services and yet, by the end of the centu­
ry, there were many in the field of voluntary action who looked for 
statutory intervention in areas such as child welfare. Equally, there 
were others much more wary of extending state responsibility, but 
propelled by events towards reluctant co-operation as the priorities 
of state and society shifted towards more, not less, public welfare. 
However, just as the role of 'character' persisted in the social reform 
ideology of the Liberal 'social service state' so, too, the moral priori­
ties ofVictorian charity endured into the post-Victorian era and the 
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emergence of the 'new philanthropy', along with more modern con­
ceptions of voluntary service, was a slow process. 

Charity and the Charitable 

How significant was voluntary charity to the poor in the nineteenth 
century? We have no comparable run of statistics to put alongside those 
for poor relief. We will never know the full story for not only do histo­
rians have to contend with the problem of missing evidence, but much 
charitable giving went unrecorded. This includes not just the infor­
mal gift of alms, but the whole range of charitable gifts between 
individuals and the countless acts of the innumerable minor charita­
ble bodies which left no permanent record of their work. Only the 
endowed charities had to register their accounts with an official body, 
charitable societies were accountable only to their members. Any esti­
mate of their funds is at best a 'guestimate'. None the less, some 
historians claim that the receipts of the charities outweighed the total 
national costs of poor relief.2 For example, gross expenditure on state 
poor relief in 1870 came to £7.7 million. This compares with a con­
temporary estimate that the annual sum devoted to charity in London 
alone lay somewhere between £5 million and £7.5 million. The im­
balance between voluntary and public expenditure may have narrowed 
by the end of the century. In 1899, whilst the national cost of poor 
relief had spiralled to reach a total £11.2 million, the receipts of Lon­
don's charities remained around the £6 million mark. Despite this 
narrowing of the gap, the figures could be construed to suggest that 
charitable giving was at least the equal of state welfare provision in 
the nineteenth century. Although it must be stressed that whilst we 
know that the Poor Law figures represent the money spent on poor 
relief, charity went to a variety of other causes as well as to the direct 
relief of poverty, including the gathering of funds to promote the 
spread of religion, numerous animal societies, worthy purposes such 
as the Lifeboat Society and charities to help humans not classifiable 
as poor, distressed gentlefolk and the like. 

Any list of charitable causes tells us more about the priorities of the 
charitable than its does about the needs of the poor. In fact, the sheer 
range and variety of nineteenth-century charitable causes almost de­
fies description. However, studies of nineteenth-century Bristol and 
Manchester have revealed the numerical preponderance of educational, 
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medical, evangelical, 'rescue' and poor-relief charities. They confirm 
that the direct distribution of relief to the poor in cash and in kind 
was less well supported than the provision of institutions such as 
schools, hospitals and reformatory homes, and the work of the innu­
merable evangelical visiting societies and missions. 3 

The survival chances of a particular charity depended largely upon 
its ability to raise (and successfully manage) the necessary funds. In 
the nineteenth century, the income of voluntary societies generally 
fell into two categories; charitable gifts and income from other sourc­
es. Gifts to charitable societies generally came in the shape of the 
regular annual subscription, the occasional donation, the contribu­
tion to special appeals, the purchase made at a sale of work, and finally, 
the often looked for but unpredictable legacy. In terms of secure fi­
nance, the reliability of the regular subscription was preferred and, 
in the early years of a charity, it would be vital to secure adequate 
funds upon which to base a society's activities. The benefits of sub­
scriber status were of some importance. Subscribers could vote in the 
affairs of the charity, chiefly the election of officers, notably presi­
dents, treasurers and the like. The subscribers became the members 
of a voluntary society. In theory at least, the charity was owned by its 
members and the voluntary societies of the nineteenth century have 
been deemed 'subscriber democracies'. 4 But although subscribers 
'owned' a charity, charitable gifts- even in the nineteenth century­
were not the sole nor, in some cases, the main source of income. This 
was especially true of charities with institutions like hospitals to run, 
and large capital outlays and running costs to consider. There were 
always other sources of revenue. The interest from investments, from 
payments made by inmates and patients (e.g., from relatives, friendly 
societies, contributory schemes and boards of guardians), and the pro­
ceeds from the sale of goods and from other charitable events were 
essential to the finance of many benevolent societies. The balance be­
tween these various sources of income differed from society to society. 

What can we say about the motives of the charitable? Why would 
individual men and women give to a charity and why would some take 
the further step of becoming involved in the work of the societies, 
sitting on committees and even visiting the homes of the poor? This is 
a question of broad interest to social scientists as well as a matter of 
specific historical context. Most historians of philanthropy refer to ei­
ther altruism or self-interest as the motives behind the charitable gift. 
Indeed, the contest of interpretation between 'altruism' and 'egoism' 
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has long been endemic to discussion of the ethics of social action. 5 In 
reality, the charity relationship is a remarkably complex and flexible 
social mechanism which possesses various cultural meanings. For the 
giver, it draws on deep-rooted impulses of empathy and compassion. 
It expresses prevalent social norms, such as reciprocity, beneficence 
and social responsibility (which are profoundly reinforced in western 
culture by the centrality of charity to the J udaeo-Christian tradition). 
Moreover, charitable giving also offers an opportunity for self-fulfil­
ment and self-expression, and opens up the possibilities of a public 
identity. 

In fact, there could be a variety of emotions and intentions in play 
in the actions of the charitable; these could range from sympathy and 
fellow feeling to the desire to be well thought of, from religious piety 
to a sense of guilt, from the desire for a well-regulated society to the 
fear of the mob, from the feeling of having done your duty to a sense 
of personal gratification at helping others. Reputations for charity 
work could reinforce the status of the donor, legitimating wealth or 
even opening the door to political office.6 The cultural position of the 
recipient of the charitable gift might be just as complex. For example, 
the desire of many among the charitable in the nineteenth century to 
confine the gift to the deserving determined in their minds the char­
acteristics expected of the target of their generosity. This meant that 
charity was often conditional upon status rather than need. There is 
evidence to suggest that Victorian supplicants for charitable relief re­
sponded to its conditionality by becoming adept at the 'theatre' of 
charity, acting the parts designated them by the expectations of the 
donors, appearing at once desperate yet respectable and deserving. 7 

In addition to class, gender was a key factor in the charity relation­
ship. The position of middle-class women in Victorian society was 
conditioned by the ideal of the 'separate spheres'. In essence, this de­
fined the woman's sphere of influence to be the home and family, whilst 
to men was allotted the expanding public world of business, politics, 
culture and all the associated networks of power. This separation of 
roles was reinforced by a cult of domesticity which revered the sanctity 
and purity oflife in the respectable family home. A woman's place was 
clear. In the words of the Victorian poet Coventry Patmore, she was 
the 'Angel in the House'. 

The only substantial arena of public activity available to middle­
class 'ladies' without prejudicing their respectability was philanthropy. 
It was more than an avoidance of the boredom of domestic life that 
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projected women into charity work. As Prochaska emphasises, evan­
gelical zeal was central. Women were presumed to possess the 
'feminine' virtues of caring and compassion which, it was believed, 
made them more likely than men to identify with the 1 esus of the gos­
pels. Scripture reading informed by evangelical sensibilities had a 
profound personal impact on many women, setting a model for every­
day living and offering the prospect of spiritual redemption and 
eternal salvation.8 Furthermore, a cultural precedent had been set 
for them in the practice of alms giving by the upper-class 'lady boun­
tifuls' in past ages, an image effectively recycled by 1 ohn Ruskin in 
the 1860s in his essay Sesames and Lilies, as well as the pastoral exam­
ple of wives and daughters of the clergy who traditionally visited the 
sick in their homes. Generally, women played an auxiliary role in the 
running of most charities, forming ladies committees and concen­
trating on fund raising and home visiting. However, in some areas, 
such as dealing with children and young women, their presumed qual­
ities ceded them a greater role. Equally, there were a number of 
women, of whom Louisa Twining and Octavia Hill are only the best 
known, whose personality and intellect challenged the conventional 
stereotype, and who were able to carve out philanthropic 'careers'. 
Women were often innovators in the field of philanthropy - for ex­
ample, pioneering the employment of paid charity workers and the 
development of social work practice. Moreover, by the end of the cen­
tury, experience in philanthropy was leading to career opportunities 
for women in other areas of public life. 

Intellectual Roots 

Charitable giving drew upon traditional norms of sympathy, compas­
sion and social responsibility. But the self-help ideology of the 
nineteenth century, which forged the New Poor Law, also framed the 
context of philanthropy for most of the century. In this, it securely 
located the prime responsibility for poverty upon those deemed able 
to help themselves. Thus most adult, able-bodied persons were rarely 
considered safe objects for the charitable gift and those less able to 
help themselves- such as children, the sick and the infirm- were, 
by contrast, suitable cases for charitable treatment. A root of much 
nineteenth-century philanthropy was the evangelical revival which 
began during the later-eighteenth-century. Compared to the optimism 
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about secular human progress common to much Enlightenment 
thought, the evangelicals were convinced of the power of sin, and the 
necessity of individual religious conversion and moral regeneration, 
before there could be any hope of material improvement. Evil was con­
ceived as a palpable and inevitable presence in the world. It brought 
vice and misery in its wake. 

Evangelicalism involved an emphasis upon the 'seriousness' of the 
Christian life and the importance of a religion derived from personal 
experience and individual conviction rather than external conformi­
ty to doctrine and rules. It lay emphasis upon the centrality of personal 
religion and placed religious worship at the heart of family values, 
sanctifying the domestic virtues. The emphasis in evangelical Chris­
tianity upon an individual's personal relationship with God, without 
mediation or intercession, carried with it a clear message of individ­
ual responsibility and the virtue of self-reliance. Salvation, in either a 
religious or material sense, could only result from individual effort. 
We have already seen the policy implications of evangelicalism in the 
'Christian Economics' which contributed to acceptance of the politi­
cal economy of the New Poor Law, but the influence of evangelicalism 
was pervasive. It provided the nineteenth century with both its partic­
ular blend of Christian values and its general atmosphere of sober 
respectability and moral earnestness. It made religion central to mid­
dle-class culture and, from that base, infiltrated the mentality of many 
in both the working classes and the aristocracy. It is central to an 
understanding of voluntary approaches to the problem of poverty. 

The evangelical movement was cross-denominational. All the Prot­
estant churches were touched by its teachings and religious style. 
Although it had its broadest impact upon society through the 
evangelical wing of the established religion, the Church of England, 
it characterised the Christianity of many in the nonconformist churches 
(Methodist, Baptist, Congregationalist). The work of the philanthropic 
societies was a crucial meeting place for evangelicals from the various 
Protestant sects. Despite the doctrinal and organisational differences 
between the churches, the evangelicals shared a common outlook 
which often brought them together; although this 'pan-evangelical­
ism' was in decline by the 1830s in the face of increasing sectarian 
rivalry. None the less, the desire for more conversions and the spread 
of Christian knowledge propelled many evangelicals into the field of 
philanthropy. In these circumstances, Christian charity meant working 
to save individual souls. All Christian teaching stressed the importance 
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of charity, but the evangelicals gave it the greatest emphasis. 9 

The evangelical movement gave nineteenth-century charity to the 
poor its characteristic religious associations. A chief object was the 
desire to Christianise the poor, to extirpate vice and to encourage the 
growth of virtue, which was most usually understood to reside in self­
proprietorship, sobriety and thrift. It was no coincidence that these 
were the virtues which the middle-class philanthropists most readily 
associated with their own lives or those of their ancestors. Such vir­
tues, they presumed, were the path both to material well-being on earth 
and eternal salvation in heaven. In the light of this view of the world, 
it would have been as unchristian to have ignored the spiritual needs 
of the poor as to shut one's ears to the cries of the injured and dying. 
Evangelical norms made it difficult for Christians to resist the com­
punction to 'do something' for the distressed; they encouraged a sense 
of personal responsibility for the care of those suffering from misfor­
tune, distress or oppression. The most celebrated achievement of the 
evangelical conscience may have been the campaign to abolish slav­
ery. This can be seen as the prime instance of the heightened moral 
sensibilities of the post-Enlightenment period. The humanitarianism 
of the late eighteenth century had created a new moral universe which 
compelled action in the face of human suffering; indeed 'failing to go 
the aid of a suffering stranger might become an unconscionable act' .10 

However, evangelicals were generally more active on the home front 
being concerned with the suppression of vice and the stimulation of 
self-help among the poor. 

The theories of the classical political economists added a further 
dimension. The emphasis of Adam Smith and his followers upon the 
centrality of the market, the role of technology and the division of 
labour suggested the need for a hard-working and reliable labour force 
to ensure the material progress of commerce and manufacture. When 
linked with the concerns of the evangelicals, this gave a central place 
to the utility of the moral improvement of the labouring poor. Moreo­
ver, the pessimistic warnings of Thomas Malthus about the perils of 
unhindered population growth reinforced evangelical assumptions 
about the inevitability of poverty. The particular blend of utilitarian 
ideas, political economy theorising and evangelical sentiments that 
characterised nineteenth-century approaches to the problem of pover­
ty found early expression in a series of philanthropic ventures in the 
1790s and 1800s. At the end of the eighteenth century, a new view of 
charity was crystallising which emphasised its potential for social 
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amelioration. In the words of Donna Andrew: 'Elements of evangelicalism, 
political economy, Malthusianism, and utilitarianism combined to make a 
powerful platform from which to combat poverty through charity.' 11 

However, there were to be persistent tensions within nineteenth­
century social thought between its calculating utilitarian dimensions 
and the evangelical springs of social action. In the history of charity, 
it can (over?)-simplify matters if we distinguish between the utilitari­
an emphasis upon the need for discretion, investigation and regulation 
in the relief of distress (which even in the late eighteenth century was 
described as 'scientific charity' and in the terminology of the later 
nineteenth century could be classed as 'charity organisation') and the 
cultural mediation between the rich and the poor- by which evangel­
ical impulses to 'redeem' the 'lost souls' of the impoverished -
extended the hand of sympathy between the classes. Moreover, a dis­
tinguishing feature of the evangelical approach to charity was its 
concern for the spiritual needs of the donors of charity. The evangel­
icals regarded charity as a divine imperative not just because it might 
save the souls of the poor, but also because heartfelt, personal and 
spontaneous giving was required of a Christian. Moreover, evangeli­
calism revived the old idea that wealth was a moral burden and charity 
was a way of appeasing God's wrath. So for the evangelicals of the 
early to mid nineteenth century, the act of charity was an act of atone­
ment, having as much to do with saving the souls of the rich as about 
redeeming the poor. 12 Thus, it would be unwise to assume that polit­
ical economy and evangelicalism were mutually exclusive theories of 
the 'true charity'; or to assume that the distinction between 'heart' 
and 'mind' which they imply can always be easily discerned. Utilitar­
ian calculations and evangelical impulses could reside in the same 
breast, and were often mutually supportive approaches. Most crucial­
ly, whilst evangelical religion enhanced the obligation to respond to 
distress, this potentially sentimental impulse was accompanied by a 
prudent determination not to 'demoralise' the poor. 

The culture of the discriminating gift may have a longer history than 
we imagine, but there is little doubt that the half century following 
1780 witnessed a plethora of new mechanisms for its realisation. 13 The 
economic, social and political changes of these years - population 
growth, industrialisation, urbanisation, agricultural reorganisation and 
the political insecurity and economic dislocation of the war years and 
after - all contributed to a collective feeling among the propertied 
classes of anxiety about social relationships. This anxiety often focused 
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on a perceived loss of personal knowledge about the poor and loss of 
influence over their behaviour in an increasingly impersonal social 
order. Thus, the new theory of 'true charity' offered to regain the 
knowledge of the poor and to restore the control over their lives, twin 
facets upon which it was assumed charitable giving had traditionally 
depended. In these aspirations, both utilitarian and evangelical springs 
of voluntary action were united. 

'Self-Help' Charities 

The gulf between the classes, entrenched by the spread of urbanism 
and made more dangerous by political uncertainty, was the central 
concern of the turn-of-the-century charities. The charitable world view 
inherited a hierarchical and paternalistic conception of the social 
order. Despite the rise of market ideology, the centuries' old organi­
cist model of society still held some resonance and distinctions between 
the social classes were seen as inevitable, indeed, divinely ordained. 
The poor had obligations rather than rights, and chief amongst these 
was the duty to be industrious and subservient. In a pre-democratic 
age, social inequality and the infinite gradations of rank were un­
questioned features of the outlook of the propertied classes. Social 
divisions were seen to require the balm of sympathy and good exam­
ple from the rich, and social discipline and moral regeneration from 
the poor. It was the duty of the latter to acquire correct values and of 
the former to impart them. Thus it was considered vital for charity 
itself to be carefully dispensed, to reward virtue but not to encourage 
false expectation. Crucially, it was no longer enough to give money. 
Indeed the injudicious gift of money could be a most corrupting in­
fluence, if unaccompanied by personal influence. This new view of 
charity required greater personal involvement on the part of the char­
itable. Evangelical religion demanded action and the charitable society 
offered the opportunity of personal service. Thus the duty to God 
and to Man could be satisfied in the work of charity. The role of the 
charitable volunteer was central. 

The central motifs of the new charity were: ( 1) discrimination in 
giving; (2) personal contact with the poor; and (3) the fostering of 
self-help among them. To this end the chief innovations of early 
nineteenth-century charitable work with the poor were the investiga­
tion of applicants' claims, the home visit by the voluntary visitor, and 
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the systematic gathering of knowledge about the poor. The inten­
tion, in the words of the reverend Malthus, was to make 'moral agents' 
of the charitable. The best way to achieve this was to practice: 

... that voluntary and active charity, which makes itself acquainted with the 
objects which it relieves; which seems to feel, and be proud of, the bond 
which unites the rich with the poor; which enters into their houses; informs 
itself not only of their wants, but of their habits and dispositions; checks the 
hopes of clamorous and obtrusive poverty ... ; and encourages with adequate 
relief the silent and retiring sufferer, labouring under unmerited difficul­
ties.14 

Spreading the propaganda of self-help was the prime purpose of the 
most famous of the turn-of-the-century charities for the poor. The 
Society for the Bettering of the Condition and Increasing the Comforts 
of the Poor (SBCP) was founded by a distinguished collection of Angli­
can evangelicals which included William Wilberforce and Shute 
Barrington, the Bishop of Durham; its principal promoter was Thomas 
Bernard. 15 The underlying premise was that the poor need advice on 
how to help themselves and that the educated rich had good advice to 
give. The main activity of the SBCP was to gather and disseminate 
useful ideas on how to better the condition of the poor, and to recom­
mend the support of those charities which aimed at moral 
regeneration. Thus the Society dedicated itself to putting philanthropy 
on a more 'scientific' footing. Its Reports carried accounts of every 
conceivable palliative for poverty; from friendly societies to soup kitch­
ens, from charity schools to dietary reform. It was in this latter field 
that most suggestions came. It was blithely assumed that the poor 
knew nothing of domestic economy, and even that such ignorance 
was a prime cause of their poverty. During the war years, the SBCP 
devoted much energy to the food-charity movement and sought to 
introduce dietary education to the conventional soup-kitchen format. 
Soup was sold only to those deemed worthy, generally selected by the 
recommendation of the charitable themselves. The SBCP continued 
to provide a forum for the discussion of charity and functioned as a 
'clearing house' for information into the 1820s, but it has been claimed 
that, by then, it 'had largely been pushed aside as an eccentric vehi­
cle for the promotion of diet substitutes' .16 Key developments in the 
organisation and techniques of charity were taking place elsewhere. 

Prior to the reform of 1834, the Poor Laws were considered by most 
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in the charitable field to be inferior to voluntary charity. It was widely 
held that the state system was impersonal and indiscriminate. This 
was partly because the obligatory character of official relief (through 
the compulsory payment of the poor rate) was believed to remove the 
personal element in giving which the evangelicals so prized - not 
least for its spiritual value for the donor. But also, in an increasingly 
mobile and urban society, the potential for deception worried the 
more secular, as well as the evangelical philanthropist. It was increas­
ingly assumed that the voluntary gift possessed the greater potential 
for linking poor relief to virtue and confining assistance to the de­
serving. Up to the 1830s, this view had immense implications for the 
very existence of a state system of welfare provision and, even beyond 
1834 (until the later nineteenth century), tended to deprecate any 
idea of state welfare beyond that of offering a 'safety net' to the des­
titute. The belief in the superiority of the charity mechanism partly 
lay in its armoury of investigatory and discriminatory techniques. Most 
of these were pioneered during the early decades of the century. 

The agenda of the new charity involved the investigation of applicants, 
generally through the visits of charity volunteers to the homes of the 
poor and the gathering of what we might today term a 'data-base' of 
information so as to assist charitable decisions and facilitate control of 
the relief mechanism. The great practical role of evangelical religion 
was to harness the energies as volunteers of those who (often women) 
adhered to 'the religion of duty, which placed service above doctrine' .17 

Among the first agencies to develop such techniques were the Stran­
gers' Friend Societies of the late eighteenth century and some of the 
soup charities of the war years. The Strangers' Friend Societies origi­
nated to meet the needs of the 'non-settled' poor, that is, those without 
a 'settlement' in the parish and not entitled to apply for poor relief 
other than in their parish of residence. Their work expanded to cover 
the poor in general. 18 

Strangers' Friend Societies were founded by the Methodists in Lon­
don and a number of provincial towns, including Liverpool, 
Manchester, Stockport, Bristol and Dublin during the 1780s and 
1790s. Soon they acquired a more general following. As the writer of 
a local guidebook noted of the Manchester Society: 'The plan met 
with general approbation, and people of every religious persuasion 
entered their names on the list of subscribers.' 19 The Strangers' Friend 
Societies expanded their operations during the war years and some 
were active into the 1820s. Their modus operandi was the home visit. 
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The full title of the London Society advertised its stated purpose of 
'Visiting and Relieving Sick and Distressed Strangers, and Other Poor, 
at their respective Habitations'; by 1803, the Society was making 10 
632 visits to poor families in the metropolis. Visitors in Manchester 
were entreated 'daily to seek out objects of real woe ... visit their mis­
erable retreats; and ... inquire minutely into the nature of their 
complaints'. Relief was to be confined to the 'absolutely destitute' 
and was usually given in kind; gifts of food and clothing, blankets 
and coal were most typical. 20 Other types of society developed visit­
ing programmes during the first decades of the century. During the 
wartime slump of 1812-13, the Spitalfields Soup Charity developed 
'an exhaustive "data-base" of information on the local needy, contin­
uously updated by "domiciliary visitation" of cases by a rostered panel 
of investigators and advice givers'. 21 However, it was the anti-begging 
societies which extended the enquiry methods of charity, combining 
police and welfare functions in the process. 

Giving alms to the beggar is the classic act of personal charity. It is 
also the one least amenable to regulation. Moreover, since the sixteenth 
century the act of begging has often been represented as especially 
open to deception and fraud. The first decades of the nineteenth cen­
tury, in particular, witnessed an energetic campaign by anti-begging 
societies in an attempt to redirect the charitable impulses of donors 
away from the street mendicant, as well as to harry and suppress the 
act of begging itself. 22 Whether or not to give to the street beggar be­
came a complex moral and intellectual problem under the dual 
influence of evangelical religion and utilitarian conceptions of appro­
priate behaviour in a market society. A greater sense of personal 
responsibility for the suffering of others was tempered by a desire not 
to 'demoralise' society by being seen to reward the undeserving. Rap­
id urban growth and more migratory populations significantly reduced 
the possibility of personal knowledge of supplicants. Economic crises 
and political insecurity made the problem of mendicancy seem more 
acute. However, the approach of the community to the vagrant was 
confused. Although begging was an offence under increasingly repres­
sive vagrancy legislation, the metropolitan authorities were often 
reluctant to treat beggars as criminals, and thousands of all ages roamed 
the streets of the capital and the chief provincial towns. Volunteer 
attempts to control mendicancy provided experiments in some of the 
key practices of charity investigation. 

The first anti-begging voluntary society was formed in Bath in 1805. 
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Bath was an unsurprising location for such an experiment due its 
high proportion of rich visitors and popularity as a place of call for 
seasonal labour migrants. The Bath Society for the Suppression of 
Common Vagrants and Impostors, Relief of Occasional Distress, and 
Encouragement of Industry aimed primarily at the eradication of street 
begging in the town. It operated in conjunction with the magistrates 
and Poor Law officials, and employed its own police official to patrol 
the streets and warn off the professional beggar. It was its innovative 
investigation techniques, however, which reveal its concern to re-edu­
cate both the potential charitable donor and the seeker after alms. It 
sought to replace the giving of money with a relief ticket system whereby 
the claims of beggars could be investigated and instances of genuine 
distress relieved. The Bath Society's rationale for this scheme expressed 
a message which was to be repeated again and again by similar 'charity 
organisation' societies throughout the century: 'alms given in the street, 
without investigation, are bounties on idleness and fraud; and ... every 
shilling so received is a robbery from real distress.' 23 But it would be 
misleading to suggest that the anti-mendicant societies held to a pure­
ly police function. By the 1820s, the Bath Society had broadened its 
remit beyond the suppression of mendicancy, expanding its welfare 
role and pioneering practices such as the granting ofloans to impov­
erished small traders and providing relief works for the unemployed. 
In providing relief, the domiciliary visit and the desire to confine the 
gift to the deserving remained at the cornerstone of its work. 

Similar societies were established in a number of other towns in­
cluding Edinburgh, Oxford, Colchester and London. The work of the 
London Mendicity Society, from its foundation in 1818 till its decline 
in the 1860s, illustrates the combination of punitive and relief strate­
gies pursued by those who sought to organise and rationalise charitable 
giving. Although the Mendicity Society never saw itself primarily as a 
law-enforcement agency, it performed a police function especially in 
the years prior to the formation of the Metropolitan Police in 1829. It 
appointed its own constables to patrol the streets, apprehend beggars 
and turn the 'undeserving' over to the magistrates. From the outset, 
the Mendicity Society's welfare plan had the ambitious aim of co­
ordinating the investigation of claims for charitable relief for the whole 
of the capital. Cases for investigation would arise either from referrals 
of the Society's constables or from the recommendation of Society sub­
scribers who gave tickets of entitlement to beggars instead of money. 
These cases were to be investigated by gentlemen volunteers, although 
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the problems of volunteer availability and a lack of uniformity in re­
lief decisions prompted the Society to appoint a full-time salaried 
official to co-ordinate the work. 

However, the relief work of the Society never conformed to the sim­
ple neatness of this plan. In its early years it found a number of those 
turned up in investigation were without access to the Poor Law, either 
through ignorance or through legal exclusion (see the discussion of 
the work of the Stranger's Friend Societies above). These were often 
the sick, the mentally ill, and the elderly. The Mendicity Society act­
ed as relief counsellor in such cases; of those it did not assist directly, 
some were referred to hospitals and asylums, but the majority were 
directed to the Poor Law authorities. The essence of investigation 
was to be discrimination but, like others before and after, the Society 
found this task daunting. It was tackled by the use of a mechanism that 
was later to become a stalwart of the Poor Law authorities, the 'labour 
test'. Able-bodied applicants generally claimed to be out of work, so 
from 1821, the Society required a three-hour work task as a test of 
applicants' 'genuineness'. Ultimately such rationalisation was pressed 
to the point of collapse during successive trade depressions (made 
worse in the 1840s by the influx of Irish migrants during the Great 
Famine). In 1819, 1830, 1838 and 1848, the investigation of applicants 
was abandoned in the face of demand and relief was granted 'indis­
criminately'. In 1848, 20 000 Irish poor besieged the Society's relief 
office and it was forced to suspend operations. Thus, not for the last 
time in the nineteenth century, prevailing relief practices collapsed in 
the face of the mass suffering induced by economic depression. 

Home Visiting Movement 

The mendicity societies were generally at the utilitarian rather than 
the evangelical end of the charity spectrum. During the second quar­
ter of the century, the district-visiting and home-mission movements 
were an outlet for the more evangelical springs of social action. Al­
though, as suggested above, it would be unwise to be too watertight 
about the distinction between these twin impulses of the philanthrop­
ic spirit. In particular, the mission to redeem lost souls never excluded 
the desire to unite the classes or to reward the deserving, and the rhet­
oric of investigation and discrimination regularly fell from evangelical 
lips. Particular features of the visiting, provident and home-missionary 
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societies of the 1820s to the 1850s were, first, the extent to which 
they were a vehicle for the philanthropy of middle-class women - by 
the mid century the notion of 'social motherhood' was suggesting 
alternative 'male' and 'female' versions of social action. 24 And sec­
ond, the incidence of sectarian rivalry between the various societies 
that threatened attempts at the co-ordination of charitable giving. 

District visiting had originated as a mechanism of religious reform. 
What began slowly in the work of the Stranger's Friend, and other 
visiting societies during the early years of the century, gathered pace 
into a movement by the 1830s and 1840s: 'Of the many forms oflocal 
benevolence that came into prominence in Britain by the mid nine­
teenth century, none was more important than district visiting.'25 It 
brought together the evangelical belief in personal intervention in 
the lives of the poor as a means of individual spiritual redemption 
and possible, although by no means essential, material improvement 
with the more secular concerns of the utilitarian mind for informa­
tion, investigation and a rationalised 'science' of charity. A key 
influence was the work of Thomas Chalmers in the poor parish of St 
John's, Glasgow, between 1819 and 1823. Chalmers divided the parish 
into 25 districts, each in the care of a church deacon instructed to visit 
homes and encourage religious faith and self reliance. Unlike the sit­
uation in England and Wales, the absence of a formal Poor Law in 
Scotland left Chalmers's system of voluntary assistance as the only form 
available. Despite this difference between the two countries, Chalmers 
was often held up as an example (the same was true later of the similar 
district scheme operating in the town of Elberfeld in Germany in the 
1850s and 1860s).26 

Domiciliary visiting was to be repeatedly presented as a panacea 
and organisational plans were generally ambitious. For example, the 
General Society for Promoting District Visiting, founded by a number 
of evangelical-sponsored bodies in 1828, planned 'a regular system 
of domiciliary visitation' whereby 'every poor family might be visited 
at their habitations ... and their temporal and spiritual condition dili­
gently yet tenderly examined into, and appropriate treatment applied'. 27 

This was a federal society, co-ordinating the work of 25 local district 
visiting societies in London. The parish was the basic unit of organisa­
tion for the visiting societies. Thus the Metropolitan Visiting and Relief 
Association (MYRA), founded in 1843, gathered funds centrally for 
distribution to individual, parish visiting societies. In the 1840s 
and 1850s, up to 80 societies with over a thousand visitors, were 



Voluntary Charity and the Poor 81 

affiliated to the MVRA. 
The methods of home-visiting schemes varied but, in general, the 

intention was to combine religious influence with moral and practical 
advice, the encouragement of thrift, and the occasional direct relief of 
distress. Moralising homilies may not have been welcomed in many homes 
and the charity visitor must have faced the problems of all strangers who 
seek to gain entry across the doorstep. Thus it was common to conceal 
the gospel tract inside a basket of consumables. Once inside, advice could 
be on any subject, but was often related to domestic issues, such as the 
improved management of the family finances, family health and child 
care. Direct relief was to be sparingly given and often in the form of 
food, fuel, clothing and blankets. In fact, it was probably more common 
to collect money from the families visited, as thrift became a central plat­
form of the visiting movement. The MVRA sponsored parochial provident 
societies in London and numerous provincial societies were formed in 
part to organise working-class savings. The Liverpool District Provi­
dent Visiting Society, founded in 1829, organised its 200 plus volunteers 
into 21 district committees. Its visitors 'dispensed advice and Bibles, of­
fered material encouragement in the shape of relief and a premium of 
sixpence on every ten shillings saved'.28 The visitors of the Manchester 
and Salford District Provident Society, founded in 1833, made regular 
weekly collections of the savings of the poor and the Society put much 
faith in the ability of the domiciliary visit to: 'cultivate a kindly feeling 
between the rich and the poor, and improve the latter by encouraging 
cleanly, provident and contented habits'. 29 

By the 1850s, there were literally hundreds of visiting societies 
operating in metropolitan London and an innumerable number 
active in towns and cities across the country as a whole. Some 
were interdenominational, but many were run by particular reli­
gious denominations. The MVRA gave grants to London clergy 
to promote parish-based Church of England home visiting. Vir­
tually every London parish had its visiting society. In fact when 
Sampson Low conducted his first survey of metropolitan charity 
in 1850, he found that, of the 250 parish churches in London, 
only 36 were without a visiting society and these were generally 
in the richer neighbourhoods. 30 Each denomination developed 
its own tradition of home visiting. Sectarian rivalry was intense. 
The evangelicals may have set the ball rolling, but the mission to 
the poor eventually encompassed all the Protestant denomina­
tions, including the Unitarians who were barely considered 
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Christians by the others, and extended to the Catholic confrater­
nities, such as the Sisters of Mercy, and the various Jewish 
benevolent and visiting societies. The Catholic and Jewish socie­
ties tended not to be proselytising and instead concentrated on 
their own poor and defending their faiths from outside attack. 

Most visiting societies targeted specific geographical locations, but 
others were concerned to reach certain occupations and types of poor 
person, so there were missions to seamen and miners amongst other 
employment groups, and missions to lodging houses to contact those 
who were often without work - the floating population of 'comers 
and goers' to be found in every big city. The visiting ideal also ex­
tended to include a range of societies concerned to visit the sick and 
infirm in hospital, and at home, including those with specific inca­
pacities. For example, the Indigent Blind Visiting Society, founded in 
London 1834, pioneered the visiting of those who had lost their sight 
in later life or were in poor health and unable to work; by 1889, there 
were 45 such visiting missions to the blind. 31 Workhouse inmates were 
not neglected by the voluntary visitor. Louisa Twining founded the 
Workhouse Visiting Society in London in 1858, but soon discovered 
that the threshold of the workhouse was no easier to cross than that 
of the poor person's home. The Poor Law Board only reluctantly rec­
ognised the Society and guardians did not readily agree to admit its 
visitors. One problem was the extent to which Miss Twining used the 
Society to campaign for workhouse reform. However, the practice of 
visiting the workhouse pauper was encouraged by the example of the 
Workhouse Visiting Society and related schemes for the welfare and 
retraining of inmates. 32 

A common feature of the visiting society was its dependence upon 
volunteers. Unfortunately, these were not always in ready supply and 
the more grandiose plans of the city-wide societies had often to be 
tailored to suit a declining volunteer base. The cause of the problem 
was the exodus of the better offfrom the city centres in preference for 
tree-lined suburbs and rural retreats. The experience of the Manches­
ter and Salford District Provident Society was not untypical. Society 
plans in the 1830s for covering the urban area with a network of dis­
trict committees and around a thousand volunteer visitors proved to 
be wildly over-ambitious. The figure of 259 voluntary visitors was 
reached by 1835, but, as early as 1837, the Society was disturbed by a 
shortage of volunteers; by the 1860s, the number had fallen to 24. 
Although district visiting remained an ideal, it became apparent that 



Voluntary Charity and the Poor 83 

some alternative would have to be developed, if only to collect the 
savings of the provident. To this end, from 1845, penny banks were 
established in the poorer areas of town. 33 Many of the district visiting 
societies had a similar experience. Smaller or less ambitious societies 
were more likely to retain their volunteers, but the fact remains that 
inner districts of the main towns, lacking a resident middle class, were 
difficult areas in which to recruit charity visitors. This was a persist­
ent problem. Later in the century, the university settlement movement 
was an attempt to address the issue by setting young university volun­
teers in residential communities in the East End of London. Another 
solution was the payment of visitors and the most innovative exam­
ple of this occurred in the various initiatives of Ellen Ranyard. 

The London City Mission had employed paid visitors as early as the 
1830s, but they were not allowed to give poor relief, only spiritual ad­
vice. The 'Bible women' employed by Ellen Ranyard's Bible and 
Domestic Female Mission, founded in 185 7, were social workers as well 
as missionaries, and arguably the first of their type. These predomi­
nantly working-class women were residents of the districts they visited. 
Paid around £30 a year (a salary superior to the lower grades of do­
mestic service), they received a three-month initial training in scripture, 
hygiene and the Poor Law. Their visiting work was done under the 
watchful eye of lady superintendents. By 1867 there were 234 Bible 
women in London and the scheme spread rapidly to other cities. The 
task of the Bible women, as the name suggests, was to sell Bibles to the 
poor. But along the way, they were trained to offer advice to wives and 
mothers on the arts of domestic economy: cooking, cleaning and nee­
dlework. Moreover, they also ran successful thrift clubs, collecting weekly 
subscriptions to pay for items of clothing and furniture. This was the 
classic combination of spiritual welfare and the fostering of self-help. 
Revealingly, on those occasions when emergency relief was dispensed 
to the poorest of families, it was a task assigned not to the Bible woman 
herself, but to the lady superintendents who were 'more conscious of 
the dangers of indiscriminate relief'. 34 

The Bible women were not the only paid charity visitors in the mid­
dle decades of the century. There were other initiatives in other towns. 
The Manchester and Salford Ladies Sanitary Reform Association may 
justifiably claim the credit for inventing health visiting. From 1862, 
working-class women were employed and trained by the Association to 
teach hygiene to poor women in their homes. In the early days, this 
consisted chiefly of a demonstration of the power of disinfectant and 
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medicated soap against verminous insects, but gradually the work of 
the visitors developed and from 1890, six of its 14 visitors were paid 
by a city council alarmed at Manchester's persistently high infant­
mortality rate. The voluntary sector often pioneered activities later 
taken over by publicly funded bodies. The origins of the paid district 
nurse can also be traced to the 1860s. Initiatives in Liverpool and Lon­
don contributed to the development of the profession of home 
nursing. William Rathbone's District Nursing Society provided a res­
idential training home for nurses in Liverpool. The town was divided 
into districts in which trained nurses visited the homes of the sick 
poor, and lady superintendents raised funds and administered the 
scheme. 'The Lady Superintendent ... was to visit ... all cases under 
treatment, so as to obtain assurance that the nurse was working faith­
fully and well ... she was to examine the nurse's register, to consult 
with her on fresh cases, and to hear her report on old ones'. 35 Rath­
bone's work in Liverpool was paralleled by another of Ellen Ranyard's 
London-based initiatives. In the late 1860s, she began to employ work­
ing-class women as nursing visitors. Ranyard's Bible nurses were 
trained in various London hospitals, combined religious exhortation 
with medical guidance in their home visits, and were once again su­
pervised by lady volunteers. A key purpose was to teach the poor how 
to care for their own health: 'Mrs Ranyard's agents sought to turn the 
city's outcast population into respectable, independent citizens 
through an invigoration of family life .' 36 As in all district visiting, the 
fostering of self-help was the prime objective. 

The Moral Welfare of Children and Young Women 

Institutional provision was a hallmark ofVictorian society. From pris­
ons to workhouses, from lunatic asylums to industrial schools, the 
state increasingly dealt with social problems through institutions, on 
the assumption that it was both possible and desirable to control peo­
ple's minds, as well as their bodies, in an attempt to reform their 
behaviour. Charitable funds were similarly devoted to the provision 
of reformatory institutions. A variety oflargely residential homes and 
refuges were created for the morally deviant and the socially disadvan­
taged. Numerous protection and rescue societies sought to reform and 
moralise 'fallen women' and 'girls in moral danger'. Magdalene asy­
lums, training homes and night refuges existed for the rescue and 
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reclamation of the prostitute. Other voluntary organisations tackled 
the problem of orphaned, abandoned, runaway and otherwise home­
less children. From training and industrial schools to holiday homes 
and emigration schemes, children's rescue societies like Dr Barna­
do's coped with and publicised the scandal of child neglect and abuse. 
It was charitable societies that dealt with these issues and, during the 
latter years of the century, campaigned for state protection of the 
child. 

By contrast to the case of impoverished adults, the welfare of desti­
tute children was not to be left to the encouragement of self-help. 
The children of the poor were generally seen as a group in need of 
rescue and reform. The evangelical revival reinforced older attitudes 
towards the children of the labouring poor. In the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, the child was regarded as naturally wilful and 
unruly, in need of strict discipline, training in industrious habits and 
subject to the inculcation of correct habits and values. Childhood was 
to be a period of training for adulthood in a pre-ordained social posi­
tion. Thus it was the function of the Sunday School movement and the 
schools of industry that flourished from the end of the eighteenth cen­
tury onwards, in the words of Hannah More, a notable advocate of 
such schools, to 'train up the lower classes to habits of industry and 
virtue'Y Evangelical belief in the inherent sinfulness of humanity re­
inforced such assumptions. Equally, however, the Enlightenment 
thinkers of the eighteenth century had fostered an alternative version 
of childhood as a time of innocence, possessing its own qualities which 
were lost as the child became an adult. Best expressed in the lines of 
Romantic poets such as Wordsworth: 'Heaven lies about us in our 
infancy ... At length the Man perceives it die away', this notion of 
childhood as a distinct phase oflife encouraged the idea of children's 
rights, chief of which was the right to a proper childhood. This sus­
tained both the campaigners against child labour from Jonas Hanway 
to Lord Shaftesbury, but also spawned a sentimentalisation of the child 
as the fount of innocence, which encouraged some contradictory atti­
tudes when applied to the children of the poor. 38 

Public concern for the moral as well as physical welfare of poor 
children came to the fore early in the nineteenth century. The initial 
focus was on the working conditions of children in factories, mines 
and in dangerous occupations such as the sweeping of chimneys (the 
'climbing boys'). Anxiety was aroused chiefly by official enquiries into 
working conditions, and the scale of child destitution revealed by the 
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social investigations of journalists and of the statistical societies. Suc­
cessive Acts of Parliament (1802, 1819, 1833) excluded the child from 
a select number of employments. However, although the state had 
intervened to protect a minority of working children, it left a larger 
number unprotected, notably those engaged in the multifarious oc­
cupations of the city streets. Moreover, whilst it was deemed possible 
in the mid Victorian period to intercede between child and employer 
outside the home, the relationship between parent and child was con­
sidered sacrosanct. John Stuart Mill in his essay on liberty ( 1859) 
complained of the 'misapplied notions of liberty' which prevented 
the state from interfering with a father's 'absolute and exclusive con­
trol' over his children. 39 

The early and mid Victorians devoted an enormous amount of emo­
tional and intellectual energy to the problems of childhood. The early 
novels of Charles Dickens (Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby which 
appeared in the 1830s) excited the imaginations of a generation with 
sharpened sensibilities about the welfare of children. These sensibil­
ities encompassed several concerns ranging from a sentimental 
idealisation of childhood innocence to acute anxiety about the life­
style of the street child. At times, this latter concern constituted a 
'moral panic' and was linked to the criminality of the 'juvenile delin­
quent' (almost always male). Everyone who traversed the streets of 
the major towns and cities would have encountered innumerable im­
poverished children in ragged and dirty clothes either begging alms 
or, more likely, occupied in myriad street employments offering serv­
ices and selling goods, of which the crossing sweeper and the flower 
seller are only the best known. The phenomenon of children living 
on the streets, deprived of the benefit of good parents (or subject to 
the baneful influence ofbad ones) horrified enough passersby to gen­
erate a spate of philanthropic initiatives to alleviate the problem. What 
was the problem? It was not purely a question of relieving the desti­
tute. For the immorality and potential criminality of the life of the 
'street arabs' was a central concern. Ironically for the moralist who 
condemned the idleness of the poor, the street child was generally 
busy at some endeavour or another. It was the realisation that this 
capitalism of the streets could shade off onto a variety of illegal occu­
pations that spurred many to act. A notable propagandist of preventive 
action was Mary Carpenter, who divided the children of the destitute 
into two classes: 
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... those who have not yet fallen into actual crime, but who are almost 
certain from their ignorance, destitution, and the circumstances in which 
they are growing up, to do so, if a helping hand be not extended to raise 
them; these form the perishing classes; and ... those ... who unblushingly 
acknowledge that they can gain more from the support of themselves and 
their parents by stealing than by working ... these form the dangerous classes!0 

Mary Carpenter was active in the Sunday-school and ragged-school 
movements when, in the 1850s, she emerged as the chief advocate of 
the reform of the destitute child. Her advocacy extended to the found­
ing of reformatories and an industrial school, but her main significance 
lies in the influence her arguments had on the construction of public 
opinion on the street child, and the importance of her work in ob­
taining parliamentary recognition of reformatories in 1854 and 
industrial schools in 1857. The case she made emphasised the de­
pendent nature of child poverty. There was no argument here for the 
Smilesian virtues of self-reliance and personal moral responsibility. 
Moreover, the root of the problem was characterised as less a matter 
of poverty than a lack of parental love. Thus the solution was to res­
cue the child from its present circumstances and to reform its morals 
in the interests of the future happiness of society as a whole, and the 
eternal happiness of the individual child whose soul was saved. 

One of the earliest solutions to the problem of juvenile vagrancy 
had been emigration. Numerous emigration schemes hoped to 'clear 
the streets' of destitute children. Between 1834 and 183 7, the Chil­
dren's Friend Society emigrated 1300 London youngsters to 
agricultural work in the south of Africa. Although there is ample ev­
idence that many of these children were often little better off than 
transported convicts, emigration remained a common response until 
the end of the century. 41 It was one of the strategies employed by Lord 
Shaftesbury and the Ragged School Union. 

The ragged schools were devoted to the moral education of the 
destitute child. Their objectives were essentially evangelical rather than 
academic and they were inspired by the existing model of the Sunday 
Schools which, by the mid nineteenth century, were catering for the 
'respectable' rather than the 'rough'. In 1844, the Ragged School Un­
ion (RSU) was formed from 19 ragged schools, with Shaftesbury as its 
president. The average attendance in RSU day schools in London rose 
from 3480 in 1848 to 23 052 in 1870.42 As the title suggests, the move-
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ment classified children according to the condition of their clothes. 
But the 'ragged' child lacked more than a decent wardrobe. Shaftes­
bury equated sartorial and family status when he told the House of 
Commons in 1849 that among a cohort of ragged-school children: '24 
had no parents, six had one, three had stepmothers, 20 had no shirts, 
nine no shoes'. 43 

By the 1850s, ragged schools could be found in most towns through­
out Britain. Each was independent, although most were members of 
the RSU. They used volunteer and paid instructors and concentrated 
on teaching the children to read the Bible. But as well as places of 
instruction the ragged schools were centres of child care. Most fed their 
pupils, and several operated thrift clubs and clothing banks. Many 
undertook specialised work, such as: refuges for the homeless; indus­
trial training schemes; emigration training homes; treats, excursions 
and holiday camps; and temperance Bands of Hope. 44 The Education 
Act of 1870, which extended the principle of compulsory education to 
all children, undermined the work of the ragged schools. Although 
they were to continue into the twentieth century, direct state interven­
tion in the education of the child redirected charitable energies. The 
welfare focus narrowed to anxiety over malnourishment and various 
volunteer societies sprang up for the feeding of board-school children. 
Finally, the state, seeing the welfare of the child as an investment in the 
future efficiency and well-being of society, undertook to provide school 
meals for the poor in 1906. Earlier than this, the state had accepted 
responsibility for arguably a more sensitive aspect of child care. 

The formation of the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Children in 1889, following on from the work of the earlier Socie­
ties in Liverpool (1883) and London (1884), aimed at achieving state 
regulation of what the London society had termed 'Child Slaves'. 
These were the children sent out at night by poor and unscrupulous 
parents to beg, to sell or to perform in return for coppers. The inevita­
ble link to child prostitution was an added worry. The NSPCC was an 
effective lobby and shortly achieved the passage of the 1889 Preven­
tion of Cruelty to Children Act, which prohibited children under ten 
from such activities and threatened their instigators with fines or im­
prisonment. Although an inadequate instrument, the 1889 Act was the 
first statute to limit parental control over offspring, thus meeting Mill's 
call for a challenge to this 'misapplied notion of liberty'. Subsequent 
legislation culminated in the comprehensive clauses of the Children's 
Act of 1908, which touched on every child-related issue from baby farm-
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ing to child smoking. The work of the NSPCC, however, was not con­
fined to lobbying politicians. It adopted the casework procedures of 
the social worker to investigate accusations of cruelty to children and 
either attempt to influence parental behaviour or bring the case to 
court. However, the Society's 'cruelty men' rarely sought to separate 
children from their families. Less than I per cent of investigations be­
tween 1889 and 1903 resulted in a removal from parental custody. In 
fact, the NSPCC's own statistics suggest that a great majority of cases 
involved neglected rather than physically abused children, though So­
ciety literature continued to focus on acts of parental violence.45 

Other child welfare agencies in the later nineteenth century sought 
to undermine the parental rights of neglectful or cruel parents. The 
rescue and emigration work of Dr Thomas Barnado and others even 
extended to the forcible removal, or 'philanthropic abduction' as it 
was called, of a small but significant number of children from homes 
where they were felt to be in danger. Some were emigrated to Canada 
without parental consent and Barnado was repeatedly summoned to 
court in custody cases for this method of pre-emptive rescue. Eventu­
ally, the publicity surrounding Barnado's controversial activities 
culminated in further legislation to protect the child. The Custody of 
Children Act of 1891 allowed the removal of children from the guard­
ianship of negligent parents. 46 Dr Barnado's Homes was the most 
famous of the child-rescue societies which emerged during the last 
quarter of the century. There had been refuges, asylums and orphan­
ages throughout the century, but the work of Barnado and other rescue 
and reclamation specialists marks a shift to more interventionist strat­
egies than had been adopted by the evangelical world of the ragged 
schools and mission societies. Most sought to restore some semblance 
of home life to the 'outcast' children of the cities, hence the emphasis 
on 'Homes' for the destitute and policies of 'boarding out' children 
in foster homes, something which Barnado's pioneered. However, the 
religious character of this work was paramount and although Barna­
do's was nondenominational, interdenominational rivalry 
characterised the work of most of the rescue societies. The other prom­
inent bodies in the field were the National Children's Homes, founded 
by the Weslyan Methodist Thomas Bowman Stephenson, and the 
Church of England's own institution for destitute children, the Waifs 
and Strays Society, founded by Edward de Montjoie Rudolf. The Ro­
man Catholic children's rescue societies were organised on a diocesan 
basis. 
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Victorian concern for the moral and physical welfare of the young 
was related to anxiety about the fate of' girls in moral danger' and the 
predicament of the 'fallen woman'. There had long been a desire to 
'correct' the morally deviant woman and the prostitute was deemed the 
most extreme example. Asylums and penitentiaries for 'fallen women' 
dated back to the eighteenth century and perhaps earlier. There were 
also the Lock Hospitals, dating in many cases from the eighteenth cen­
tury, dedicated to the treatment of women with venereal disease and 
whose patients were frequently prostitutes. These traditions continued. 
But something of a 'moral panic' around the mid century about such 
morally dark corners of urban life increased public awareness, and pro­
pelled a generation and more of charitable women into work with 
prostitutes. 

Unsatisfied that visiting asylums and Lock Hospitals was sufficient, 
they turned with religious fervour to the very streets and brothels 
where the prostitute plied her trade. The purpose was to persuade 
her to purer paths and literally to 'rescue' her from a life of danger 
and disease. Thus the 'rescue' mentality of much late-century charity 
extended to the reclamation of the fallen woman. This could be ex­
hausting and perilous work, as lady volunteers faced ridicule and 
hostility from the women they set out to help, and were threatened or 
attacked by brothel keepers and drunks. More than any branch of char­
ity this became identified as female activity. It inspired women like 
Ellice Hopkins, already an accomplished charity volunteer, to visit the 
vice dens of Brighton in 1866, the beginnings of a prominent career 
as an activist, writer and campaigner for the rescue of prostitutes, 
children raised in brothel surroundings, and the 'friendless' girl in 
'moral danger'. Thousands of poor women forced into prostitution 
through poverty and circumstance willingly entered Magdalene 
Homes in the hope of a better life. However, once inside the regime 
was generally strict and infused with religious instruction. One prosti­
tute, who eventually returned to the streets, complained: 'I was so 
miserable always thinking about my sins.' 47 Attempts to treat prostitu­
tion as a moral disease were futile. As Frances Finnegan notes of the 
York refuge: 'Their undoubtedly sincere efforts were bound to fail, 
since they were attempting to turn individual women from a life of 
prostitution without attacking the fundamental economic, social and 
moral issues involved.' 48 

Not all 'fallen women' were necessarily prostitutes, but were often 
young, female adults either convicted of minor misdemeanours or 
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noted by a figure of authority to be sexually active. In other words, it 
was less the poverty and more the morality of these young women that 
drew them to the attention of the rescue movement. In the Magdalene 
and other rescue homes, the emphasis was upon domestic training and 
the object of many societies was to turn out girls suitable for employ­
ment as domestic servants. For example, the Manchester Ladies 
Association for the Protection and Reformation of Girls and Women 
established its own home in the 1880s to provide training for domestic 
service for 'girls in moral danger'; the girls were generally found work 
in the houses of the wealthy ladies who ran the Association. Some soci­
eties offered a variety of services and facilities for girls and young 
women, not all of them poor. Thus the Church of England based Girls' 
Friendly Society, launched in 1874, had a national organisation run­
ning lodges, homes, thrift clubs and emigration schemes. It promoted 
an ideal of womanhood for those it helped. 'The model G. F. S. girl 
was expected to be devout, kindly, serious-minded, uncomplaining and 
... relatively uninterested in the opposite sex.' 49 

Rescue work and rescue workers fed into a variety of other campaigns. 
In particular, moral reform and social purity went hand in hand. Ellice 
Hopkins devoted much of her energies in later life to her White Cross 
Army, which traversed the gender boundary to discourage swearing and 
indecent behaviour amongst men. Such efforts were linked to the cam­
paigns of societies such as the Social Purity Alliance, the National 
Vigilance Association and the Moral Reform Union. But they also dem­
onstrate the extent to which rescue work raised awareness of the double 
standard in which women were held morally responsible for sinful acts. 
This was most clearly expressed in the campaigns against the Conta­
gious Diseases Acts from the late 1860s through to their repeal in 1886. 
This legislation sought to reduce venereal disease in the armed forces, 
in ports and garrison towns, by the compulsory inspection, registration 
and, where necessary, confinement of infected prostitutes against their 
will for up to nine months in a Lock Hospital. This glaring example of 
double standards enraged and politicised many involved in rescue work, 
most prominently Josephine Butler, who spearheaded the campaign of 
the Ladies National Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Dis­
eases Acts. Related areas of concern were the legal protection of girls 
living with prostitutes, child prostitution and sexual abuse. Each of these 
involved campaigns to change the law. In work with women - as with 
children - voluntary agencies increasingly expected the state to act as 
the guarantor oflegal rights and the protector of the weak and vulnerable. 
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Care of the Sick and Infirm 

The greatest absorbers of nineteenth-century benevolent funds were the 
medical charities. Financed in much the same way as other charitable 
societies, the voluntary hospitals were the most visible manifestation of 
charitable effort. Their existence as institutions devoted to the care of 
the sick was an eighteenth-century development. Beginning in London 
with the foundation of the Westminster Infirmary in 1719 and Guy's 
(unusual in that it was founded by bequest) in 1721, construction spread 
across the country. The main period of expansion, however, was in the 
nineteenth century. By 1891, the number of general hospitals had reached 
385, plus a proliferation of specialist institutions. 50 As well as the general 
infirmaries, both large and small, there were several types of specialist 
institution, such as maternity hospitals, children's hospitals, eye and ear 
hospitals, dental hospitals, and the Lock hospitals for the treatment of 
venereal diseases. In addition, charitable gifts supported convalescent 
homes to aid patient recovery, residential homes for the deaf and for the 
blind, and for other instances of physical disability. However, it was not 
always easy for the poor to gain access to treatment. Indeed, it has been 
argued that the welfare function of the voluntary hospitals may have 
declined after the eighteenth century as the medical priorities of surgi­
cal staff challenged the benevolent purposes of charitable patrons.51 

Nevertheless, the contest for souls remained a significant feature of vol­
untary medical care in Victorian England. 

The voluntary hospitals were places both of medical advance and of 
charitable dispensation. There was often a conflict of interest between 
the lay philanthropists, who founded most of the general hospitals, 
and the medical men, who provided the honorary medical staff of those 
hospitals. The need for financial stability led most of the charity hos­
pitals to adopt a system whereby subscribers could nominate a number 
of patients each year. Except in cases of accident and emergency, the 
prospective patient in England (admissions policy was different in Scot­
land) could only gain admittance to a voluntary hospital via the 
recommendation of a subscriber who would certify that he or she was 
'a proper object of the Charity'. This was usually meant to exclude 
'pauper' cases whose rightful place was thought to be the workhouse. 52 

This reliance upon recommendations for hospital admissions granted 
the subscriber considerable potential for the exercise of patronage. 
Moreover, generally motivated by compassion or evangelical fervour 
rather than medical knowledge, the individual subscriber often had 
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non-clinical intentions in recommending patients. They were more like­
ly to refer for treatment the kind of case which might occupy a bed for 
several weeks, to the exclusion of the acutely sick. Regarding the hos­
pital as a 'reformatory', as well as an 'infirmary', the Christian 
philanthropist told the hospital patient that the purpose was 'not only 
to restore your bodily health, but effectually to promote your spiritual 
Welfare, and eternal Salvation'. 53 Thus a long-stay patient offered am­
ple opportunity for the practice of sick visiting, often by lady visitors, 
which itself was strong on religious indoctrination. 

The association in the minds of the charitable of weak bodies and 
vulnerable souls is inescapable. The ratio of religious practitioners to 
medical ones was often high. A survey of the provincial hospitals in 
1864 found several examples like that of the Royal Portsmouth 
Hospital, which was 'used mainly as a refuge for a few chronic invalids 
who have had the good luck to recommend themselves to some 
subscriber'. 54 The honorary medical staffs in the hospitals, by contrast, 
generally wished to admit short-stay acute cases, who could be treat­
ed or operated on with quick results. In several London hospitals, 
they were particularly concerned to admit patients with interesting 
diseases for teaching purposes. Suitable cases were selected from the 
crowds of the sick which gathered in the hope of treatment in the 
outpatient departments of the major infirmaries. 

In the larger industrial towns, many of those admitted for treatment 
were accident cases injured at their place of work. Aware of the finan­
cial implications of industrial injury, employers often subscribed to 
voluntary hospitals so as to secure the right to have their sick employ­
ees admitted as patients. This was much cheaper than the provision of 
adequate safety precautions or of paying the salary for a factory surgeon. 
Thus half the subscription income of the Huddersfield Infirmary in 
the mid nineteenth century was derived from the town's industrial­
ists. 55 Considering the restrictions upon entry, what social class of 
patient was admitted? The evidence is varied. Patients in a small 
provincial general hospital like the Salop Infirmary in 1845-46 cov­
ered a wide range of employments, from agricultural labourer to 
prostitutes, from clerks to quarry workers. However, it is unlikely that 
many of the very poor found their way into one of the voluntary 
hospitals. Of the teaching hospital patients classified by occupation 
in the census of 1861, the vast majority were wage earners employed 
in industry, domestic service or agriculture. A tiny proportion were in 
middle-class occupations. 56 
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Dispensaries may have been of more direct importance in the treat­
ment of the sick poor, although they have rarely been a subject of 
historical researchY Beginning later than the voluntary hospitals (in 
the 1770s), by 1820, around 60 were operating in London and the 
provinces. They were run on similar lines to the hospitals, except 
that they concentrated on outpatients and home visits by dispensary 
physicians. However, dispensaries were generally oflower professional 
status than the hospitals and were commonly staffed by younger med­
ical men starting out in their careers. None the less, it has been claimed 
that their contribution to public health was greater and that their phy­
sicians became expert in the natural history and treatment of epidemic 
fever. 58 Dispensaries dealt most directly with the poor, but they experi­
enced a crisis of funding from the 1830s as the ideology of self-help 
and the rise of the Poor Law medical service developed. From the 
mid century, provident dispensaries became more common, based 
upon weekly contributions, they represented a shift away from pater­
nalism and towards self-help. 

The variety of voluntary medical provision had as much to do with 
the professionalisation of 'doctoring' in the nineteenth century and 
the need for medical men to make their way in the 'market for medi­
cine' as it did with the needs of the sick poor. However, not all doctors 
were 'on the make'. There was a tradition of general practitioners doing 
a certain amount of unpaid work among the poor. Some even set aside 
a few hours a week when they would attend the poor without fee (al­
though medicines were probably still charged for). In 1825, the 
Huddersfield Medical Society drew up a scale offees according to the 
incomes of patients, recommending that those 'occupying houses at 
a rent under fifteen pounds per annum shall be charged for visits or 
not according to the discretion of the practitioner'. 59 However, as the 
medical profession became more competitive during the century and 
as attitudes towards the poor hardened under the impetus of the New 
Poor Law, the doctor who did not charge or was indifferent to the size 
of his fee was often viewed with hostility by his colleagues. 60 The de­
gree of professional resentment of free treatment was exacerbated by 
the experience of many practitioners on low-paid contracts with Poor 
Law unions or on the doctors panels of the friendly societies. 

Whilst the voluntary health services of the eighteenth and the first 
half of the nineteenth centuries were the product of a combination of 
philanthropic contributions and professional medical interests, the 
contributory funds of working people themselves became more im-



Voluntary Charity and the Poor 95 

portant as the century progressed. Although the pace of change should 
not be exaggerated, this trend to contributory schemes pointed to 
the future in voluntary hospital finance. From the mid century, local 
workplace-collection schemes had helped to fund particular hospitals. 
The Hospital Saturday Fund, founded in the 1870s, was designed to 
organise such contributions on a grander scale. When the Saturday 
Fund established a penny-a-week scheme in the 1890s, its collections 
took on a 'quasi-insurance' character which alarmed some in the 
medical profession. Working men were starting to claim a right to treat­
ment rather than relying on the 'gift' of a subscribers' 
recommendation. By 1900, Hospital Saturday and other contributory 
schemes provided over 17 per cent of the ordinary income of provin­
cial hospitals in England and Wales. The trend to contributory schemes 
continued into the interwar period and by the 1930s, they provided 30 
per cent of hospital income, easily exceeding income from charitable 
sources. The other major source of revenue by this time was patients' 
fees. These twin sources sponsored an expansion in private hospital 
provision, which continued till the formation of the National Health 
Service in 1948. However, such later developments should not be an­
ticipated. In 1900, charitable income (subscriptions, donations and 
voluntary collections) still provided over half of ordinary income, and 
paying patients contributed a mere 2 per cent. The voluntary medical 
services were still charitable as well as private.61 

Later Victorian Charity 

Although the later decades of the century witnessed an increasingly 
less equitable economic or ideological climate for voluntarism, it would 
be misleading to defer to hindsight in hastening the demise of char­
ity, which remained central to welfare provision into the early twentieth 
century. However, the utilitarian and evangelical impulses of Victori­
an philanthropy hardened into more clearly separate strategies. In 
particular, the Charity Organisation Society, formed after the poor­
relief crisis of the 1860s, sought to reserve the charitable gift for the 
'deserving' and condemned the spread of charity to areas such as the 
relief of the unemployed. By the 1890s, voluntarism in all its varieties 
was facing the prospect of closer relationships with the state which 
went beyond the lobbying of the child welfare societies. This conver­
gence of philanthropy and the 'public sector' heralded a partnership 
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which, in the twentieth century, was to see a subordination of volun­
tarism to the more pro-active welfare policies of central government. 

The evangelical drive which had generated so much charitable en­
deavour since the 1780s stimulated new charities throughout the 
second half of the nineteenth century. But the pan-evangelicalism of 
the early nineteenth century had largely disappeared. The Anglican 
resurgence of the second quarter of the century and the religious re­
vivals which periodically swept communities of church and chapel from 
the 1850s until the first decade of the twentieth century contributed 
to denominational rivalry. A practical stimulus was the alarm generat­
ed by the religious census of 1851 which revealed very low church 
attendance in poorer neighbourhoods. However, revivals had only 
short-term implications for congregational growth. 62 The more enduring, 
if homespun and unsung, strategies for sustaining church and chapel 
membership among the working classes were the various voluntary 
activities located in church halls in the evenings and on Sunday after­
noons. Chief amongst these parochial institutions was the mothers' 
meeting. An extension of the district visiting movement, the moth­
ers' meeting gathered together working-class women in an 
environment of domestic culture (chiefly needlework) and religious 
exhortation. If numbers are anything to go by, it was a great success. 
Prochaska estimates that upwards of a million women and their chil­
dren attended weekly meetings by the turn of the century. Supervised 
by lady volunteers and in meetings of up to 50 or 60, the mothers' 
meeting became a ubiquitous feature of charitable provision in the 
second half of the century. It was arguably the greatest philanthropic 
experiment in bringing the social classes together. 

By the 1880s, most parishes, and many charities aimed at the poor, 
organised mother's meetings. According to their historian, these gath­
erings embodied maternal culture, were centres of female comradeship 
and, by the close of the century, had become a source of advice on 
infant welfare and family health. 63 The mother's meeting was only 
the most common example of the parochial voluntarism encouraged 
by religious revivalism and denominational rivalry. Bible classes, youth 
groups, choral societies, temperance organisations, such as the Band 
of Hope, and a host of other ventures epitomise the association of 
philanthropy with spiritual regeneration and the desire to consolidate 
church communities. 

The foundation of so many charitable agencies in the mid-century 
period, at a time when the issues of poverty and unrest were less at 
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the forefront of the public's attention than they had been during the 
1830s and 1840s, is witness to the power of the evangelical move­
ment. This trend continued and as many as two thirds of the charities 
set up in the second half of the century were evangelical in inspira­
tion. Barnado's and the Salvation Army are perhaps the most famous 
examples. The evangelical springs of social action could be more 
impulsive and inclusive than the more utilitarian priorities of some 
charity intellectuals. As we have seen, these twin roots of welfare charity 
need not necessarily be seen in opposition. But the evangelical mind 
was less likely to turn away the undeserving applicant on the grounds 
that all were capable of being saved. Spiritual redemption was the 
ultimate evangelical purpose: self-help was only a means to that end. 
Few of the organisers of charity saw it that way. 

Charity Organisation Society 

The charitable impulse was a complicated phenomenon and since 
the later eighteenth century, there had been those who sought to or­
ganise the charitable and the charitable gift so as to restrain and 
redirect philanthropic energies. Thus some societies existed to influ­
ence the giving of others rather than to fulfil a philanthropic purpose 
themselves. The Charity Organisation Society (COS) was founded in 
London in the wake of the poor-relief crises of the 1860s, and in the 
context of fears about the demoralisation of the working classes and 
the spectre of the 'residuum'. It began life in April 1869 as the Soci­
ety for Organising Charitable Relief and Repressing Mendicity, but 
rapidly became known by its shorter title. In the later nineteenth cen­
tury, the Charity Organisation Society in London and other similar 
or branch agencies across the country attempted to restrain and con­
trol the charitable gift; to reduce the total amount of charitable giving 
and to direct the remainder only to those they considered deserving. 
The bette noir of the charity organiser was the indiscriminate gift: that 
is, charitable giving without knowledge of, or enquiry into, the cir­
cumstances or character of the recipient. Instead, the COS argued, 
charity should be discretionary. It was not a right to be claimed but, 
literally, a gift at the discretion of the donor. As such it carried moral 
implications for both giver and receiver alike. 

Thus it was held that charity must be conditional upon 'good hab­
its'; that is, it must sustain and not undermine the best efforts of the 
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deserving to remain thrifty and self-reliant. It must help the poor to 
help themselves and must not have the effect of making them de­
pendent upon external support. As it was, those who joined the COS 
deplored the huge amounts devoted to charity. These funds, it was 
felt, were actually fuelling the fires of destitution rather than reliev­
ing the distress that so agitated the philanthropic conscience. The 
spectre of a return to the dependency culture of pre-1834 times haunt­
ed the would-be charity organisers. C. S. Loch, the Society's secretary 
from 1875 to 1913, denounced indiscriminate alms giving as a 'vol­
untary ... insufficient ... wasteful ... self-imposed tax on the rich'. 
Another of the Society's leaders, Octavia Hill was horrified by what 
'impatient charity is doing to the poor of London'. To Edward Deni­
son: ' ... [t]he gigantic subscription lists which are vaunted as signs of 
our benevolence are monuments of our indifference.' 64 

Before considering the work of the COS, it should be recalled that 
they were not the originators of charity organisation, although they 
gave it this particular name. As we have seen, the concern for a 'scien­
tific charity' - which co-ordinated giving, acted as a storehouse of 
information, aimed to educate the giving class, and organised dis­
trict visiting of the poor in their homes - can be found as early as the 
1790s in the activities of the SBCP and others, was stimulated by the 
example of Chalmers's work in the Glasgow of the early 1820s, and 
found expression in a number of societies in the early and mid centu­
ry. The foundation of the COS in 1869 was the culmination of the 
charity organisation movement not its genesis. That being said, the 
proliferation of charities, and the perceived unevenness and over­
lapping of provision since the middle of the century, made the 
organisation of charity seem more necessary than ever. No other Vic­
torian charitable society has been given as much attention by historians 
as the COS, but opinion on its character and importance is mixed. 63 

The Charity Organisation Society should be studied both as a volun­
tary society - with its own philosophy, organisation and practices -
and also as a platform for a number of influential intellectuals con­
vinced of the efficacy of voluntary solutions to social problems who 
were, by the turn of the century, fighting a rearguard action against 
the threat of centralised state-welfare programmes, which they felt 
undermined the principles of self-help and social progress. The fact 
that the COS has been judged by some to have failed in its practical 
endeavours should not serve to obscure the impact its leaders had at 
the highest level on the welfare debates of the time. 
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The COS had three key aims which came to define the significant 
areas of its work. Firstly, it set out to co-operate with the Poor Law 
authorities at a local level in order to establish a more effective line 
of demarcation between the responsibilities of the boards of guardi­
ans and of the voluntary charities; this involved the ideal of a deterrent 
Poor Law acting as a safety net for the destitute and as a sanction 
against the 'undeserving', whilst a better organised charitable sphere 
could eradicate the indiscriminate gift and reserve charity for the 
'deserving' case only. Rather than relieving distress, it was argued, 
'misplaced charity' actually encouraged pauperism because it offered 
something for nothing, thus demoralising the deserving poor. The 
issue of the Goschen Minute endorsing its strategy showed that the 
Society had official support at the highest level (see Chapter 2). 

Secondly, alarmed at the proliferation of often competing socie­
ties, and appalled at the overlapping in provision and apparent lack 
of discrimination between applicants, the Society saw its function as 
the 'organisation' of other charities so as to better co-ordinate chari­
table effort, and facilitate the exchange of reliable information for 
those whose donations supported the societies. To this end, it pub­
lished lists of approved charities and advice and guidance literature 
for charity workers, and undertook to influence public opinion in the 
direction of a more judicious and, as it regarded it, 'scientific' ap­
proach to the charitable gift. Once more the indiscriminate gift was 
the enemy; and the supposedly 'sentimental' charity of the evangeli­
cal societies was a prime target. Finally, the Society's chief 
organisational mechanism was that of casework; the visiting and in­
vestigation of all applicants for relief, not so as to act as a relief-giving 
agency, but as a mechanism of moral improvement in the individual. 
More prosaically, this involved casework as a means of vetting applicants 
for both charitable assistance and, as many COS activists hoped, for 
official poor relief as well. By the 1880s, investigation and casework 
had become the chief preoccupation of the COS and its main raison 
d'etre. It developed its own 'casepaper' practice, focusing upon poor 
families and for each case recording details such as employment his­
tory, patterns of income and expenditure, evidence of thrift (e.g., 
friendly society or savings club memberships) or conversely, of the 
receipt of poor relief. Its rigorous and intrusive methods and the fact 
that it turned down most applicants as undeserving earned it few 
friends amongst either the poor or, indeed, amongst other charities. 

The COS managed to alienate many within the charitable community, 
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especially those evangelical charities of which it was most critical. 
Furthermore, it was largely unsuccessful in its attempt to redirect the 
efforts of the charitable or to reduce charitable expenditure. Moreo­
ver, it is a mistake to think of the COS as a national society at all. 
Despite claims to the contrary, although COS branches or similar 
societies were founded in a numbers of provincial towns and cities, 
they never functioned as a national network of charity organisation 
societies. Even within London, its federal structure gave individual 
COS branches great leeway in their approach to charitable relief. Bob 
Humphrey's study of the charity-organisation movement in the prov­
inces has concluded that, although the provincial societies professed 
commitment to the principles of the London COS, in reality, they 
displayed a wide variety of practices. For example, the Central Relief 
Society in Liverpool, although it affiliated to the London COS, con­
tinued to act as an agency of direct relief and the District Provident 
Society in Manchester, whilst professing to be a charity organisation 
society, made little attempt to organise other charities. The COS am­
bition of co-ordinating relief was rarely realised in practice and there 
are few examples of successful co-operation with local Poor Law guard­
ians, even in London. The intention of the home visit to bring the 
rich and poor together generally foundered upon the old problem of 
a shortage of volunteers, and it became common to employ paid in­
vestigators. 66 

The COS was not a monolithic body nor was it an unchanging one. 
The view that the Society consistently expressed 'a sternly individual­
ist philosophy'67 has been undermined by those who point to the views 
of certain of its key intellectuals (chiefly Bernard Bosanquet and C. S. 
Loch) who, whilst espousing individual responsibility as the cause of 
poverty, linked charity to a theory of citizenship and notions of an 
ethical community. 68 There is certainly much evidence to suggest that, 
for some, the social work of the COS offered an alternative form of 
social advance that did not require centralised state welfare, but equally 
did not hark back to the certainties of the earlier political economists. 
However, 'harder and dryer' views generally prevailed in the Society. 
For example, the idea of 'friendly visiting', by which the home visit 
was meant to forge a relationship of mutual obligation and trust, and 
which Jane Lewis argues was 'significantly different from the older nine­
teenth-century concept of district visiting', may, in the event, have 
involved little more than the old aim of getting the poor family to see 
the virtues of middle-class values and culture. 69 Nevertheless, the COS 
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has often been credited as the originator of modern social work. The 
Society itself claimed descendance from Thomas Chalmers's work in 
1820s' Glasgow and the Elberfeld experiment in mid-century Germany. 

But it is also to the long-standing English example of home visiting 
and rudimentary casework that we should just as readily look for the 
roots of charity visiting, which acquired its new name of 'social work' 
in the era of the COS. It was in the professionalisation of social work 
that the real innovations of the COS lay, especially the detailed elabo­
ration of casework practice and in the idea of training social workers. 
The Society in 1897 began training courses in co-operation with the 
Women's University Settlement and established its own, short-lived, 
School of Sociology in 1903 (absorbed by the London School of Eco­
nomics in 1912). However, the focus in much writing about the COS 
on its contribution to the history of social work, and its relation to 
modern welfare practices, should be accompanied by more attention 
to the nineteenth-century world of voluntary visiting of which it was a 
part. 

If there was a diversity of ideas within the COS, there is little doubt 
that its intellectuals had the ear of the powerful and well placed. The 
COS enjoyed an influence on official thinking out of all proportion to 
its impact upon the activities of the charitable. It was regularly repre­
sented on official enquiries into social problems, and its intellectuals 
were regarded as 'experts' on poverty and social welfare. This was in 
part due to Loch's effectiveness as the Society's long-standing secre­
tary, but also was a consequence of the Society's desire to maintain its 
influence on all kinds of welfare policy. This latter point is illustrated 
by the extent to which the COS was willing to adapt to both the growth 
of the labour movement and to the emergence of state relief outside 
the Poor Law. For example, Jose Harris has noted the Society's tolera­
tion of relief funds and public works for the unemployed, as long as 
COS members could keep control of the administrative strings. 70 As 
the years went by, a new generation of COS activists were more willing 
to adapt to a changing ideological climate. When the Conservative gov­
ernment of Arthur Balfour decided to appoint a Royal Commission on 
the Poor Laws and the Relief of Distress in 1905, the 18 commissioners 
included 11 members of the COS. The Majority Report of the Royal 
Commission, published in 1909, was largely written by Helen Bosan­
quet of the COS and was signed by all the COS commissioners. As 
McBriar argues, this Report's recommendation of the abolition of the 
boards of guardians, abandonment of the aim of abolishing out-relief, 
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and proposal of semi-official status for voluntary investigation is in­
dicative of the extent to which a 'younger guard' within the COS had 
moved towards a public-private partnership in the relief of the poor. 71 

Several of the COS 'younger guard' had been influenced by Samuel 
Barnett, a founder member of the COS, who became convinced that 
it did not understand the needs of the poor. Instead of casework with 
individual families, Barnett pioneered social work in the community 
via the Settlement House Movement. Toynbee Hall, the Universities 
residential settlement in East London, opened in 1884 with Barnett as 
its first warden. The idea was to place young university men (and later 
women) in the midst of the poor in order to unite the classes in com­
mon experiences and shared community. The objective was very 
different from that of the evangelicals anxious for conversions. Bar­
nett was at pains to stress that the relationship was to be reciprocal, 
the poor were not to be preached at or patronised. The solution was 
intentionally radical. In Barnett's eyes, the answer to poverty and 
demoralisation was 'the abolition of the space which divides the rich 
and poor .... Not until the habits of the rich are changed, and they 
are again content to breathe the same air and walk the same streets as 
the poor, will East London be saved.'72 Not for the first time - nor, 
indeed, would it be the last- the antidote to poverty was conceived in 
terms of personal relationships, between rich and poor, in a shared 
humanity. Before the century had closed, there were 30 settlement 
houses on the Toynbee Hall model across London and in provincial 
cities. 

Housing and Unemployment 

The COS was active during an era of crisis in which the problems of 
poverty, housing and unemployment were at the heart of the social 
problem. In the 1880s and 1890s, perception of poverty shifted to­
wards a focus on the inner city: the housing crisis, the unemployed 
and casual poor, the fear of unrest in the mid 1880s subsiding into a 
bleak, but less dangerous image of 'mean streets' and 'grey lives' in 
the 1890s. Moreover, these were decades of debate in which confidence 
in the post-1834 strategy of a harsh Poor Law and discriminating char­
ity was waning. How did charities react to the issues of housing and 
unemployment in an uncertain ideological climate? In the first place, 
the problems of the homeless and the inadequate provision of housing 
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stock for the poor were areas for charitable effort which sometimes 
trod on the toes of the property owner. In an age when, of all civil 
rights, the right of property ownership appeared to receive most re­
spect, it proved impossible for any agency to devise satisfactory 
arrangements which combined slum clearance with the provision of 
cheap housing. Only at the very end of the century did the (local) 
state, in the shape of a handful of municipal councils, start to get in­
volved in the provision of public or subsidised housing. Whilst slums 
were often condemned as 'unfit for human habitation' or cleared for 
the purposes of road widening or major building projects, such as oc­
curred in the West End of London, those evicted from the demolished 
properties were not rehoused, but simply squeezed into increasingly 
overcrowded and inadequate housing elsewhere. 

The housing crisis of the later nineteenth century propelled char­
ities into the provision of subsidised and model accommodation, chiefly 
lodging houses and blocks of flats. The most notable ventures into 
philanthropic housing were run on semi-commercial grounds, the fa­
mous 'philanthropy plus 5 per cent'. Model dwelling tenements were 
constructed on this principle in the big cities from the 1860s onwards. 
The Peabody Trust, the Improved Industrial Dwellings Company and 
others had built in over 50 locations by the mid 1880s, but the re­
quirement for a profit meant that the rents they charged were generally 
beyond the reach of the poorest families. Although thousands were 
rehoused by the model dwellings movement, and this may have freed 
up accommodation for those lower down the social scale, historians 
generally conclude that 'philanthropic capitalism' of this sort was of 
limited significance in either the housing crisis of the later nineteenth 
century or the broader problems of poverty. Moreover, all the exper­
iments were urban and there was little philanthropic interest in 
providing rural housing. Similarly, company housing, although some­
times architecturally and socially innovative, as at Port Sunlight built 
by W. H. Lever or the garden suburb constructed by George Cadbury 
at Bournville, was of marginal significance to the national picture and 
generally benefited the better-off working families rather than the 
poor. 73 

The best-known charitable attempt to provide housing for the fam­
ilies of the poor, rather than of the artisan, was the work of Octavia 
Hill and her followers in London and other cities. A granddaughter 
of the sanitary reformer Southwood Smith, and co-founder of both 
the COS and the National Trust (the latter in 1895), Hill was a major 
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figure in the world of philanthropy from the 1870s to the early twentieth 
century. Her housing experiments offered cheap accommodation for 
poor families, combined with close supervision to ensure that tenants 
maintained clean and moral habits, those who did not come up to 
scratch were evicted. This reflected Hill's assumption that bad housing 
was the consequence both of neglectful landlords and the character 
of some tenants. Her landladies (for they were generally women) were 
to be social workers as well as house managers and rent collectors. As 
in much Victorian charity the solution to social problems was sought 
through personal relationships between individuals. Hill vigorously 
opposed municipal housing for the poor, arguing that state responsi­
bility should halt at slum clearance, regulating building standards 
and enforcing sanitary laws. The mere threat of municipal action, she 
maintained, stifled voluntary effort. 74 By 1900, in London there were 
already several council estates and an acceptance of the role of municipal 
housing. However, it was not until the Housing Act of 1919 that the 
role of the state as a major provider of working-class housing was clear. 
Prior to 1914, the case remained strong, even among members of the 
newly formed Labour Party, that council housing would create a de­
pendent and demoralised population, and that the true role of the 
state was not to house people, but to ensure that people could satisfac­
torily house themselves. 75 

In the last 20 years of the century, the problem of urban unemploy­
ment loomed larger - even than housing - on the agenda of many 
charities. Throughout the century, the vagrant had been occasionally 
offered an alternative to the workhouse casual ward via the night asylum 
and strangers' friend refuges, which were always intended for the genu­
ine workmen on the tramp in search of employment rather than the 
permanent vagrant or the temporarily homeless. The problem of unem­
ployment and homelessness in the later century produced periodic 
'sleeping out' crises, in which the streets of the larger cities were crowd­
ed with out of work men and women. There had been charitable societies 
specifically for the relief of the unemployed ever since the eighteenth 
century. They were usually local and small scale. A common criticism 
throughout the period was that they attracted mendicants to the neigh­
bourhood. 76 The COS opposed such societies as agencies of indiscriminate 
relief. But the COS approach through casework was oflimited value even 
to that small proportion of the unemployed whom they were willing to 
help. Between 1886 and 1896, an average offewer than 800 cases a year 
were 'assisted to find employment' by the London COS. 77 
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In the event, the COS was prepared to tolerate limited public relief 
works during years of high unemployment and also to co-operate 
with other local agencies (guardians and municipal authorities) in 
the organisation of relief funds, chiefly since it hoped to bring its 
influence to bear to prevent indiscriminate giving. The most notable 
instance of this had been the Mansion House Fund of 1886, which 
had dispensed nearly £100 000 in a panic spate of giving in response 
to the serious unemployed riots in the West End. 78 Subsequently, the 
Lord Mayor convened a Mansion House Committee that administered 
relieffunds in the Capital between 1886 and 1894. In this forum, rep­
resentatives of public and voluntary bodies and the churches debated 
how best to deal with the seemingly intractable problem of unemploy­
ment. Generally, the COS would co-operate only with minor public 
work schemes. This pattern was repeated across the country, where 
the major agency involved in such work creation was the local munic­
ipal authority. Other voluntary charities, however, were less 
circumspect in dealing with the unemployed. 

Home colonisation, settling unemployed men to work on vacant 
agricultural land, was a major strategy in the treatment of unemploy­
ment in the closing years of the century. It was also a strategy which 
attracted charitable funds. These so-called labour or farm colonies were 
organised by local authorities, Poor Law guardians and voluntary char­
ities. Some were punitive and disciplinary, while others were worthy, if 
largely futile, exercises in retraining. The first practicable experiment 
in the field was organised by the London Congregational Union in 
1886, when it arranged for the employment of 150 London unemployed 
by a Lincolnshire farmer. Other charitable ventures included that of 
the English Land Colonisation Society affiliated to the interdenomi­
national Christian Social Service Union. But the largest, and most 
controversial, scheme of home colonisation was that of the Salvation 
Army, based on General William Booth's In Darkest England and the 
Way Out (1890). This was an effective expose of social conditions, in 
which Booth compared the lives of the poorest in England to the lot 
of the African native. Booth's was a radical agenda. Although he ac­
knowledged the extent to which 'misery' of the poor 'arises from their 
own habits', he also condemned: 'Those firms which reduce sweating 
to a fine art, who systematically and deliberately defraud the workman 
of his pay, who grind the faces of the poor, and who rob the widow and 
the orphan, and who for a pretence make great professions of public­
spirit and philanthropy'. 79 
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The founder of the Salvation Army set out to offer the nation a 
plan of social and spiritual redemption based on agricultural colo­
nies at home and emigration overseas. Booth's programme epitomised 
the extent to which the evangelical charities undermined the desire 
of the charity organisers to drive a wedge between the Poor Law and 
charity, reserving the latter for the deserving or, as the COS were 
beginning to call them in the 1890s, the 'helpable'. Booth could not 
have been more explicit in his rejection of this line of demarcation. 
The inclusive approach of the evangelical meant that it was precisely 
the poorest who were to be saved first. The 'denizens in Darkest Eng­
land', for whom Booth appealed, were: 

those who, having no capital or income of their own, would in a month be 
dead from sheer starvation were they exclusively dependent upon the money 
earned by their own work; and those who by their utmost exertions are 
unable to attain the regulation allowance of food which the law prescribes 
as indispensable even for the worst criminals in our gaols.' 80 

In Darkest England challenged the adequacy of self-help and, indeed, 
of charity itself as a remedy for poverty and unemployment. 

The 'social salvation' scheme of the Salvation Army was followed 
through with all seriousness during the 1890s and into the new cen­
tury. It enshrined the notion that only if the environment of the poor 
was radically altered could their character be reformed. It was to so­
cial reform not self-help that Booth looked, and the Army acted as a 
pressure group for greater state responsibility for the unemployed. 
But this should not suggest an abandonment of voluntary action, quite 
the reverse. The Salvation Army sought to secure official sanction for 
its own work with the unemployed. In the event, its network of work­
shops, labour bureau, labour colonies and emigration policy that it 
built up in the 1890s was never officially adopted. However, the fact 
that the 'Darkest England' scheme was considered at all as a means of 
dealing with the residuum - either by the state delegating responsi­
bility to the Salvation Army or by incorporating its 'social wing' as a 
branch of public administration - suggests that voluntary solutions to 
social problems were considered relevant by those in public office and 
supports Finlayson's idea that, by the later nineteenth century, the 
welfare path being trod was that of 'convergence' rather than con­
frontation between the respective spheres of voluntarism and the 
State.81 As jose Harris observes: 'The Army's colony and workshop were 
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frequently inspected by politicians and social reformers as evidence 
of what could and could not be done to rehabilitate the unemployed. '82 

Into the Twentieth Century 

The central state only slowly assumed direct welfare responsibility 
beyond the relief of destitution and, before 1900, government minis­
ters still displayed a willingness to seek informal, decentralised and 
voluntary solutions to welfare problems. The Salvation Army scheme 
is witness to the continued vitality and imagination of the voluntary 
sector at the close of the nineteenth century, and of its increasing 
desire to pursue a partnership with the state. The extent to which 
children's charities in the 1880s and 1890s were looking to the state 
for a legal framework of child protection is further indication of a 
convergence of voluntarism and the state. The path of convergence 
had even been followed by the COS in its desire to co-operate with 
the Poor Law and was to be further pursued when the Society sought 
a semi-official status for its casework practices in the Majority Report 
of the Poor Law Commission in 1909. 

The voluntary charities had exhibited a wide range of responses to 
the social problems of the later Victorian years. They were to be equal­
ly divided over the spread of state responsibility after 1900. MacBriar's 
identification of a 'younger guard' within the COS by the time of the 
Royal Commission on the Poor Laws between 1905 and 1909, which 
was more positive towards public bodies and which acknowledged en­
vironmental causes of poverty, is indicative of changes pointing towards 
the so-called 'New Philanthropy'. The clearest expression of this before 
1914 came in the Guild of Help movement. 83 Unlike the COS, this was 
a decentralised movement which sprang from the civic consciousness 
of provincial cities like Bradford and Halifax. The Guild of Help has 
been seen as marking the transition from charity to social work and 
ending the notion of philanthropy as something done to the poor by a 
privileged class. 84 However, the extent to which the 'New Philanthro­
py' broke with the traditions of self-help and moral exhortation before 
1914 was limited. In the founding city of Bradford: 'thrift, sobriety 
and hard work were the cardinal virtues preached by the Guild.'85 Like 
the COS it concentrated on home visits and casework. Although its 
visitors were called 'helpers', they were not allowed to give material 
assistance, only moral guidance and practical advice. Helpers were 
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reminded that: 'always the best gifts to the poor are self-respect and 
provident habits, and one of the worst gifts that can be inflicted on 
them is the habit of depending upon alms.'86 This is where we came in. 
Despite adjustment to a changing climate of ideas the rationale of the 
self-help charities remained remarkably consistent. 

It was the survival of a moral dimension to the social reform ideolo­
gy of the early twentieth century that in part explains the degree of 
convergence, rather than conflict, between public and voluntary agen­
cies in the extension of state responsibility for social welfare before 
1914. Arguably, the real transition to a 'new philanthropy' came dur­
ing and after the First World War, when charity found itself more clearly 
subordinated to rather than a partner of the state. This encouraged a 
coming together of the disparate parts of an emerging 'voluntary sec­
tor' in the National Council of Social Service in 1919, the predecessor 
oftoday's National Council for Voluntary Organisations. As the twenti­
eth century progressed, the process of convergence between voluntarism 
and the state increasingly became a relationship of dependence in which 
the voluntary sector worked to supplement expanding state provision. 
By the mid twentieth century, the emergence of the 'social welfare state' 
marked the culmination of the transition from the nineteenth-century 
pattern, when 'active citizens' had sought welfare solutions outside the 
state, to a new one in which an 'active state' took upon itself to bestow 
welfare entitlements upon its citizensY Before 1900, however, the tran­
sition to the 'active state' was largely in the future, its precise contours 
and character undetermined, and the future role of the voluntary 
sector yet to be established. 



4 
THE WORKING CLASS, SELF-HELP 

AND MUTUAL AID 

For those in poverty, the presence or absence of state welfare provi­
sion is a major issue. In the late twentieth century, the forms and 
interviews, the officials and regulations of the welfare bureaucracy 
are an everyday fact oflife for the poor. By contrast, the impact of the 
state in the nineteenth century, although real, was much more dis­
tant. The contraction of taxed-based redistributive policies from the 
1830s and the concurrent outpouring of charitable funds might sug­
gest a voluntary redistribution to replace the decline in state provision. 
However, voluntary income was variable, and the causes supported 
more often reflected the enthusiasms and anxieties of the charitable 
than the practical needs of the poor. Whilst the contribution of both 
the voluntary sector and the state to the provision of care and welfare 
in the nineteenth century should not be underestimated, in the pre­
vailing climate of individualism and self-help, much was left to the 
resources of the individual. Those in poverty, and those in fear of 
poverty, were most dependent upon their own resources and those of 
their family, their neighbours and their class. 

'Self-help' invokes the ideology of individualism encapsulated most 
famously in the book of the same name published by Samuel Smiles in 
1859. The mutualist character of much of 'private' welfare provision 
instead invites the term 'mutual aid'. For example, the collective char­
acter of social insurance through the friendly society found expression 
in the conviviality of its proceedings, and the sharing networks which 
sustained many a poor family through hard times depended on recip­
rocal understandings between neighbours. There are, of course, cases 
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of private provision that appear more individualist than these exam­
ples: for instance, the depositor in a savings bank or the purchaser of 
a commercial insurance policy does little to participate in the mutual 
principle, at least in those actions. However, although different indi­
viduals might be seeking either to maximise their own self-interest 
or to participate in a collective exercise of mutual aid, in terms of 
welfare provision, the outcome was the same. Through formal or in­
formal means the working class were providing for their own welfare 
rather than (or as well as) acting as supplicants to external agencies, 
whether Poor Law officials or charity committees. 

It seems ironic that moralists and charity reformers spent so much 
time preaching 'self-help' to the masses in the face of overwhelming 
evidence of self-reliance and mutual assistance arising from within 
the working class itself. Despite the repeated and routine condemna­
tions of working-class fecklessness and improvidence throughout the 
century, there is ample indication of self-help and mutual aid amongst 
the poor, although it was often in forms which the propertied classes 
did not understand or suspected ofbeing subversive. In times of hard­
ship, unemployment, sickness, childhood, old age and death, a 
majority of the working class drew on their own resources or the sup­
port of their relatives and neighbours before they considered asking 
for poor relief or charity. In large part, the self-help and mutual-aid 
strategies discussed below arose from the experience of life during 
an era of rapid social and economic change, facilitated for some by 
rising living standards, but also reinforced by the restrictions placed 
upon public relief after 1834 and the stigma associated with the sta­
tus of being a pauper. 

It is common to speak of the 'victims of poverty'. Such words are 
meant to convey the powerlessness of individuals in the face of events 
beyond their control, but which none the less have a great impact 
upon their lives. However, such language obscures the various ways 
in which people endeavoured to 'make ends meet' in the struggles of 
everyday life, supported others in similar circumstances and, when 
possible, made plans to prevent poverty which were both individual 
and collective. In all this, individuals, families and groups, who pos­
sessed comparatively little power within society, can be portrayed as 
dynamic rather than passive; active agents in the shaping of their 
own histories rather than the victims of poverty or dependants on wel­
fare. Thus the savings clubs and friendly societies, the credit and pawn 
economy, and the 'neighbourliness' of poor districts were strategies 
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designed to prevent or to survive the incidence of poverty. 
Although the same individuals and families might deploy several 

of these, it is helpful to consider them as separate institutions. Con­
sequently, this chapter deals first with the mechanisms for 
accumulating personal savings in preparation for times of need and 
insuring collectively with others against identifiable risks, such as sick­
ness and unemployment (chiefly the friendly society, trade union, 
co-operative society and savings bank). Secondly, I turn to the impor­
tance of regular credit in the working-class economy, from retailer, 
pawnbroker and money lender, plus the more informal support net­
works and survival strategies between neighbours and kin which 
sustained individuals, families and communities through periods of 
poverty. Partly because of relative neglect by historians of the work­
ing class, initial attention is given to the friendly societies, numerically 
the largest working-class movement in the nineteenth century and 
which originated the principle of contributory social insurance so 
prominent in Britain's welfare tradition. 

Friendly Societies 

The friendly society movement was the oldest and most successful ex­
ample of working-class mutual aid. 1 Through the pooling of member's 
weekly contributions, they enabled working people collectively to af­
ford welfare benefits which they would never have been able to pay for 
as individuals. Chiefly these benefits included sick pay, the possibility 
of medical attendance during illness, and the payment of funeral ex­
penses so as to avoid a pauper burial in an unmarked grave. In the 
later nineteenth century, doctors were often hired on contract and in 
the larger societies joined a 'panel' from whom members could choose. 
Unpopular practitioners could be removed from the panel. The cost of 
benefits such as these would vary, but generally fell between sixpence 
and one shilling a week depending upon age of entry to the society. 
The goal of social security would require regular payments over a 
number of years. Consequently several of the successful societies im­
posed a minimum wage clause or excluded certain more irregular 
trades. Equally, persons admitted normally would have to be of sound 
health, and to be deemed of regular habits and good moral character. 
It was also common to require the payment of an entrance fee. These 
restrictions upon membership were necessary on actuarial grounds. 
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The survival of each friendly society depended on its calculation of the 
risks insured against and no society wanted to elect to membership 
someone regarded as a 'bad risk' either on grounds of health or in­
come. The payments of the members were the funds of the society, 
there were no charitable contributions to fall back on (although the 
small number of 'county societies' were charitable in origin). For those 
able to enjoy society membership, the returns were more than finan­
cial and gave them a taste of the personal security only available to 
those who could afford to plan their lives. 

Friendly societies had their origins in the seventeenth century, but 
it was during the later eighteenth century and the early nineteenth 
century that they began to flourish. The reason for this is partly tied 
up with the growth of industrial occupations, but also related to chang­
es in the organisation of work, especially the migration of labour 
associated with the rapid pace of urbanisation. One of the repercus­
sions was an increase in economic insecurity for the. majority of 
working people. It was not so much a question of advancing levels of 
poverty; indeed wage rates and real incomes were generally higher in 
the towns than in the countryside. Rather, it was a matter of declining 
levels of social security. Although the agricultural labourers of the 
eighteenth century possessed less in the way of disposable income 
than their nineteenth-century urban counterparts, generally they had 
enjoyed a greater degree of job security and most had the benefit of a 
more inclusive welfare system under the Old Poor Law. Friendly soci­
ety membership was higher in those regions whose populations were 
expanding fastest as a result of inward migration, chiefly the Mid­
lands and the North West, and lower in the more completely 
agricultural counties of the South and East. 

Although there are no entirely reliable figures, returns for 1815 
and 1831 suggest a situation in which Lancashire had by far the larg­
est number of members of local societies and, at 17 per cent, the 
highest proportion of population who had joined a society. Other 
counties with 10 per cent or more of their population in local friend­
ly societies in 1831 included Cornwall, Devon, Leicestershire, 
Monmouthshire, Nottinghamshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire and 
Warwickshire. Counties in which 3 per cent or fewer were members of 
local societies were Berkshire, Herefordshire, Sussex and Westmore­
land; Cambridgeshire, Kent, Norfolk and Lincolnshire all had fewer 
than 5 per cent oftheir population in societies. Membership was con­
centrated in regions attracting migrant labour. The link between 
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friendly society growth and urbanisation in the early nineteenth cen­
tury has been particularly emphasised by Martin Gorsky, who argues 
that the societies acted as a kind of 'fictive kin' for migrants workers, 
providing: 'social networks, conviviality, and personal and financial 
support at times of life crisis'. 2 

The classic organisational form at this early stage was the local sick 
club, with meetings held in the local inn or public house. Sometimes 
societies were organised in a particular trade. In either case, meetings 
were regular and attendance was often a condition of membership. 
Committees were usually appointed to administer sick relief according 
to the rules drawn up at the society's formation. Society funds would 
be kept in a safe place, often a heavily padlocked chest with different 
keys held by separate members of the committee. Members might also 
be contributors to a slate clothing club or boot and shoe club, or any 
other of the innumerable examples of working-class thrift. The friend­
ly societies were later to take on a national importance which was 
reflected in their organisation. However, in this early period many so­
cieties were short-lived. The most ephemeral were the dividing societies 
which paid sick relief, but regularly divided up their funds and distrib­
uted them to members before reforming as a new club. Dividing societies 
were by their nature confined to a particular locality. These dividing 
clubs or tontines provided only limited cover against sickness and fu­
neral costs and no medical attendance. They could not offer their 
members the interest from an accumulating fund, but if they had to 
close down, only one year's contributions would be lost. 

The period after 1830 saw a significant change in the organisation 
and size of the friendly society movement. Whilst the earlier societies 
had been local and independent, the friendly society movement of 
the middle and later nineteenth century came to be dominated by 
the 'affiliated orders'. These were societies with a central body to which 
individual societies could affiliate, becoming branches or lodges of 
the larger affiliated order. The advantages of the new affiliated or­
ders lay in the benefits of scale involved. It was possible to spread the 
risks and the costs across several branches and so provide benefits 
over a wider geographical area, particularly important for those trav­
elling in search of work who could obtain a tramping allowance from 
different lodges whilst on their journey.3 This new method of organ­
isation had its origins in the early nineteenth century when particular 
societies took the initiative in opening other 'lodges' in the same area. 
This is how the Manchester Unity of Oddfellows started in about 1810. 
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Around three years later in Leeds, the other major affiliated society 
began life as the Royal Order of Foresters; but a secessionist move­
ment in Lancashire in the 1830s led to the establishment of the Ancient 
Order of Foresters. The Manchester Unity and the Ancient Order were 
to become the largest affiliated orders and the only ones with nation­
al coverage, having around half a million members each by the 1870s. 

These affiliated orders experienced a period of very rapid growth 
during the 1830s and 1840s. Of the 3074 English lodges of the Man­
chester Unity of Oddfellows still active in 1875, 1470 or 47 per cent 
had been founded in the ten years between 1835 and 1845 alone. 
(Number oflodges founded: 1825-35: 455; 1835-45: 1470; 1845-55: 
297; 1855-65: 358; 1865-75: 354.4 ) The most remarkable increases 
were in the northern and midland counties of Lancashire, Yorkshire, 
Staffordshire, Cheshire, Derbyshire and Warwickshire. Why did the at­
tractions of 'oddfellowship' appear so strong at this time? Was it a 
reflection of rising real wages? Over the longer term, this was undoubt­
edly a feature in the continued growth of friendly societies throughout 
the century, but the evidence suggests that the late 1830s and the early 
1840s, far from being a period of rising living standards, were instead 
characterised by trade depression and unemployment. The industrial 
districts of Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire were especial­
ly badly hit by the downswing of the trade cycle between 1837 and 
1842. Yet it was precisely in these regions that friendly society growth 
was most marked. It is more profitable to look to a political rather than 
an economic explanation for the sudden surge in affiliated-order mem­
bership. It can be no coincidence that the period of most rapid growth 
followed the passage of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. This 
was as much in anticipation of the new relief system as experience of it, 
since it took several years for the New Poor Law to be introduced in the 
industrial districts. However, it was widely believed that parish relief 
would be entirely removed from the able-bodied, and the spectre of 
the workhouse (the dreaded 'bastille') hung over the textile regions 
causing great anxiety and a rush to join friendly societies in the hope 
that this would insure members against recourse to a reformed and 
restricted Poor Law. 

Hostility to the New Poor Law remained strong within the friendly 
societies throughout the mid Victorian period. The intensity of feel­
ing aroused gives the lie to notions that the friendly society movement 
was merely a mouthpiece for liberal values. To many it must have 
seemed as if the avoidance of the workhouse had become the whole 
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raison d'etre of the movement. In a history of the Oddfellows published 
in 1845,]. Burn complained that thanks to the 'cold and heartless 
nostrums' of political economy: 'The face of the country has been cov­
ered with barracks for lodging paupers, by which means the working 
man has been taught to look upon himself as a thing depending upon 
others, rather than as a being whose labour and industrious habits added 
dignity to his position in society.' Comparing provision in the work­
house unfavourably with that in the country's prisons, the head of the 
Ancient Order of Foresters complained that: 'were it not that there is a 
fearful hereafter, it were far better to be a highwayman and a murderer 
than to be driven to the parish for relief.' 5 

It had been an intention of the New Poor Law to encourage the self­
help institutions, as well as discourage relief applications. The Poor 
Law Report had expressed the belief that more strictly regulated poor 
relief would stimulate benefit-society membership. The annual reports 
of the Poor Law Commission in the years following 1834 suggest that 
the authorities believed fear of the workhouse was driving men into 
friendly societies. John Tidd Pratt, the barrister charged with approv­
ing friendly society rules (and later the first Registrar of Friendly 
Societies), conveyed the welcome news that there had been a large in­
crease in the number of new societies seeking registration after 1834.6 

Official interest in friendly societies extended further than the opera­
tion of the Poor Law. Initial suspicion that all combinations of working 
men were subversive or that thrift would be better organised by the 
higher social classes soon gave way to a more positive attitude. The 
state's role was to become that of an 'enabler'. The main principles 
guiding legislation on the friendly societies was the offer of certain 
benefits (most importantly exemption from rates and legal protection 
of funds) in return for voluntary registration. By 1846, the chief instru­
ment of government policy was the office of the Registrar of Friendly 
Societies. The main function of the Registrar was to issue certificates of 
approval to societies which applied for them. It was also possible for 
building societies, co-operatives and savings banks to register, and the 
report of the Royal Commission on Friendly Societies of 1874 referred 
to the Registrar, John Tidd Pratt, as the 'minister of self-help to the 
whole of the industrious classes'. Under Pratt's idiosyncratic guidance 
the work of the Registrar's office expanded considerably. 7 However, it 
was the insurance element of friendly society practice rather than its 
mutual conviviality of which Pratt most approved. 

The weekly or monthly meetings of friendly society lodges were 
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occasions for conviviality and fellowship. Thus the attractions of mem­
bership included the sense of belonging to a brotherhood and the 
feelings of camaraderie that 'club nights' and regular 'feasts' could 
arouse. The public-house locale for many of these occasions provid­
ed an atmosphere at once gregarious and agreeable. The lack of 
temperance implied was only one of the aspects which worried the 
moral reformer (although the societies were at pains to emphasise 
the 'temperate conviviality' of their gatherings and those preferring 
to abstain from 'intoxicating liquors' could join the Independent 
Order of Rechabites founded in Salford in 1835). Other causes of 
concern were the lack of external regulation involved and the inte­
gration into working-class culture that the 'club nights' symbolised. 
The lodge encouraged an atmosphere of social cohesion and solidarity, 
which went beyond the simple employment of the insurance principle 
and alarmed the middle-class moralist. It must be remembered that 
the 'true' friendly societies (those which were genuinely self-govern­
ing rather than the centrally administered 'ordinary' societies or the 
so-called 'county societies' sponsored by the propertied classes) were 
fraternal associations rather than insurance companies. Thus they were 
a mixture of self-help and mutual aid. An expression of this was the 
willingness of some larger societies to sustain long-term payments to 
the elderly to keep them out of the workhouse. Additionally, it was 
sometimes the case that lodge members would accept the exaction of 
a levy or contribute to a special collection either to continue support 
to certain members who had exhausted their entitlements or to actually 
keep societies afloat when funds were exhausted (a not uncommon 
occurrence in the early days of actuarial science). The lodge structure 
and club rituals were further expressions of a fraternalism which could 
transcend the principle of sickness insurance. 

An important part of the club night was the elaborate ceremonial 
involved. This was most marked in the lodges of the affiliated orders. 
The Oddfellows and the Foresters developed ritualised procedures and 
intricate sets of rules. Officials rejoiced in extravagant titles with a 
Grand Deacon opening lodge meetings and every district under the 
guidance of a Grand Master. The sub-Masonic character of these prac­
tices served to bind lodge members together, giving the proceedings 
and the individuals involved an air of significance generally lacking 
in their everyday lives. Moreover, it should be borne in mind that the 
'club' character of the 'true' friendly society, although fraternal in prin­
ciple, could mitigate against too socially inclusive a membership. Lodge 
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rules were often concerned with the behaviour and character of mem­
bers, as well as the payment of dues. The award of medals and 
certificates for excellence was paralleled by the imposing of penalties 
for breaches of the regulations. Fines were levied on recalcitrant mem­
bers, especially those who were seen to abuse the sick-pay regulations. 
Issues of respectability, moral probity and personal decorum were cov­
ered in many friendly society rule books. These were more than a 
matter of form and tradition. It was a question of social proximity, a 
matter of whom societies had in mind as members; with whom they 
wished to associate. The question of membership may chiefly be an 
issue of cost but in the convivial culture of the club meeting, it was 
also a matter of the acceptable boundaries of social interaction, in­
dicative of the role of social distinction as well as class solidarity. Equally, 
however, it was the very conviviality of the lodge meeting that repelled 
many among status conscious lower-middle-class groups, like clerical 
workers, and in part explains their preference for the non-convivial 
sickness insurance of the Hearts of Oak and other so called 'ordinary' 
societies. 

The insurance element was strongest and the mutuality principle 
least developed in what the Royal Commission of 1874 referred to as 
the 'ordinary' (or general) friendly societies. These were centrally run, 
sometimes nationally organised, offering life and sickness insurance, 
but lacking the lodge organisation of the affiliated orders and many 
of the local societies. The ordinary societies grew rapidly in the sec­
ond half of the century. The largest was the Hearts of Oak, founded in 
1842. Its membership of 10 571 in 1865 multiplied to 64 421 within 
ten years and stood at almost a quarter of a million by the end of the 
century. Contributions were sent and benefits received through the 
post or they were collected and distributed by agents paid on a com­
mission basis. The lack of any semblance oflocal organisation meant 
that there was no social bond between members. The management of 
the ordinary societies was in the hands of a committee reporting to 
an annual general meeting. These were insurance businesses rather 
than 'friendly' clubs. Members were reported to 'dislike the nonsense 
and mixed company of the club nights, and look for an investment of 
their savings on purely business principles'. 8 This impersonal form of 
society approximated to the commercial insurance companies, which 
themselves were successfully extending operations into the homes of 
the working classes over the same period. 
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Burial Insurance 

Overlap in provision between the friendly societies and the commer­
cial sector was most marked in the area of death or burial insurance, 
what became known officially as 'industrial life assurance'. It was quite 
normal to cover the costs of a 'respectable' funeral along with regular 
friendly society contributions for sickness benefit. But for those who 
could not afford the expense, the cheaper alternative was the burial 
club. With the costs of between one halfpenny and three pence a week, 
this was the most basic form of 'contingency insurance', and the most 
widespread and earnestly maintained form of saving. Why was this par­
ticular form of saving and insurance so popular? The answer lies partly 
in the fear of a pauper burial, but also in an increasing emphasis on 
the ritual observances of the 'respectable funeral'. The way one was 
buried was an emblem of social position. The expanding middle classes 
emulated the pomp and ceremony traditionally associated with the 
aristocratic burial and the profession of undertaker grew to meet the 
demand. The horse-drawn funeral carriage rich in plumes, attended 
by black-attired heralds and pallbearers; the graveside rituals accom­
panied by the tolling bell and the careful lowering of the lead-lined 
coffin into a (soon to be) ornately marked grave were, together, hall­
marks of social status and familial respect. Moreover, the manner of 
interment had deeply rooted religious implications regarding the res­
urrection of the body and expected reunion with relatives in an 
afterlife. Such imperatives enhanced the need for the integrity of the 
corpse. Equally, a marked grave is a place to return to, both as a sign 
of respect and as a means of remaining close to lost loved ones. The 
'decent funeral' desired by the working classes involved at least some 
elements of the individuality of such a 'send off', even if the cost and 
grandeur would be on a reduced scale. However, the greatest fear was 
of an anonymous pauper funeral. 

By contrast to the respectable funeral, the family of the person bur­
ied 'on the parish' would experience a ritual of a quite different order 
and status. There is evidence of a decline in the care and dignity of 
the pauper funeral under the New Poor Law as the principle of 'less 
eligibility' was imposed. Official regulations set out to stigmatise the 
pauper funeral as an event to avoid. Since they were not paying, relatives 
were not involved in the funeral arrangements, which were in any case 
perfunctory, nor could they be sure of a place at the graveside. The 
use of palls or bell-ringers was forbidden, and economy urged in all 
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expenditure to ensure a ritual lacking in dignity or individuality. The 
materials employed were to be of the cheapest kind. The bodies of the 
dead, often wrapped in paper shrouds, were enclosed in flimsy wooden 
coffins. Interment was in a mass grave, dug to accommodate as many 
as 20 coffins, and quicklime was liberally used to facilitate repeated 
use of the same opening. The place of burial was unmarked, save for 
the wooden or stone markers bearing an official number that were the 
only evidence that generations of the poor had been laid to rest in 
that particular spot. Apart from this, there was no individual burial 
place for relatives to return to and no respect for the integrity of the 
bodies of the dead. Add to this the impact of the Anatomy Act of 1832, 
which allowed the use of pauper corpses for dissection by anatomists 
(thus dispensing with even the pauper funeral), and it is not hard to 
understand the terror inspired by the prospect of 'ending up on the 
parish'. The dead pauper was truly of no consequence. As the poet, 
Thomas Noel observed: 'Rattle his bones over the stones/ he's only a 
pauper whom nobody owns.' 9 

Avoidance of a pauper funeral explains why the practice of paying 
into a burial fund reached so far down the social scale. It was the 
outlay which families were most anxious to maintain. Maud Pember 
Reeves noted that the usual amount paid out in Edwardian London 
was a penny a week for each child, twopence for the wife and three­
pence for the husband. Those whose children died uninsured would 
scurry between neighbours and relatives in a desperate attempt to se­
cure the cheapest non-pauperising funeral. Ten shillings was the lowest 
reported charge an undertaker would make and funerals could not be 
obtained on credit. The average cost could be much higher. 10 In an 
age of high infant mortality rates, it was prudent parents who prepared 
for the likely eventuality of burying some of their own children. The 
simplest of burial clubs maintained a basic fund to cover the funeral 
costs of members and their families, which was topped up by a levy 
each time a funeral was paid for. 

Local burial clubs were often short-lived since funds were generally 
less secure than in the sick clubs. However, as the century progressed, 
the business of the burial societies expanded and some of them be­
came national in scope. The two largest were based in Liverpool, the 
Royal Liver and the Liverpool Victoria. In 1875 the Royal Liver had 
around 600 000 members and the Liverpool Victoria, about 200 000. 
In organisational terms these were centrally run collecting societies 
with contributions collected week by week, door by door. The friendly 
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collecting societies functioned as insurance companies in all but name. 
In theory they were controlled by the members, but in practice were 
in the hands of managers and agents. The experience of membership 
was little different from the payment of premiums on a life insurance 
policy purchased from one of the agents of an industrial assurance 
company, such as the Prudential. Aggressive canvassing by the com­
mercial companies in the later nineteenth century took business away 
from the more ephemeral and unreliable of the burial clubs, although 
the major collecting societies retained a large share of the burial in­
surance business into the twentieth century. 

The Size of the Friendly Society Movement 

It might be reasonable to assume that most working-class families 
would take out various kinds of insurance whenever they could afford 
to do so: a key problem being that not all who did so could keep up 
the payments as regularly as they might like. But how many were in 
the position to purchase a degree of social security in this way? The 
evidence is hard to come by and what data we do have has to be handled 
with some care. The friendly societies were the key agency of social 
insurance in the nineteenth century. But we have no clear information 
on the proportion of the population who were members, since regis­
tration was always voluntary. However, some of the estimates are 
remarkably high. On the basis of evidence before it, the Royal Com­
mission on the Friendly Societies of 1874 concluded that there were 
around four million members of friendly societies and about eight 
million interested in them as beneficiaries. Members were to be found 
in 32 000 societies of all descriptions, both registered and unregis­
tered, possessing a total of almost £12 million in funds. 11 If accurate, 
these are very impressive figures. 

On the basis that the vast majority of friendly society members were 
male and over the age of 20 (for female members see below), they 
imply that some 60 per cent of adult males in England and Wales be­
longed to a friendly society of some description. However, the Royal 
Commission's calculation was based on a case study of Lancashire, an 
atypical county, and included burial clubs and collecting societies. In 
doing so they were counting those whose contributions were intended 
to cover funeral costs alone. For many, this was their only form of 
saving and it is stretching the evidence to accept the four million 
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figure, as F. M. L. Thompson does, as a measure of the 'provident 
population' .12 A more appropriate guide to the proportion of the pop­
ulation in a position to cater for their own welfare would be to ask: 
how many were providing by voluntary means for security in times of 
sickness, unemployment and old age? At a time when the state took 
such limited responsibility for social welfare, it is a key question. 

The figure of four million members from the fourth report of the 
Royal Commission on the Friendly Societies may exaggerate the size 
of the working-class self-help community, but by how much? Would a 
more legitimate assessment lie somewhere between the Royal Com­
mission estimate and the known membership figure of almost 1.9 
million for those friendly societies making a return to the Registrar 
General of Friendly Societies in 1872? Even this lower figure com­
prised around 25 per cent of the adult male population of all social 
classes. But this is a known under-estimate of membership. In the first 
instance, there was the notorious reluctance of many societies to sub­
mit their rules to the Registrar. This non-registration was particularly 
marked among the smaller local societies. Furthermore, there is the 
problem of the non-return of data from those societies that actually 
did register. In 1872, a higher than average number of societies re­
sponded to the request for details of membership, and yet it was little 
over half of registered societies which provided such a return. This 
data still included burial society members, but must provide the very 
lowest assessment of the extent of welfare provision by self-help and 
mutual aid. 

It is likely that the self-help community was larger than the 25 per 
cent of males over the age of20 implied by the returns for 1872. Local 
studies can provide some useful indications. Geoffrey Crossick has cal­
culated that in the region of 35-40 per cent of occupied adult males in 
'Kentish London' (Deptford, Greenwich and Woolwich) in the 1860s 
and 1870s were members of 'true' friendly societies (excluding burial 
clubs). 13 In a detailed study of friendly societies in Glamorgan, Dot 
Jones puts the figure even higher, claiming that: 'at least half the adult 
male population ... contributed to friendly societies through the whole 
period 1800-1910.' 14 National assessments are fraught with all the dif­
ficulties of finding reliable evidence. However, Paul Johnson has made 
an estimate for the turn-of-the-century in broad agreement with the 
results of local research in London and Wales. He calculates the pro­
portion of sickness benefit members of friendly societies in 1901 at 41 
per cent of the total adult male population. 15 



122 State, Society and the Poor in Nineteenth-Century England 

On the basis of the returns for 1872 plus the calculations of histo­
rians, it is safe to conclude that, by the second half of the nineteenth 
century, at the very least one in four, but most probably more than 
one in three, adult males were making private provision for their own 
and their family's welfare through membership of a friendly society. 16 

Either figure would constitute a significant community of interest in 
Victorian society. Such a self-help community dwarfs the proportion 
receiving state welfare through the Poor Law and overshadows the 
numbers aided by voluntary effort through charities. Moreover, friend­
ly society membership outstrips all other working-class institutions 
in size. Estimates of trade union membership in the 1860s varied 
from 500 000 to 800 000. (Although, as we shall see, trade unions were 
also providers of social insurance.) Membership of the co-operative 
movement stood at around half a million in the 1870s. The evidence 
suggests that friendly society membership continued to rise through 
to the end of the century and beyond. 

The Social Composition of Friendly Societies 

What do we know about the social composition of the membership of 
the friendly societies? The evidence is even more sparse and anecdotal 
than that for membership totals. Contemporary impressions are some­
times misleading since commentators often failed to distinguish between 
health insurance and burial insurance. In general, however, most ob­
servers support the idea of a hierarchy of thrift in which sickness insurance 
was the preserve of the artisan class and above. For example, according 
to Sir George Young, 'members of the affiliated orders are for the most 
part handicraftsmen .... With few exceptions the lodges of a society like 
the Manchester Unity are practically closed against agricultural and other 
unskilled labourers.' Young was of the opinion that the unskilled were 
'generally unwilling or unable' to afford sick pay contributions on top of 
the cost of burial insurance. 17 Historians have generally confirmed this 
impression. If we exclude the burial and collecting societies from the 
equation and confine ourselves to those who could afford the regular 
payments necessary to insure against loss of earnings during sickness, 
then most historians report a concentration of members in the higher 
paid, higher skilled occupations. Before questioning this assumption, 
let us review some of the historical literature. There is a paucity of direct 
evidence and most of this relates to the affiliated orders. 
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Gosden's analysis of occupational data- gathered by the Corre­
sponding Secretary of the Manchester Unity of Oddfellows between 
1846 and 1848- revealed a membership characterised by the better 
paid trades: particularly those in textiles, mining, printing and build­
ing. Artisans of all sorts were well represented. For example, whilst 
carpenters and joiners constituted only 2.68 per cent of occupied 
males in England and Wales according to the Census of 1851, 6.0 
per cent of MUOF members were in that occupation. The high repre­
sentation of occupations in wool and cotton manufacture may have 
reflected the strength of the Manchester Unity in the north of Eng­
land, but also the relatively high wages customary in those industries 
(both points I will return to later). Equally, the strikingly poor show­
ing of agricultural occupations (masked by the categories used in 
the survey) was indicative of the relatively low rates of pay on the 
land. 18 Moreover, as suggested above, the affiliated orders catered 
especially for the needs of those industrial occupations in which 
'tramping' was common. This was the case for carpenters, shoemak­
ers, blacksmiths and tailors, prominent occupations among the 
Manchester Unity membership. 

Other studies of the affiliated orders tend to reinforce Gosden's 
conclusions that the friendly societies drew heavily on skilled labour 
for support. For example, Robbie Gray's analysis of the membership 
of a single lodge of the Oddfellows in Edinburgh between the 1850s 
and the 1870s found that the majority (over 70 per cent) came from 
the skilled trades, with the rest made up in almost equal proportions 
from business/white-collar and unskilled occupations. Crossick's evi­
dence for the Woolwich Foresters over a similar time span confirms 
this impression, albeit with a higher representation for unskilled trades 
(an average of 30 per cent of new members over the 1845-76 peri­
od).19 However, studies of the Oddfellows and the Foresters may be 
unrepresentative, due to the higher than average contributions and 
benefits in the affiliated orders. The evidence is hard to come by, but 
the unskilled might have been represented in larger numbers in the 
local sickness benefit clubs. There were unskilled members in the towns 
and cities but what of the countryside? Despite the comments of Sir 
George Young quoted above, there is evidence of agricultural-labourer 
membership of the affiliated orders, as well as of the smaller sick 
clubs. But the numbers varied from county to county and regional 
distribution was uneven. In some counties with predominantly rural 
occupations, such as Wiltshire, membership was high in the 1870s, and 
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the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws of 1905-9 heard evidence 
that the Ancient Order of Foresters was well established in agricultur­
al counties such as Norfolk. 20 

This is all rather anecdotal, but it does serve to undermine the 
blanket assumption of a uniformly skilled membership. It is certainly 
probable that the social status of members varied according to the 
type of society. The dividing societies and slate clubs, with their gen­
erally lower subscriptions, would have been the most accessible to 
the unskilled and lower paid. At the other end of the spectrum, it was 
the ordinary societies like the Hearts of Oak which had the highest 
contributions of all, and research suggests the social rank of mem­
bers was correspondingly superior. For example, clerks constituted 
over 11 per cent of membership in the Royal Standard Benefit Socie­
ty in the late 1870s compared with under 3 per cent in the Oddfellows 
and the Foresters. 21 We have no real certainty about the social compo­
sition of the rank-and-file membership of friendly societies beyond 
these examples and generalisations. And the picture is more incon­
clusive than some historians pretend, due to the shortage of direct 
evidence. 

Historians rarely relate information about the membership of friend­
ly societies to evidence on employment patterns. To do so might assist 
us is assessing the extent to which friendly society membership extend­
ed below the ranks of the skilled worker. However, it is not possible to 
'read off' occupational structures, let alone internal class divisions, 
from the nineteenth-century census reports. These were cultural con­
structions, just like any other text, representing the intellectual 
concerns, policy priorities and status hierarchies of the time. 22 Moreo­
ver, there are serious practical difficulties involved in such an exercise, 
notably the problem of separating manual from non-manual occupa­
tions.23 However, attempts have been made, and]. A. Banks postulates 
occupational figures for the adult male population for 1841 (exclud­
ing 'professional' and 'intermediate' occupations) of 20 per cent 
skilled, 44 per cent semiskilled and only 14 per cent unskilled. This 
relative distribution changes remarkably little over the rest of the cen­
tury. The figures for 1881 being 21 per cent, 36 per cent and 18 per 
cent respectively. 24 

Others have turned to contemporary accounts for their models of 
occupational structure. In doing so, they have been able to get clear­
er, although not necessarily more accurate, estimates of employment 
patterns within the working class. Dudley Baxter's National Income of 
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the United Kingdom (1867) has long been a popular choice. 25 G. D. H. 
Cole's adaptation of Baxter's evidence suggested a division of the 
manual working class in 1867 into the 'highly skilled' ( 14.4 per cent), 
the 'lower skilled' (33.3 per cent) and the 'unskilled and agricultural' 
(52.3 per cent). In a similar fashion, Francois Bedarida has estimated 
the proportions at 15 per cent for 'highly skilled workers', 45 per 
cent for the 'unskilled' and 40 per cent for 'intermediate zones' (the 
semiskilled and above). 26 Occupational figures are only indirect evi­
dence, and conclusions drawn from analysis of the census data differs 
from the views of contemporaries like Baxter, but either set of figures 
suggest that, on a numerical basis alone, it is unwise to presume that 
friendly society membership was confined to a 'labour aristocracy' of 
the highly skilled. Assuming a strata of the highly skilled existed, it is 
unlikely to have constituted more than 20 per cent of the male work­
force. Therefore even the lowest estimates of friendly society 
membership must have included workers from outside the ranks of 
the 'better-off artisan' of legend. It may be reasonable to conclude 
that sickness insurance extended deep into the social structure of the 
male working class. 

There is some evidence from Lancashire, the home of the friendly 
society movement, which supports this contention. Indeed the strength 
of the whole self-help movement in Lancashire (including the co-op­
erative retail society) should give us the clue for, in this industrial 
heartland, the typical worker was not an artisan but a factory opera­
tive. The Poor Law Commissioners' Report on Stockport in 1842 
included an occupational breakdown of members of the Stockport 
district of the Manchester Unity of Oddfellows. This revealed a mem­
bership dominated by textile employment. Spinners and weavers 
together accounted for 36 per cent, whilst lowly labourers and card­
room workers outnumbered craft groups like tailors, carpenters and 
joiners, and smiths. On the basis of this evidence, Neville Kirk has ob­
served: 'It would ... be wrong to conclude that the affiliated orders 
were essentially "aristocratic" in composition. Rather their appeal was 
to the broad mass of regularly employed and relatively well-paid op­
eratives.'27 Quite clearly, there were regional variations in friendly 
society membership patterns and other factors, such as local tradi­
tion and custom, may be important. However, the ability to sustain 
regular payments was the crucial factor rather than the status of the 
trade. 
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Trade Unions 

From the earliest days, some trade unions had offered the 'friendly' 
benefits of sick, accident and unemployment pay. Although this wel­
fare function may have partly originated in a desire to mask trade 
union activities at a time of illegality (from 1799 to 1824 under the 
Combination Acts) and official hostility (extending into the 1830s and 
symbolised by the transportation of the 'Tolpuddle Martyrs'), it re­
mained an important feature of trade unionism throughout the 
century. Trade unionists may well have found that the benefits of mem­
bership lay as much in the prospect of a degree of social security as in 
the hope of industrial solidarity in a trade dispute. The distinctive fea­
ture of these trade-union 'friendly' benefits was unemployment pay. 
Not available through a friendly society, it apparently acted as a seri­
ous inducement for the craft apprentice to join his union. 28 However, 
the benefit most commonly provided by trade unions was the funeral 
grant. Unlike sick pay, this could not conceivably be regarded as pro­
tecting the industrial rights of the worker, and instead should be 
classified as part of the extensive life-insurance arrangements of the 
working class. 

The friendly benefits of union membership have been neglected in 
histories of the labour movement, which have tended to concentrate 
on industrial relations, the policies of the leaderships, and the poli­
tics of labour. 29 In fact, the welfare functions of trade unionism 
expanded considerably in mid-century craft unions, such as the Amal­
gamated Society of Engineers (ASE) and the Amalgamated Society of 
Carpenters and Joiners. The Webbs noted how the craft unions in the 
engineering trades had originated as local benefit clubs. For example, 
the Journeymen Steam-Engine and Machine Makers' Friendly Society, 
formed in 1838, provided members with unemployment benefit, a trav­
elling allowance, a funeral grant and a lump sum in case of accident. 
In 1846, it added a small sickness allowance and, shortly afterwards, 
an old age pension to superannuated members. 30 By 1851, the jour­
neymen Steam Engine Makers had evolved into the Amalgamated 
Society of Engineers with 11 000 members. It was the high subscrip­
tions of this craft union which sustained its welfare as well as its trade 
purposes. The friendly benefits of the craft unions may have been 
exceptional. The lower subscriptions of the unskilled unions formed 
in the 1880s and after meant there was less available for welfare ben­
efits. At present, the evidence is too slight to be able to say much 
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more about the welfare function of trade unions. But we can reasona­
bly assume that the 'friendly benefits' enjoyed by many members of 
craft unions consolidated the social-insurance community among male 
workers. 

Female Friendly Societies 

Consideration of the social composition of the friendly societies is 
fundamentally a question of the social class of the male who joined. 
The friendly society movement was male dominated. But we should 
ask why this was so. The barring of certain occupations from mem­
bership should (but rarely does) lead on to the consideration of 
another absence, the relative exclusion of females. Indeed, there were 
female Foresters, female Oddfellows and the like, but they were al­
ways in a minority. However, there were also women-only societies 
catering specifically for the needs of the female population. Their 
existence suggests a concern amongst women for mutualism, self-pro­
tection and independence paralleling that of the men. There had 
been female societies since the early days of the movement. Most of­
fered comparable mutual benefits to their male-dominated 
counterparts, sometimes with the distinctive addition of a specific 
childbirth allowance. In addition regular meetings gave members the 
same opportunities for association outside the family circle as the 
men. They were strongest when women's wages were higher than av­
erage and there were stable employment opportunities for men. 
Without the latter, the married woman's wage would be absorbed to 
cover male loss of earnings. 

Female friendly society membership, and separate women's socie­
ties, endured longest in the textile districts of the North and the 
Midlands. For example, in Stockport, one friendly society member in 
ten belonged to a female society in 1803, and there were 37 female 
societies in existence at some time between 1794 and 1823, constitut­
ing about one third of the total. In Cheshire as a whole, female friendly 
societies made up 27 per cent of total membership in the returns of 
1824. The figure for Lancashire was 18 per cent. Where women's eco­
nomic position was more marginal, female societies were 
correspondingly weaker. This was the case in London, where female 
friendly societies declined from 15 per cent of the total in 1794 to 
only 3 per cent by 1837.31 
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There has been very little research on female societies. 32 However, 
the 'Dorcas' Female Friendly Society at Tregaron in Cardiganshire 
has been the subject of a detailed study. Active in the 1840s, it was 
aimed at women between the ages of 12 and 40 most of whom were in 
domestic service. There was little difference between the experience 
of membership of this female society and that of a typical male-domi­
nated friendly society. The costs were lower than in the affiliated 
orders. An entrance fee of one shilling was followed by regular con­
tributions of sixpence a month. Two years' contributions were 
necessary to qualify for benefits. These consisted chiefly of sickness 
and funeral benefits. Attendance at members' funerals was consid­
ered obligatory. Regular monthly meetings were held at the local inn, 
and an annual feast day included a church service and celebration 
tea. The Society printed its own rule book, which was given to new 
members on the payment of their admission fee. Members were ex­
pected to take their turn in running the Society, by acting as stewards 
at meetings and visiting sick members. 33 

Low levels of female literacy often meant that it was male clerks 
who recorded the proceedings at meetings. Female societies were as 
much concerned with respectability as male societies, although, by 
meeting in pubs without their children, they displayed a different 
notion of respectable womanhood from that which confined middle­
class ladies to the domestic sphere. Moreover, they acknowledged the 
ambiguity of women's labour by taking the performance of house­
hold chores into account when granting sick pay. All friendly societies 
took steps to ensure that claimants were genuinely sick and not secretly 
at work on their trade. In women's societies, however, it was found 
necessary to rule out unpaid housework as well as waged work if sick 
benefit was to be paid only to the genuinely ill. This could mean with­
drawing benefit when a wife was found to be doing the housework, 
cooking, cleaning and the like. 34 

Female societies tended to be small in terms of the number of mem­
bers per society, and in 1874, according to the fourth report of the 
Royal Commission on Friendly Societies, they comprised only 22 691 
of the registered membership of 1.8 million. But this was after a peri­
od of decline. Female participation in the friendly society movement 
continued to fall during the second half of the century, and became 
less independent in that local societies run by and for women became 
rare. This was in direct contrast to the pattern of expansion among 
male workers as chiefly represented in the growth of the affiliated 
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orders. Dot jones's work on the Welsh friendly societies suggests a peak 
for female membership in the 1840s and 1850s, when as many as one 
in ten of the adult female population of Wales subscribed to registered 
and unregistered societies. By contrast, whilst male membership was at 
its height in the 1870s, female participation had fallen to one in 25 of 
the adult population of women. By 1919, it had plummeted to less 
than one in a hundred. By then, the surviving female friendly societies 
were mainly situated in rural areas corresponding to the greater par­
ticipation of women in the workforce. 35 This gives the clue to the decline 
in female memberships. Whilst the nineteenth century witnessed a 
permeation downwards of the ideology of the separate spheres which 
encouraged the notion that woman's place was in the home, there was 
a parallel exclusion of women from many employments in factories 
and mines. The persistence of female employment in the cotton mills 
of Lancashire and Cheshire goes a long way towards explaining the 
numbers of women in those counties' affiliated lodges, although there 
was no female representation amongst the leadership. 

Whilst men's wages rose during the second half of the nineteenth 
century, women experienced no comparable improvement in their 
incomes. Increasing male incomes assumed the nature of a 'family 
wage', thus excluding the wife from independent financial status. Adult 
single women, especially widows, were the most vulnerable in this 
situation. The Royal Commission of 1874 recommended that the prop­
er provision for a working-class woman was through the man's club 
and even considered the prohibition of female societies meeting in 
public houses. Equally, the affiliated orders considered it most appro­
priate to deal with women's needs through male members, with special 
widows' and orphans' schemes. This was accompanied by the advice 
to young working girls that their best bet was to invest in a savings 
bank until they married. 36 It will be no surprise to discover, as we shall 
below, that women provided the largest group of savers in the trustee 
savings banks that flowered during the second half of the century. 

Savings Banks 

Savings banks and building societies were primarily agencies of cash 
accumulation rather than poverty avoidance and, in the hierarchy of 
thrift, came above the 'necessities' of the burial club and sickness in­
surance. They were certainly not mutual-aid associations, and are 
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classifiable as examples of self-help in terms of the motives of indi­
vidual investors rather than the principle of collective organisation. 
Of the two, the building societies of the nineteenth century had the 
least to do with working-class finances and need not detain us hereY 
The savings banks had a broader base of appeal and a more mixed 
class of depositor. 38 However, in their origins they were the most pa­
ternalistic of all the self-help strategies. Many were founded from the 
later eighteenth century onwards on a semi-philanthropic basis, the 
idea being that the regular deposit of small savings would encourage 
providential habits. The groups most commonly targeted by such prov­
ident institutions were domestic servants (especially females), 
apprentices and journeymen. By the 1820s, savings banks were being 
founded on the trustee principle. This enabled them to evolve from 
provident institutions to become self-supporting banks, paying in­
terest on the deposits of investors. 

The state soon became interested in the savings banks and the ad­
vocacy ofMPs like George Rose, who had first-hand experience of the 
management of a savings bank in Southampton, led to protective leg­
islation in 1817 and 1828. These acts marked the beginnings of an 
official interest which was to culminate in Gladstone's establishment 
of the Post Office Savings Bank in 1861. Part of the concern of the 
legislators was to maintain a preferential return for depositors (allow­
ing the trustees of savings banks to invest bank funds with the National 
Debt Commissioners), whilst putting a ceiling on the size of the de­
posit so as to deter the propertied classes. Despite this government 
'sponsorship', the trustee savings banks were oflimited use to those at 
immediate risk of falling into poverty, applying for charity or entering 
the workhouse. They were of most value to the small saver who had 
cash to spare. Savings bank balances were generally tiny and most com­
monly entered in the names of domestic servants, women and children. 
In 1860, Arthur Scratchley, an authority on working-class thrift, con­
cluded that less than a third of savings bank depositors could be 
described as working men; over half being women and children. His­
torical research has tended to confirm this impression, the most 
identifiable occupation being domestic servant. 39 

An attempt to reach the poorer classes was the penny bank. Sav­
ings banks would not usually accept deposits ofless than one shilling. 
Beginning in Glasgow in the 1840s, the penny bank movement was 
an attempt to foster thrifty habits as a bulwark against pauperism. 
Initially the intention was to provide 'feeders' to existing savings banks, 
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funds being transferred once they had reached a guinea. They prolif­
erated in the middle decades of the century, often based in churches, 
chapels, mechanics institutes, factories and schools. Generally founded 
by philanthropists, like the Huddersfield banker Charles Sikes (the 
leading advocate of a Post Office Savings Bank) and Colonel Edward 
Ackroyd of Halifax (who started the Yorkshire Penny Savings Bank in 
1859), the penny banks are perhaps more a story of charity than self­
help. Whilst they offered a home for the smallest savings, their security 
often depended upon the sponsorship of the 'monied classes'. The 
penny banks and the trustee savings banks received considerable com­
petition after 1861 from the advent of the Post Office Savings Bank 
(POSB). This was the state's most direct intervention to encourage 
working-class thrift. It paid a similar rate of interest to that offered by 
the trustee savings banks, a standard 2.5 per cent on every £1 deposit­
ed. The business of the POSB grew rapidly, outstripping the 
membership numbers and funds of the trustee savings banks by the 
1880s. This was partly due to its more accessible opening hours, but 
also to the transfer by many savings bank of their business to the Post 
Office. The POSB was responsible for a massive expansion in the 
number of savings accounts. Whereas in 1870 the POSB and the trus­
tee savings banks had a total of 1.2 million and 1.4 million accounts 
respectively, by 1899 the figures had risen to 8 million for the POSB 
and 1.6 million for the trustee savings banks. 40 

What does this tell us about working-class investment in the savings 
bank movement? The POSB depositor had, on average, about half the 
amount held by account holders in trustee savings banks. This was 
taken by contemporaries to imply that the POSB carried 'providential 
habits into a lower stratum of society than that reached by the ordi­
nary savings banks'Y The average balances in POSB accounts in 1899 
stood at just over £4 and 83 per cent of accounts were under £25. Many 
accounts were oflimited duration (less than a year) or dormant contain­
ing only small amounts, suggesting that much saving was short term, 
perhaps related to specific projects. What evidence we do have of the 
depositors confirms Scratchley's assessment of 1860 about the trustee 
savings banks, that is, that over half were women and children. For 
three months in 1896, the POSB recorded the employment of new 
depositors in an attempt to discover the social status of its clientsY 
Analysis is not helped by the fact that the classifications were aggregat­
ed in such a way as to exaggerate the extent of working-class depositors. 
They are not a precise guide, but reveal enough to show that less than 
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20 per cent were manual workers (artisans and mechanics, labourers, 
miners) and that the other main groups were 'professional, official, 
commercial and independent' at 7.5 per cent; domestic servants (most­
ly female) at 9 per cent; lower middle class (chiefly clerks, shopkeepers 
and their assistants) at 11 per cent; 'children and scholars' at 21 per 
cent; with the largest group being formed by those entered simply as 
women (married, spinsters and widowed) at 26.5 per cent. 

The high proportion of children's accounts reflects the drive to fos­
ter thrifty habits in the schools. The POSB seemed the obvious vehicle 
for such savings. The social class of these scholars remains unknown. 
The predominance of female-held accounts is also difficult to inter­
pret. Many working-class women may have taken the responsibility 
for saving over the Post Office counter. However, the large number of 
spinsters suggests women of independent means. Thus it would be 
unsafe to conclude that the POSB was characterised by the working­
class depositor. However, whilst manual workers and their families 
did not own the bulk of POSB accounts, the number of depositors 
involved was not inconsiderable. Although the POSB survey was for 
new depositors in 1896, if it can be taken as a typical distribution 
pattern, then it suggests that about 20 per cent of the POSB's 6.8 
million depositors that year, that is, 1.3 million, were manual workers. 
To this should be added an unknown figure for children's and wom­
en's accounts from working-class families. 

Co-operative Societies 

As with the 'friendly' functions of trade unions, there has been sur­
prisingly little research on co-operative retailing.43 Most interest has 
been shown in the 'heroic' phase of Owenite co-operation before the 
1840s. But the numbers involved at this communitarian stage were small 
compared to the size of the later, retail co-operative movement which, 
having stood at about 20 000 in 1850, topped one and a half million 
by 190 l. 44 It was this latter movement which arguably had most impact 
on peoples lives, and is most representative of their values and aspira­
tions. In terms of social composition, historians in general have 
concluded that co-operation became 'a movement of the better off and 
thriftier sections of the working class' .45 However, as with the friendly 
societies, the picture might be one of regional variation. Whilst Cross­
ick's analysis of the membership of the Royal Arsenal Co-operative 
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Society in south London (the capital's largest co-op) points to a pre­
dominance of skilled workers, and a very low proportion of semiskilled 
and unskilled,46 according to Kirk, the situation was different in the 
textile North West. As with the latter region's friendly societies, whilst 
the founders and leaders were generally from the craft occupa­
tions, the rank-and-file membership drew heavily on the operative 
classes. 

The serious impact of the Cotton Famine of the 1860s on the retail 
societies of Lancashire and Cheshire is evidence of the large number 
of factory workers helping to sustain the co-operative movement in 
the North West. At the height of the Cotton Famine, membership of 
the Stalybridge Co-operative Society plummeted from 1800 in 1862 
to 672 in 1863, and the membership of the Stockport Society fell 
from 1020 to 720 in the three months between June and September 
1862.47 Martin Purvis's suggestion that, in exceptional centres of co­
operation, such as Rochdale, as many as 20 per cent of the total 
population were co-operative society members by 1901 supports Kirk's 
view. Purvis claims that in Rochdale 'most families must have had co­
operative links'. 48 Moreover, in the textile districts, with their relatively 
high levels of female employment and numerous opportunities for 
young workers in the cotton mills, many less well-off families were 
able to pool their incomes in order to shop at the co-operative store. 
As with the friendly societies, it was less the rank or class of occupa­
tion and more the regularity and size of the household income which 
determined membership. 

What was the attraction of co-operative retailing to the working-class 
family? Analysis of its practices suggests that, to most members, it was 
the prospect of purchases leading to regular dividends which was the 
most appealing feature and the one most likely to explain the spread 
of the co-operative movement. The 'divi' enabled families to save whilst 
benefiting from the supply of unadulterated, although not always 
cheap, food and groceries in the co-operative stores. Members were 
'share' holders benefiting from the regular distribution of profits. If 
withdrawn, the quarterly dividend allowed for a degree of financial 
planning and was most commonly used to subsidise the payment of 
rent. In other words, although for some it was a question of cash accu­
mulation (the interest on share capital being allowed to build up with 
the dividend undrawn), for many more less well-placed families, it was 
a matter of making ends meet. This is further reflected in an aspect of 
co-operation which most leading co-operators had enormous difficulty 
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accepting, that is, the extent to which co-operative societies extend­
ed credit to members. 

The ideal of co-operative retailing was to wean the consumer off 
the credit regularly given at commercially-run shops (allowing 'tick' 
was an ideal way of 'hooking' a customer and ensuring their loyalty) 
and at the 'truck shops' sponsored by some employers. The idea was 
to replace such habits with a system of cash payments only - at the co­
operative store. Cash-only trading had been one of the principles of 
the Rochdale Pioneers of 1844 and it remained central to the philos­
ophy of the co-operative retailing movement. The giving of credit to 
working-class consumers was regarded as an evil, firstly because it 
was associated with the exploitation of the working-class customer 
through the charging of high prices for poor quality produce, and 
secondly, because it was believed to encourage extravagance and un­
dermine thrift. It smacked of bad management and lack of financial 
planning in the working-class home. Unlike the situation today, in 
the nineteenth century the extension of credit was most commonly 
represented in negative terms, as the accumulation of debt. The lead­
ers of the co-operative movement wasted no time in condemning it 
roundly. As one of the local figures in London co-operation observed 
in the 1870s: 'We have, through the agency of the store, learned the 
value of thrift - learned to live and thrive on the ready-money sys­
tem. Not one pennyworth of goods is taken without payment.'49 

It was part of the mythology of the co-operative movement that 
several early societies had failed because they had too readily granted 
credit to their members. This added to abhorrence of the practice 
expressed by the co-operative leadership during and after the mid­
Victorian period. But despite the rhetoric, in reality, there were always 
co-operative stores which sold goods on credit in certain circumstanc­
es, especially during downturns in trade. However, it appears that this 
practice became more widespread during the later nineteenth centu­
ry. By 1886, over half of the 946 registered industrial and provident 
societies in England admitted to granting credit. The drift to credit 
continued, with over 80 per cent of registered societies giving credit 
by 1911. In a survey by the Co-operative Union in 1891, societies 
granting credit said they did so in times of sickness or temporary 
distress, when wages were paid at too great an interval to permit cash 
payments, when customers lived at a distance from the store, and in 
order to compete with local shopkeepers. 5° It seemed that credit was 
so essential to the working-class economy that even the co-operative 
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movement had to adapt to provide it. Why was this? To answer this 
question will take us beyond the territory of poverty prevention and 
into that of poverty survival. 

Self-Help and Poverty 

Does the existence of friendly societies, co-operative societies, sav­
ings banks and trade unions giving welfare benefits betoken a sense 
of social security among sections of the working population? Was pov­
erty something that touched only a minority? Or should it remind us 
that, for all but the most well-paid and securely employed, friendly 
societies and co-operative stores could not remove, but only amelio­
rate the insecurities of working-class life? It was the relative absence 
of state provision beyond a safety net for the poorest, plus the social 
stigmas attached to those who fell into it, that stimulated (rather than 
originated) the growth of such voluntary welfare. Moreover, this par­
ticular 'self-help community' within the working class (there were 
others, witness the self-help strategies of women's neighbourhood net­
works discussed below) was not a homogenous grouping. It 
encompassed, at one end, the upwardly mobile upper-working-class 
family whose sons and daughters were entering lower-middle-class 
jobs as clerks and shop assistants, and at the other, the prudent la­
bouring family whose joint income allowed for the payment of club 
subscriptions. In between stood a multitude of circumstances, and a 
variety of semiskilled and skilled occupations. Thus, since member­
ships were likely to have been more socially complex than the 
misleading 'artisan equals friendly society' equation, they should not 
be classed as separate in experience or aspiration from those who 
were not thus protected. The friendly society could not offer immu­
nity from poverty. 

Indeed the prevalence of credit facilities at most co-op stores by the 
end of the century implies that there were strategies which were com­
mon across all sections. The need to make small purchases and the 
unreliability of income which required some form of credit were recur­
rent features of life for those on all but the highest wages. The use of 
the pawnbroker was widespread, although not a strategy open to the 
poorest, who had nothing to pawn. The non-institutional mutual-aid 
networks of kin and neighbour, and the informal welfare practices (with­
out which no society could manage) of such things as child minding or 
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sick nursing were important elements in the lives of all working-class 
families, but loomed largest in those with the least resources. With the 
highly skilled earning approximately twice the wages of the unskilled, 
the gap in experience and culture within the working classes between 
those on the highest and those on the lowest incomes could be im­
mense. But it would be unwise to replicate the rhetorical flourishes of 
the time which too readily distinguished between the 'respectable' and 
the 'rough', and which constructed notions of a 'labour aristocracy' as 
justification for the harsher treatment of an unrepentant 'residuum'. 
Such a simple division was undermined by the development towards 
the end of the century (in the work of Charles Booth and of Seebohm 
Rowntree) of a theory of life-cycle poverty and its impact, especially on 
the family of the unskilled labourer. 

The 'poor' were not a permanent category and the insecurities of 
working-class life left few untouched by poverty at some time in their 
lives. Even in Textile Lancashire, the heartland of the friendly socie­
ties and retail co-operatives, only a small minority of working-class 
families got through life without some experience of poverty. Of Old­
ham in the 1840s, Foster reported that, although the incidence of 
poverty hit labourers' families disproportionately harder than those of 
craft workers or skilled factory operatives, only around 15 per cent of 
all working families escaped entirely. Although individual circumstances 
were different and family size could be crucial, in his comparison of 
Oldham, South Shields and Northampton, Foster concluded that: 
'poverty was not so much the special experience of a particular group 
within the labour force as a regular feature of the life of almost all 
working families at certain stages in their development, especially in 
old age or before young children could start earning.' Crossick's anal­
ysis of admissions to Greenwich workhouse in South London during 
the 1860s and 1870s found a quarter to be skilled men. Even the most 
secure of artisans faced the risk of poverty and disgrace.51 

How helpful were the benefits of friendly society membership any­
way? Before considering the non-institutional and 'informal' means 
whereby people coped with poverty, it is worth asking questions about 
the availability of friendly society membership and the extent of the 
benefit entitlements for those who qualified. Friendly society benefits 
were of undoubted importance in the lives of many families, who might 
otherwise have been left destitute through illness and, in some cases, 
the provision of reduced benefits kept the elderly out of the work­
house. However, whilst valuable, the degree of security provided 
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should not be exaggerated. To begin with, making regular contribu­
tions to a friendly society over a number of years did not guarantee 
protection against the costs of being ill. Much depended upon the 
financial stability of the society to which the payments were made. In 
the first half of the century, actuarial calculations were often unrelia­
ble and many benefit societies, especially the smaller local clubs, 
became insolvent. This might be down to a lack of skill within the 
administration of the society or, more likely, the use of unreliable 
measurements of the incidence of sickness and mortality. It was not 
until the middle years of the century that sufficient statistical data 
concerning sickness and mortality were available with which to calcu­
late reliable tables of contribution and benefit. 52 

When a benefit club failed, the members, including those who had 
paid regular contributions over a long time, were left in the lurch. 
This would be especially hard on someone who had paid into a sick 
fund as a young adult only to find the club breaking up in his middle 
age, just when he was most likely to need the sickness benefit for 
which he had contributed. Contributions were not transferable to 
another club and, moreover, many benefit societies were reluctant to 
admit men over the age of 40 or would only do so on the payment of 
a large initiation fee. The situation improved during the second half 
of the century, and the problem of financial insolvency lessened greatly 
as the affiliated orders came to dominate the movement and actuarial 
skills were more dependable. Nevertheless, when a benefit club failed 
it must have been particularly galling for members who discovered 
that their accumulated contributions now counted for nothing; even 
more so if they were forced for this reason to apply for assistance to 
the Poor Law guardians or the relief committee of some charity. The 
other main cause of a loss of entitlement was the failure to keep up 
regular payments. The club member who did not pay his (or her) 
dues lost the rights of membership. Since the friendly societies did 
not insure their members against unemployment, the maintenance 
of contributions whilst out of work was essential. The loss of member­
ship rights was a blow which might lead to the workhouse for the 
individuals concerned. In 188I, there were II 304 adult male indoor 
paupers who had been friendly society members, including 739I who 
had failed to keep up their subscriptions, while the societies of the 
remainder had failed. 53 

For those fortunate enough to be insured at the time of sickness, 
what benefits could be drawn? The entitlements of members in most 
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societies were quite specific, and confined chiefly to sickness benefit 
and a funeral grant. A few female friendly societies gave a childbirth 
allowance as well as sick pay, but only a tiny minority of women (and 
their children) enjoyed such benefits in their own right. They relied 
on those doctors who charged low (or no) fees, the outpatient depart­
ments of the voluntary hospitals, and medical relief from the Poor 
Law. For the insured male, the amount of sick pay varied from society 
to society, generally in proportion to the size of contributions required 
(although in the early years of the century, societies sometimes failed 
because they set too high a level of benefits). Generally, sickness ben­
efit was in the region of seven to fourteen shillings per week, that is 
from one third to one half of the average wage. However, there were 
time limits on this, which became a problem in prolonged illnesses. 
The full rate was usually given for a six-week period only, to be fol­
lowed by a reduced rate, normally half the full amount. The right to 
free medical attendance was additional, but only became widespread 
during the second half of the century. Although it often extended to 
the cost of medicines prescribed by the doctor, it did not cover spe­
cialist treatment or surgery. A doctor's certificate came to be required 
by most societies as proof of incapacity to work and as a check against 
malingering. It should be remembered that sick pay and medical at­
tendance were available only for the insured member and not for any 
other member of his (or her) family. Only a tiny minority of members 
paid extra contributions to a (commercially run) medical-aid association, 
thus securing the services of a local practitioner for the whole of the 
family. This was chiefly a development of the last quarter of the century. 

The burial grant was sufficient to cover the costs of a respectable 
funeral. As we have seen, the avoidance of a pauper funeral was the 
most fundamental impulse behind regular saving. Despite widespread 
abhorrence of poor relief, the workhouse and the stigma of pauper­
ism, it was not the deterrent features of the New Poor Law alone which 
reduced relief rolls. Burial clubs, friendly societies and trade unions 
helped to keep many from the Poor Law. Their benefits did much to 
both alleviate suffering and provide a degree of protection. But this 
was an incomplete shield against the exigencies of life. Most notably, 
the friendly societies provided only limited assistance to the elderly. 
As we have seen, there was very little take up of the old-age annuities 
offered by some larger societies and, more commonly, the help given 
was that of reduced sick payments to the infirm. Old age was the time 
at which the threat of the workhouse loomed largest. Up to a third of 
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the elderly ended up in some form of pauperism. 
There are reliable indicators which point to an overall pattern of 

rising average real wages from the 1820s onwards; a process that 
accelerated in the later nineteenth century. 54 Although generalisations 
such as this must be immediately qualified by reference to regional, 
occupational and gender differences, it none the less paints a picture 
of overall improvement which helps to explain the increasing member­
ship totals of friendly societies and co-operative societies as the century 
progressed. Of course, statistics of average real wages on their own are 
not a measure of well being. Amongst the other factors which need to 
be considered are the impact of working conditions, unemployment, 
health, and patterns of leisure and consumption. Moreover, the issue 
should be set against a backdrop of rising inequalities both between 
and within the social classes. 55 For the purposes of the present discus­
sion, it is enough to note the general insecurity of working-class life in 
the nineteenth century. Few amongst the better paid or highly skilled 
enjoyed job security. A downturn in the trade cycle or a business fail­
ure could lead to unemployment, regardless of the degree of skill or 
the rate of pay. Dismissal was often immediate and without notice. In 
these circumstances, friendly society membership was of no advantage 
and only a few trade unions provided unemployment benefit. Faced 
with the rent to pay, food and fuel to buy, and club or insurance pay­
ments to be maintained, families would soon be forced into debt. 

It was the ever present threat of poverty which heightened fear of 
the workhouse and the labour test in the homes of even the skilled 
working man. Of course some occupations were more secure than others. 
Carpenters, engineers, compositors and cotton spinners benefited 
from good wages and transferable skills. These should have been the 
true 'aristocrats of labour'. But even here unemployment was a prob­
lem. Among the compositors in the London print trade in the 1830s, 
more than 20 per cent were out of work at least once in any one year. 
This was a particularly overstocked occupation and, in 1837, appren­
tices made up 40 per cent of the labour force. 56 Under-employment 
was an increasing problem highlighted by surveys and reports at the 
end of the century, but present throughout. Under-employment or 
casualisation was most marked in the employment patterns on the docks 
and in the building industry, hitting the labourer hardest, but also 
touching many skilled occupations. As the Webbs noted: "'To go in" 
for one half-a-day, one day, two, three, four or five days out of the five 
and a half is common to bootmaking, coopering, galvanising, tank-
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making, oil pressing, sugar boiling, piano-making, as it is to dock 
labouring, stevedoring, crane lifting, building.'57 

The vagaries of the weather and seasonal fluctuations in demand 
influenced several trades. For example, skilled jobs in the building in­
dustry were as much hit by bad weather conditions as were those of 
unskilled labourers. Carpenters, masons, painters, glaziers, plumbers, 
slaters and bricklayers were regularly laid off during the markedly se­
vere winters of the mid to late nineteenth century. Casual labour was a 
feature of particular trades. For example, bricklayers in London could 
not be certain of more than seven months' work during the year, and 
the workforce in the more lowly trade of journeyman painter doubled 
during the busy months as seasonal workers joined those more regu­
larly engaged. The seasonal patterns of the rich- country seat in the 
winter, London for the 'Season', seaside resort or spa for the summer 
months - determined the employment levels in innumerable London 
trades from tailors and milliners to saddlers and farriers. 58 Outside 
London, the seasonal rhythms of the rich had most impact on the econ­
omies of county town, spa towns and seaside resorts. The clothing trades 
were highly seasonal and subject to short-time working; hatting, shoe­
making and tailoring were all affected. In the middle of the century, 
Henry Mayhew noticed how a ready supply of labour was depressing 
wages and causing unemployment in a numbers of traditional trades, 
including tailoring. A few years earlier, Thomas Carter, a Colchester 
tailor, had written of the profound insecurity which had come to char­
acterise his occupation: 'The tenure by which journeymen tailors hold 
their employment is more than ordinarily slight. No workman of this 
craft can be sure of remaining in his present master's service after he 
has finished the garment he has in hand.' 59 By the latter part of the 
century, tailoring had become notoriously casualised and the term 
'sweatshop' had entered the language. 

The difficulties which could face even the educated artisan are illus­
trated in the life of joseph Gutteridge, a silk-ribbon weaver of Coventry, 
who published his autobiography, Lights and Shadows in the Life of an 
Artisan in 1893. Although the freethinking and fiercely independent 
Gutteridge was in several ways exceptional, the hardships he and his 
family experienced and the means by which they survived were typical 
of many others. Newly married with young children, he was laid off 
after completing his apprenticeship in the depression of the 1840s. 
For a time, they made their way through 'odd jobs' whilst lodging with 
his wife's mother, but when she died the family were forced to move to 
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a new district, where they were unknown. Before they could put down 
sufficient roots to be able to draw upon the help of their neighbours, 
poverty forced a further move into 'a very low neighbourhood'. For a 
time, prospects improved after Gutteridge compromised his ambition 
to be self-employed and accepted factory work as a journeyman. After 
three months the firm folded and the family faced another bout of 
hardship. Recently purchased furniture was pawned to pay the rent 
and buy food, some was broken up and burned in the fire to provide 
warmth for a sick child. Since Gutteridge 'would rather have died from 
sheer starvation' than apply to the guardians, the family went two days 
without food in bitterly cold winter weather. Finally, it was the help of 
neighbours and friends that brought them through the crisis. 

By the 1850s, times were better for the Gutteridge family and] oseph 
was able to draw ten shillings a week from the Manchester Unity of 
Oddfellows during a bout of illness. However, during a strike and 
lockout in the ribbon trade in 1860, his trade union gave him no 
strike money. His savings prevented him from destitution and, he 
believed, this earned him 'the neglect of the trades union officials'. 
The friendly society and trade union member in a skilled trade had, 
none the less, experienced much that others who survived poverty 
would recognise. The impact of unemployment, the extra hardship 
when there were young mouths to feed, lodging with relatives and 
moves to cheaper accommodation, trips to the pawnbrokers, the sup­
port of neighbours and friends. Even the proud and self-reliant 
Gutteridge concluded in his old age that in being 'too independent 
to ask favours', he had not realised 'the fact that no one can be inde­
pendent, but that all are reciprocally dependent upon each other'. 
He had learned the limits of self-help and one of the lessons of sur­
viving poverty. 60 

Surviving Poverty: Wives and Mothers 

The concept of the male 'breadwinner' was central to nineteenth-cen­
tury approaches to the labour market. Ideally, the 'breadwinner' was 
to earn a 'family wage', that is, one sufficient to keep his spouse and 
children housed, fed and clothed. This notion was not only behind 
much of the thinking of the New Poor Law (to Nassau Senior it was 
better that the poor man did not marry at all than that he should be 
unable to act as the 'breadwinner' to a family), it was also reflected in 
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many of the attitudes and assumptions of male-dominated working­
class movements of the middle to late nineteenth century, such as the 
affiliated friendly societies (which only provided separately for wom­
en as widows) and the skilled trade unions (which viewed the 
employment of married women as undermining male wage levels). The 
'domestic ideology' sustained the ideal of a gendered division of la­
bour within marriage, in which paid employment was the prerogative 
of the husband and the unpaid management of the household was the 
responsibility of the wife. This ideal of the 'separate spheres' of public 
(male) and private (female) constrained the position of middle-class 
women. Equally, the ideal was conveyed repeatedly by the charity work­
ers, health visitors, medical officers and other 'experts' who 
pronounced on the running of the working-class home. By the later 
nineteenth century, it formed a central element in all the education and 
(domestic) training offered to working-class women. The strong mes­
sage was that married women did not go out to work. Their place was 
in the home. 

The ideal was inevitably linked to motherhood and the advice was 
always the same: the good mother stays at home to care for her chil­
dren. Moreover, the key presumption behind official policy on the 
protection and care of children (e.g., the Prevention of Cruelty and 
Protection of Children Act, 1889) was of parental responsibility not 
only for child care, but also for the economic maintenance of chil­
dren. Thus, as the century wore on, not allowing your children to work 
came to be regarded as an aspect of child care. Since the good run­
ning of the household was a female preserve, child care was officially 
presumed to be predominantly the woman's responsibility. She must 
be constantly at home, providing the supervision and care her chil­
dren require. By the turn of the century, an infant-welfare movement 
had emerged which sought to reorganise the mother-child relation­
ship toward this direction. Through the operation of official policies 
and the efforts of an army of volunteers, such ideas did not just 'trickle 
down' to the poor they were 'laid down with a sledgehammer'. 61 

Helen Bosanquet of the COS, writing in the 1890s, caught the char­
acteristically strident tone. The loss of the breadwinner's wage in 
'emergencies', such as unemployment, illness, death or desertion, 
might force married women to seek some form of employment: 'But 
we will all agree that for the woman to have work is an unmitigated 
evil where there are children.' 62 If child care was the woman's respon­
sibility, so was the financial management of the home. However, the 
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bourgeois ideal of the 'Angel in the House' was more prosaically trans­
lated in a plebeian setting. Whilst married men were to work in factory, 
workshop and mine as 'breadwinners' to their families, married wom­
en were to aspire to be 'good managers' at home. This latter role carried 
responsibility for the family budget; spending and saving were wom­
en's work as much as cooking, cleaning and child care. There is oral 
history evidence that the rightness of this role had been fully absorbed 
by working-class women by the beginning of the twentieth century. Eliz­
abeth Roberts reports that most of her female respondents 'saw little 
distinction between their own good and that of their families'. 63 

This ideal of family relationships and responsibilities should be set 
against an economic model which had sought, initially through the 
New Poor Law, to create a fluid labour market, whilst preserving the 
family as a key institution in the stability of society and the state. In the 
long run, the ideal was to be challenged during the late twentieth 
century under a combination of practical pressures and ideological 
change. Meanwhile, in the nineteenth and early to mid twentieth cen­
turies, the social identity of the 'good' wife and mother became 
intrinsically linked to this ideal, and also to the related goals of re­
spectability and social advance. The socially aspirant family would 
perforce need to ensure that the wife neither went out to work nor 
'took in' work to sustain the family economy. The ability to 'keep' a 
wife became one of the measures of working-class respectability. It was 
also regarded as vital to social progress. A report to the National Asso­
ciation for the Promotion of Social Science in 1861 complained that: 
'the wife and mother going abroad for work is a fine example of a 
waste of time, a waste of property, a waste of morals and a waste of 
health and life and ought in every way to be prevented.' 64 Thirty years 
later, Helen Bosanquet welcomed evidence that fewer married women 
were working: 

One of the most hopeful signs of social improvement is the extent to which 
married women are withdrawing from the labour market; that the working 
classes should recognise the importance of the women's home duties is a 
sign of their higher intellectual standard, and that they should be able to 
set them free to so large an extent from outside work is a proof of their 
improved material condition. 55 

The domestic ideal may have become more realisable for working­
class families with the rising real wages of male workers in the later 
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nineteenth century and again in the interwar years of the first half of 
the twentieth century. (Although employers may have simply been 
more successful in using the 'marriage bar'.) However, for most of 
the nineteenth century, whilst the domestic ideal was a powerful cul­
tural construct, it was in conflict with the everyday experience of life 
for many working-class households. In the poverty surveys of Charles 
Booth and Seebohm Rowntree towards the end of the century, the 
line of poverty was drawn in relation to a so-called 'moderate' family 
dependent upon the earnings of a male 'breadwinner'. Rowntree es­
timated the subsistence wage for such a family at 21 s. 8d. a week. The 
introduction of the concept of the breadwinner at the heart of calcu­
lation should not surprise us, but to contemporaries it demonstrated, 
as the better informed had known for a long time, that low wages were 
a major cause of poverty. Put another way, a considerable proportion 
of working men did not earn enough on their own account to prevent 
their wife and children from becoming destitute. Many married wom­
en worked, sometimes full time, more often part time; much of this 
work was home based and often involved other family members, espe­
cially children. 

The common insufficiency of the husband's wages alone to main­
tain the household and keep the family together could create much 
tension, anxiety and discord within the home, particularly since the 
social and economic context of this projected division of labour was 
cut along gender lines. The notion of 'manliness' was linked to the 
concept of the 'breadwinner' - the 'real' man was one who could pro­
vide for his family and exercise authority in his household. In this 
light, it is easy to understand how sensitivities could be ruffled and 
stereotypes undermined in the distribution of resources within the 
family budget. This may explain why so many wives were anxious to 
keep their management strategies, especially their credit dealings, 
secret from their spouses. If to low pay we add under-employment 
and the consequent irregularity of income it involved, and the 'emer­
gencies' of sickness and infirmity in the homes of the uninsured, then 
we begin to comprehend the impact of poverty in the lives of working 
people. We can also more readily understand the pressure that was 
placed on the wives- whose duty it was to manage the family finances 
- and appreciate the strategies with which they tried to ward off the 
spectre of poverty. 

Just as there were distinct regional as well as occupational differenc­
es in earnings so were there in the means of supplementing them. 
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Although credit was as common a strategy in rural districts as in the 
towns, and it was common to run up debts until harvest time when 
the extra income from the whole family working in the fields might 
be used to pay off debts, the opportunities for credit were generally 
fewer and, in particular, there were few village pawnbrokers. To offset 
this, in country districts labourers could grow their own food, mostly 
those which were easily cultivated and required little attention; cab­
bages and root vegetables were common. However, many agricultural 
labourers had no garden and allotments were much rarer after the 
enclosures of the early nineteenth century. They were to be found in 
only one third of parishes by 1833 and were often advocated as a 
means to ease rural poverty, becoming a major political issue in the 
1880s.66 

However, there was also food in the hedgerows and wild places. One 
elderly Norfolk woman interviewed in the 1970s recalled that, in her 
childhood home, they took advantage of'all the food that was for free; 
watercress from running streams, rabbits, pigeons, wild raspberries, 
wild plums and blackberries, crab apples, hazel nuts, chestnuts, wal­
nuts. No squirrel hoarded these more carefully than we did. '67 Of course 
not all such acquisitions were legal. Although some farmers allowed 
their labourers to catch rabbits, others did not, and the penalties for 
all involved could be harsh. Poaching was a frequent means of supple­
menting a poor diet in hard times. It was often the only way to procure 
fresh meat. Joseph Arch, writing of his childhood in the Warwickshire 
of the 1830s, could not blame those who resorted to this crime: 'It is 
my deliberate opinion that these men were to some extent justified in 
their actions; they had by hook or by crook to obtain food somewhere, 
in order to enable themselves, their wives and their children to live at 
all, to keep the breath in their bodies. Necessity knows no law but its 
own.'68 It was not exclusively a male crime. At a sitting of the Oxford 
Quarter Sessions in 1868, two women were sentenced for offences con­
nected with the theft of food; one to three months imprisonment with 
hard labour for receiving five stolen rabbits; another to 14 days with 
hard labour for stealing a peck of beans from a farmer. 69 

We know far more about the social history of working-class women 
than we did a generation ago. There has been particular interest in 
the study of working-class women in the later nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, especially their patterns of employment, mar­
riage and motherhood. 70 The responsibilities placed upon them put 
women, especially wives, at the heart of family life. This meant they 
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were allotted a variety of tasks and needed a range of skills. As well as 
the domestic chores of cleaning, cooking, washing and mending, there 
was the chief responsibility for the care and upbringing of the chil­
dren; the management of the weekly budget in the face of scarce 
resources and unpredictable incomes; often the use of their labour 
power to contribute to the family income; and finally, their role as 
unpaid carers in the often unrecognised provision of 'informal wel­
fare', notably through the nursing of the sick and the care of the 
elderly. Of these, it was the woman's budgetary skills which deter­
mined whether she would earn the accolade ofbeing a 'good manager'. 
And it was this responsibility which put married women in the front 
line in the fight against poverty. 

For most of the nineteenth century (until the Married Women's Prop­
erty Act of 1882), married women were forbidden by law from the 
ownership of property in their own right. It is therefore somewhat iron­
ic that although legally subject to her husband and subordinated to 
him by custom and tradition, married women, in practice, were the 
guardians of the family purse. This made them responsible for every­
thing from the payment of the rent and purchase of food and fuel to a 
whole range of credit arrangements. It was wives who dealt with the 
'tallyman', paid the burial-insurance agent when he called, visited the 
pawnbroker, and occasionally borrowed from the backstreet money­
lender. All this she might keep secret from her spouse. As Melanie 
Tebbutt has noted: 'A woman's management of the family budget was 
a world entirely separate from that of her husband.' 71 It was even 
customary in many areas for the man's wage to be 'tipped up' to the 
wife each pay day in return for his 'spends'. In such practices, the 
husband explicitly avoided the burdens of domestic economy. Where 
this was not the custom, the wife was still held responsible for house­
hold management, even though she might be quite unaware of the 
totality of her husband's income. Moreover, this was the common ex­
perience in most working-class families, regardless of occupational 
status. As Elizabeth Roberts has observed, whilst there might be dif­
ferences in the household finances of the skilled and unskilled: 

It would be misleading to make too clear a division between the wives of 
labourers and those of the skilled men. The latter were still obliged to keep 
a tight control of their spending, and if a skilled man was unemployed, or 
ill or, indeed, if he died then his wife, like her poorer sisters, was obliged to 
adopt various other strategies in order to survive.72 
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What were those strategies? Going out to work was the most obvious 
answer, however, women generally took paid employment of necessity, 
in the interests of their families not for personal gain. Work was rarely 
a path to liberation for working-class women anywhere in Europe in 
the nineteenth century.73 There may even have been an inverse rela­
tionship between the size of the family income and the quantity of 
women's earnings, in which the latter rose as the former fell. However, 
we have an inadequate picture of the statistics of female employment. 
Women's work was poorly recorded in the nineteenth-century census. 
Moreover, aggregated tables of the percentage of married women in 
work were not given in the census volumes until 1901. What the evi­
dence does show is much regional and occupational variety, with the 
most significant concentrations of married women in full-time work 
outside the home in the textile and pottery industries. In the census of 
1911, 13.7 per cent of married women in England and Wales were re­
corded as being in full-time work, (a figure not much different from 
the estimate in 1857 that one seventh of married women worked) al­
though in weaving towns like Blackburn and Burnley, the figure of wives 
and widows in paid work was as high as 42 per cent. 74 

Paid part-time work was more widespread, but so diverse that it is 
impossible to quantify with any certainty. Agricultural sub-employments 
had been reduced by the spread of enclosure and the consequent dis­
appearance of the wastes and commons. This tended to increase rural 
dependence upon the male wage, although it did not entirely remove 
opportunities for women and children. 75 The most common urban 
occupation away from home was domestic work, especially 'charring'. 
More married women were homeworkers, working on materials sup­
plied by an employer. Rates of pay were notoriously low. In the East 
End of the 1890s, Arthur Harding's mother made matchboxes for 
Bryant and May at twopence farthing a gross. However, it was the 
cheap-clothing trade which provided the most common source of 
home work in London. In the 1850s, Mayhew found wives working in 
the 'slop' (cheap) end of the tailoring trade for whom '7d. a day (less 
by the expense of thread, candle, etc.), is considered good earnings'. 

There were a variety of employment patterns across the country, 
according to the industrial character of the locality. Nottingham women 
made lace and hosiery at home, whilst those in Northampton made 
boots and shoes. 76 It is even more difficult to quantify the innumerable 
varieties of self-employed women, the so-called 'penny capitalists', 
whose activities (e.g., taking in washing or sewing, childminding, letting 
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to lodgers, selling home-made goods from the backstep) were defen­
sive strategies against poverty rather than money-making ventures in 
their own right. 77 The income from taking in washing was low and the 
widows and wives of men on low incomes were often washerwomen. 
Such work required an initial capital outlay- typically the purchase of 
a mangle - sometimes bought for the recently bereaved by a benefi­
cent employer or via a neighbourhood collection. 

Credit and the Pawnbroker 

Credit was more relevant than saving to the everyday family budgeting 
of most working-class wives, especially those in families where the hus­
band was in casual or seasonal employment or the household income 
from all sources was low. In such circumstances, the uncertainty of the 
weekly income made forward planning difficult. Moreover, it must have 
seemed unwise to commit the much-needed pennies of the moment 
to some unknown future event. The burial club was an exception to 
this since the higher death rates of the nineteenth century, and in 
particular the incidence of infant mortality, made funeral costs some­
thing which all would want to save for if they could. The hand-to-mouth 
character of poor people's finances meant that small sums of ready 
money were essential to survival. Credit at the local shop was a crucial 
element in this. The shopkeeper who sold goods 'on tick' or ran a 
'slate' for reliable customers was a feature of most poor neighbour­
hoods. In a survey offourworking-class districts of Manchester in 1840, 
420 of the 651 provision dealers were selling on credit. 78 Prices might 
be higher for the small quantities purchased, but repayment would 
often be in instalments. Critics often maintained that this revealed a 
lack of thrift. Why not save during the good times? In fact, in view of 
the fragile basis of family income, in a majority of working-class house­
holds the availability of credit was crucial to survival and did at least as 
much as regular saving to keep down the levels of pauperism, especial­
ly in the second half of the century. Apart from shop credit, the most 
usual means of making ends meet was the pawnbroker. 

'Of the numerous receptacles for misery and distress with which the 
streets of London unhappily abound there are, perhaps, none which 
present such striking scenes as the pawnbrokers' shops.' Thus, in an 
essay published in 1836, Charles Dickens described 'a low, dirty-looking, 
dusty shop' at the corner of a court off Drury Lane. Outside, the pawn-
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broker's sign of the three balls and a shop window containing numer­
ous unredeemed pledges of low value: cheap plate and trinkets, beds 
and bedding, carpenter's tools, and 'wearing apparel of every descrip­
tion'. Inside, the customers, mostly women, offer the items they have 
brought to pawn. They present a moral hierarchy from the poor to 
the abandoned, to the dying. An old woman haggles over the value of 
a child's frock and a silk handkerchief; 'a young delicate girl of twen­
ty', watched by her mother, seeks to pledge a 'Forget-me-not' ring; a 
prostitute with 'attire, miserably poor, but extremely gaudy'; and 'the 
lowest of the low', a drunken woman, 'dirty, unbonneted ... and slov­
enly' with only 'the hospital and the grave' to look forward to, make 
up the quartet. 79 Dickens's concentration on the female customers in 
his Drury Lane shop is characteristic of the way in which the pawn­
shop epitomised the economic dependence of women. It was also 
largely an urban phenomenon, with the heaviest concentration of 
pledge shops in London and in industrial Lancashire. 

Pledging goods was not confined to the poor nor even to the work­
ing class. There was a hierarchy within the pawnbroking trade. At the 
top were the high-street, or 'city', pawnbrokers whose dealings were 
chiefly in more valuable items, such as plate and jewellery. Then there 
were the so-called 'industrial' traders whose custom was in the 'soft 
goods' (clothing, bedding and household items) regularly pledged 
by their working-class clientele. The elegant glass partitions and the 
individual cubicles of the 'city' pawnbroker, in which the pledger could 
be assured a degree of privacy and discretion, bore little relation to 
the more public and often frenetic atmosphere of the backstreet pledge 
shops. There were innumerable gradations in this hierarchy between 
the highest and the lowest class of pawnbroker, and the artisan or 
clerk trying to 'keep up appearances' might be found frequenting 
various levels of establishment. At the lowest level of the trade were 
the unlicensed 'dollyshops' operating illegally and dealing in the most 
inconsiderable items. Often corner provisions shops would take goods 
in return for food, although this was a prosecutable offence. Some­
times, all household goods were pawned till nothing was left, as in 
the case of Joseph Gutteridge referred to above. 

But pledging was not merely the last resort in an emergency, for 
many it was a normal way offunding routine expenditure. It has been 
calculated that, on average, every working-class family in Britain made 
at least one pledge a fortnight, or something over 30 each year, and 
dealers in the 'low' trade could take as many as I 0 000 pledges a month. 
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In one month, April 1840, the total value of property pledged by 
10 000 poor families in Manchester was judged to amount to as much 
as £28 000. 80 Hence the pawnbroker was often referred to as the 'poor 
man's banker' (despite the fact that the majority of clients were wom­
en). However, such a term validated a relationship that was a 
consequence of factors beyond the control of the poor, namely the 
structure of employment, the inadequacy of wages, and the large fam­
ilies which resulted from the non-availability of effective birth control 
methods. 

The pawnbroking relationship was both integral to and parasitic 
upon the working-class economy. The rates of interest on low-value 
pledges made the relationship very expensive, especially for regular 
clients pledging small items. Pawnbrokers were licensed and interest 
rates (and other aspects of the trade) were regulated by acts of parlia­
ment (notably those of 1800 and 1872). A rate of one halfpenny per 
month could be charged for every 2s. 6d. (2s. Od. after 1872) loaned. 
In reality, on loans of less than 2s. 6d. and for under one month in 
duration, the rate remained the same. Thus the smaller the loan the 
higher the interest charged. Despite this, pledge shops thrived in the 
poorer districts where most goods pawned were oflow value. Surveys 
among pawnbrokers operating in Liverpool during the 1860s suggest­
ed that the vast majority of pledges were under 1 Os. in value and 
around half were less than 2s. 6d. Moreover, at the lower end of the 
trade, 66 per cent of pledges were redeemed within the week. 81 The 
inadequacy of the money available to the women who generally man­
aged domestic finances and the variety of weekly outgoings they faced 
gave the 'pop' shop or 'uncle' a key role in the survival strategies of 
the poor. The rapid decline of pawnbroking in the second half of the 
twentieth century suggests that, for the poor at least, it was a mecha­
nism of necessity not of choice. 

A regular weekly 'pledge cycle' operated almost universally in work­
ing-class neighbourhoods, in rhythm with the hand-to-mouth, 
cash-based economy of innumerable working households. The busi­
est day was Monday when the best clothing, worn only at the weekend 
(the 'Sunday best'), was returned to pawn. On Tuesday, it was com­
mon for Monday's washing, now dried, to be pledged to raise more 
cash. Wednesday was quieter, but Thursday and Friday's trade might 
be brisk as money ran out towards the end of the week. The rush to 
redeem pledges came after wages were paid to those in regular work; 
by the second half of the century in factory districts, this was most 
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commonly on a Saturday afternoon. Most pawned goods were of low 
value, but some bought items for their pledge value rather than any­
thing else. Small but valuable possessions such as watches, rings and 
brooches could be a ready source of credit and were pawned several 
times. Married women were often forced to pawn their wedding rings 
on a Friday in the expectation of returning the pawn ticket to redeem 
this valuable item once more on Saturday night. Such pledges smack 
of desperation and illustrate that it was the need for ready money 
which most commonly brought people to the 'popshop'. To those 
households which were losing the battle against 'hard times', the pawn­
shop itself could become an agent in the family's decline once all 
pledgeable goods were gone. 

The pawnbroker's profit came from a combination of the interest 
charged on redeemed goods, and the sale of those items which had not 
been redeemed by repayment of capital loaned plus interest within the 
legal period of twelve months and seven days. Thus pledging could 
seem an initially attractive option to a family strapped for cash, but 
raising the money to redeem pledges could be a more formidable op­
eration. In any case, it was not a strategy open to the poorest since they 
could offer the broker the least security. Whilst some regularly pawned 
the same bag of rags, others were refused due to the low chance of 
being able to redeem their worthless bundles. The poorest families of 
all were those which existed below the pledging classes, and their de­
cline in a spiral of debt would be accelerated when it became apparent 
to neighbours that they could no longer be regarded as credit worthy. 
As Robert Roberts remarked: 'News of domestic distress soon got round. 
Inability to redeem basic goods was a sure sign of a family's approach­
ing destitution, and credit dried up fast in local tick shops.' 82 An 
investigation in Manchester in the early 1840s had uncovered several cas­
es facing destitution, with possessions converted into pawn tickets: 

J. G., a poor widow, aged 79, residing in Silk Street, An coats. Her employ­
ment was 'odd jobs'; had a female lodger, who worked in a neighbouring 
mill. Here we found 27 pawn tickets, amounting to £1. lOs. 3d., some of 
which had 'run out'. 
C. L., wife, and three children under five years old. Hand-loom weaver, in 
a cellar; has eight tickets, amounting to 17s. 9d., 'I burnt all that were out.' 
D. D., hand-loom weaver, in a cellar; partially employed; wages from 4s. to 
5s. per week. Twelve tickets, amounting to£ 1. 1 s. 8d. . ... Not a chair in the 
place, and nearly destitute. 
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T. M.; a widow; one daughter, aged seventeen; has not received any money 
for six weeks, but 2s. from a lodger. Seventeen tickets, amounting to £3. 3s. 
3d., ... has been better off; seemed a very decent person; said- 'Had good 
clothes, obliged to pawn them to keep from starving.'83 

Beyond the credit from the shopkeeper (or even the co-operative store) 
and the pawnbroker, there lay that of the moneylender. Very often 
the backstreet loan shark was a woman. Loaning at interest was itself 
sometimes a strategy for avoiding poverty for the lender. Interest rates 
could be phenomenal, although many who loaned did not regard their 
profit as interest. Relationships with your neighbours could be more 
equal. Indeed, one of the most interesting aspects of recent research 
on poverty has been the development of the concept of social net­
working. 

Neighbourhood Networks 

During the nineteenth century, increasing residential segregation cre­
ated an urban structure fractured along class lines. The growth and 
complexity of the suburbs was paralleled by the springing-up of work­
ing-class districts in or near places of work. It would be wrong to 
either simplify this process or the patterns of social interaction which 
it implied. But on the whole, contacts between the social classes were 
reduced as patterns of residence became more socially homogenous 
than they had been prior to the massive urbanisation of the nine­
teenth century. 84 There was less residential differentiation within the 
working class. Although there were always poorer neighbourhoods 
than others (the slums) and, in the smaller factory communities, there 
would be a high degree of occupational uniformity, the evidence sug­
gests a degree of social mixing in many working-class districts in which 
only the best paid artisans could afford the higher rents in the better 
parts of town. 85 Most working-class districts accommodated house­
holds across a range of incomes and grades. Though few could have 
ever felt secure from the threat of poverty at some stage in their lives 
and at such times many relied on a community of interest with their 
neighbours and kin. 

In the crowded working-class neighbourhoods of Victorian cities it 
was almost impossible not to have close knowledge of others, their 
problems and their personalities. The social networks which arose 
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within the poorer neighbourhoods were based on a common need for 
sharing and support. Along these 'mean streets' with their cramped hous­
es, tenements and courts in which large families shared passageways, 
washhouses and toilets, the historian's conventional division between 
public and private spheres appears less relevant. Domestic life regularly 
spilled over into the public space of the narrow, traffic-free street. In 
such overcrowded districts, it was difficult, and not necessarily wise, to 
'keep one's self to one's self'. Almost nothing escaped notice and every­
one's behaviour was subject to public scrutiny. Privacy was at a premium 
and the need to live so close to others encouraged the growth of commu­
nity standards of normative behaviour, covering such things as relations 
between neighbours, the behaviour of children (viewed as a common 
responsibility), and those domestic tensions which became public knowl­
edge. It was women, and more specifically married women, who formed 
these networks and it was their 'street talk' or gossip which provided the 
necessary exchange of information. 86 In an environment in which every­
one shared the same 'economy of makeshifts', such networks were 
supportive as well as regulative. A family's ability to cope with poverty 
was influenced by its standing in the community. In this, much depend­
ed upon the wife's reputation: was she a good manager, did she repay 
her debts, could she be relied upon to support others in need? All these 
were ultimately questions of reciprocity. It was the reciprocal nature of 
community relations within working-class neighbourhoods, and within 
the extended families of the poor, that was essential to the shared en­
deavour to 'make ends meet'. 

What sort of support was offered? According to Ellen Ross poor 
women shared 'extensively and unsentimentally' _87 Gifts of small sums 
of money, like a penny for the gas, or of domestic necessities, such as 
linen or cooking utensils, might be exchanged. Chores might be done 
or errands fetched during illness or confinement. There might even 
be loans of pawnable goods or even communal collections at times of 
crisis or tragedy so that a cash starved family might get by. Although 
their social superiors often declared it the 'charity of the poor to the 
poor' it was not like receiving alms because there was a cultural ex­
pectation of some similar service being returned at a future date. This 
is not to imply that all such 'giving behaviour' between neighbours 
and within families consisted of calculated acts of mutual exchange 
as Anderson has argued, nor to accept that such generosity was al­
ways disinterested altruism, rather that the common experience of 
making ends meet in the face of limited outside help created an 
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interdependence vital to survival, which found expression in norma­
tive values of generosity and reciprocity. 88 Shared social knowledge 
and prevalent norms engendered a generalised anticipation that a 
favour would be returned. Within families it becomes enmeshed with 
notions of duty and love. In mutual-aid networks outside the family, 
such reciprocity need not be immediate or between the same individ­
uals, it could be deferred or mediated, but always integral to the gift 
was the obligation to reciprocate. Help might be given because others 
had once helped you in a similar situation, or an obligation might 
pass from one generation to another; for example, a daughter might 
reap the reward of having had a neighbourly mother. Equally, such 
'social credit' could be used up if neighbourly generosity was abused 
and the obligation to reciprocate was repeatedly ignored. The respon­
sibilities of women for the domestic economy and child welfare created 
networks of interdependence centred on the home and quite sepa­
rate from the reciprocity of adult male life focused as it was on 
workplace and leisure time. 89 

These norms could operate even in cases where the pattern of every­
day friendship had broken down. Agnes Hunt, a Queen's jubilee District 
Nurse in Hammersmith, London, in the 1890s, told the story of next­
door neighbours, the wives of casual labourers, who never got on; 'their 
only conversation had been unprintable abuse from their respective 
back doors.' Yet the moment one of these neighbours heard that the 
other was dying of heart disease, 'she, who in the day earned her living 
at the washtub, made of her poor tired body a human pillow for her 
lifelong enemy to rest upon, as the invalid could not breath unless she 
was practically sitting up, and no other pillows were available. '90 It is 
precisely this sort of unnoticed and unpaid care within the community 
and inside the family which most welfare systems, including our own, 
take for granted. 'Sitting up' with the sick and dying, providing long­
term care for the elderly and the handicapped, and looking out for 
neglected or needy children are examples of what one might reasona­
bly call 'informal welfare'. The Poor Law authorities and the charity 
organisers worked on the expectation that women within the family 
would act as carers in such cases.91 Despite improved institutional care 
after the 1870s for the sick, the elderly, the insane and for orphans, in 
the face of only limited state welfare provision outside the workhouse 
and the uncertain distribution of charitable resources, it was the neigh­
bourhood and the family which provided most support and care in 
times of hardship, illness, incapacity and old age. 



The Working Class, Self-Help and Mutual Aid 155 

The support networks of neighbourhood and kin were especially 
important in the lives of those on the lowest incomes, those below the 
level of benefit-club membership. The insecurity of life could not be 
removed nor the threat of destitution eliminated, but at least there 
was a 'buffer' of support as families traversed crucial points in the life 
cycle and, for those facing the crisis of unemployment, family break­
down, loss of housing and so on. But how extensive were these support 
networks? The evidence is not clear, but it seems fairly certain that 
the more stable and well established the neighbourhood, the greater 
the degree of mutual trust and interdependence. Yet the nineteenth 
century was an era of population movement, urbanisation and social 
change. As the migration from rural to urban which characterised 
the century progressed, is it reasonable to assume the existence of 
stable neighbourhoods at all? 

In the suburbanised and private world of modern urban life in the 
Western industrialised nations of the present, 'neighbouring' is no 
longer an essential part of everyday life. The historical evolution of 
more private, home-centred lifestyles in which social interaction with 
neighbours is limited or regarded as 'interference' has been a long­
drawn out and rather uneven process. Beginning in the early modern 
period and accelerating in the two and a half centuries since 1750, it 
has been very much associated with both the separation of home and 
work, and the social and residential segregation characteristic of ur­
ban modernity. This 'privatisation process' has not destroyed the need 
for networks, but its culmination has been the replacement of the 
neighbourhood as the chief locus for them. Beginning with the higher 
social classes, it is often assumed that industrialisation, and the drift 
to towns in the nineteenth century, undermined the vitality of neigh­
bourhood life amongst an increasingly mobile and fractured urban 
working class. The disrupted structures of labouring life would take 
some generations to re-establish. Put another way, it takes time for a 
new district to become an established neighbourhood. 

We can no longer study the neighbourhood networks of the nine­
teenth century at first hand, but a study in the 1950s of Bethnal Green, 
in the East End of London, concluded that the close-knit pattern of 
community life (based largely on kinship networks) was the result of 
several generations' development. 92 Given that most of the urban 
working-class districts of the nineteenth century were new creations, 
it might be assumed that the social complexities of neighbourhood 
life would not emerge immediately. Much of the evidence on the 
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support networks of poor neighbourhoods comes from the work of 
oral historians interviewing the elderly in the 1960s and after. This 
confirms the existence of such networking at the end of the nineteenth 
century. 93 

To what extent did such neighbourhood networks exist earlier in 
the period? Migrants to the growing cities of the early and mid nine­
teenth century were drawn chiefly from the surrounding countryside, 
whilst a significant proportion came from Ireland. Michael Ander­
son's important study of census data for the Lancashire textile town of 
Preston for the years 1841 to 1861 suggests the significance of kinship 
networks at that time of high population mobility. He found that 70 
per cent of his sample for 1851 had been born outside Preston. In the 
absence of official sources of information and advice, new migrants 
faced especial difficulties in finding work and housing and 'adapting 
. . . in hundreds of other ways to the new community. '94 Anderson 
concluded that newcomers relied greatly upon the support of kin 
already living in the town. The continuing demand of the cotton mills 
for labour led to chain migration and the creation of residential clus­
ters, in which relatives settled close to one another or shared the same 
accommodation in 'extended families'. He did not deny that neigh­
bours provided help, but maintained that only kin provided 'a 
structured basis of reciprocation in a heterogeneous and mobile 
society'. 93 To what extent should we generalise Anderson's findings 
about Preston to the rest of the country and the century? 

Standish Meacham concluded that if Anderson was describing the 
early period of neighbourhood formation, by the end of the century, 
what Meacham called the 'classic' pattern of neighbourhood life had 
emerged. This was because it was not until the era of intensive urban 
growth and high rates of population mobility had passed, and resi­
dential stability was established, that neighbourhood ties could mature 
into a system of reciprocal attachments on the basis of mutual trust. 
Similarly, Carl Chinn, reflecting on Anderson's work on mid-century 
Preston, points to the 'relatively stable urban culture' prevailing at the 
end of the century, as identified by Ellen Ross in her studies of the 
East End and by Robert Roberts in his Salford autobiography, The 
Classic Slum. 96 Newly arrived migrants would be the least likely to have 
the support of community networks and therefore would be the most 
likely to become dependent upon poor relief. This was probably the 
case in Manchester in the 1840s, where evidence suggests that the 
non-settled poor, that is, those least able to have earned the neces-
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sary 'social capital' with their neighbours, were 'almost six times more 
likely' to apply for poor relief at times of distress than the resident 
population. To what extent they could rely instead upon the help of 
kin is not clear.97 There is a suggestion, from a study ofBethnal Green 
in London's East End in the 1850s, that, in certain circumstances, a 
high degree of population change could actually obstruct the forma­
tion of family networks. 98 The picture is not clear. This has caused 
some to conclude that the 'function of the neighbourhood as a source 
of informal support could not be taken over on a large scale by family 
networks until a considerable part of the urban population was more 
or less settled.'99 

In the long run, the demographic, social and cultural changes of 
the industrial era did not of necessity lead to the disintegration of 
informal social networks, but rather to their transformation. Where 
kinship could provide the basis of support, this reduced the need for 
reciprocity between neighbours, but equally it might work the other 
way round. Moreover, as Anderson's own researches showed, move­
ment within Preston was generally only over short distances. Almost 
40 per cent of males who moved house between the 1851 census and 
the 1861 census had relocated within 200 yards of their previous ad­
dress, and up to 60 per cent were living within less than half a mile. 
Thus, whilst most changed their address, few changed their neigh­
bourhood.100 This short-distance mobility within towns is a well-known 
phenomenon and was particularly marked among those in less-skilled 
and casualised occupations. 

In many neighbourhoods, extended families might spread across a 
number of households in the same or nearby streets, and relation­
ships of proximity and interdependency often involved a mixture of 
kin and community. Moreover, many took in lodgers (or became lodg­
ers) not as a business proposition - lodging houses were found in 
every town -but as a survival strategy. For example, in his study of a 
working-class district in mid century Manchester, Peter Rushton found 
a tenth of families taking in lodgers to supplement the household 
income. This was most common at the stage in the family life-cycle 
when children were too young to work and economic resources might 
be few. Rushton found a third of couples in this category in 1851 
sharing their often cramped housing with lodgers. Taking in lodgers 
was a regular feature in the domestic economy of the poor right 
through the period and beyond. It was an arrangement which of­
fered crucial support to new migrants (often beyond kinship 
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connections) and provided cheap accommodation for others, such as 
young married couples, single parent families and widows. 101 

There is much that we need to know about neighbourhood activity 
in the earlier parts of the nineteenth century, but given the exigencies 
of everyday life in the uncertain economic climate of Victorian towns 
and cities, and the financial needs of families on insecure and low 
incomes, it is likely that some degree of community identity would 
soon grow up: 'the tenacity and adaptability of neighbourhood com­
munities were much greater than one might think' .102 Certainly, Boot's 
researches on the Manchester of the 1840s suggest that those with 
roots in a neighbourhood showed considerable reluctance to apply 
for poor relief. He found an average time lag of six weeks between 
becoming unemployed and receiving relief, and concluded that this: 
'attests to the depth of private and communal resources they could 
resort to in times of distress, their hostility to the Poor Law, and the 
depth of poverty reached before they obtained relief from the Poor 
Law authorities.' 103 

It seems that, wherever possible, poor people would prefer anything 
to an application for poor relief. This is a commonly expressed view in 
historical accounts and is linked to the ideas of respectability and pop­
ular abhorrence of the workhouse and the labour test. 104 However, it 
may be a result of an over-concentration on the unemployed male, 
who certainly found it more difficult to get relief, especially after 1870. 105 

Equally, it would be less applicable to those unintegrated into any form 
of kin or neighbourly networking. As we saw in Chapter 2, reluctance 
to resort to poor relief was much less marked among more marginal 
groups, such as the casually employed and female heads of families 
(widows with children and so on). One of the reasons for the 'crusade 
against out-relief' after 1870 was the desire to deter such groups from 
applying. Thus the common assumption that the able-bodied substan­
tially rejected the Poor Law since it was stigmatising, actually 
disenfranchised them and offered out-relief at less than subsistence 
level is only partly true. Much would depend upon how desperate the 
circumstances were and how willing people were to accept poor 
relief, along with what could be got from charities as another part of 
the 'economy of makeshifts' .106 Even the families of the skilled could 
be reduced to accept public relief. Gillian Wagner recounts the case of 
the wife of a boilermaker in the 1880s, whose husband's will had been 
broken by the loss of his job. The sole responsibility for family mainte­
nance fell upon her shoulders. Although there were savings of 2s. 6d. 
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and she had her earnings selling shellfish, she also received poor relief 
in cash and kind of two shillings, plus a couple of loaves of bread. 
Unfortunately, this was not enough to keep the family together and, in 
the end, she had to let her 11-year-old son go to one of Dr Barnado's 
homes. 107 



5 
POVER1Y AND WELFARE IN 
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, the liberal con­
ception of rights and responsibilities, which had underwritten the 
political and social system of the Victorian era, began to disintegrate 
as central governments increasingly intervened in domains, such as 
social welfare and industrial relations, formerly confined to the 'private 
sphere'. The intellectual roots of this chiefly lay in the New Liberal 
redefinition ofliberty in the late nineteenth century, in which negative 
determinations ofliberal basic rights were superseded by the 'positive' 
rights of opportunity and social 'justice' to be realised through the 
actions of the state. 1 International trade and imperialistic rivalries 
encouraged the process, culminating in the experience of the First 
World War, which did considerable damage to 'liberal' values. 
Ultimately, the 'liberal state' was transformed into the post-1945 'social­
welfare state' in which central government stood committed to the 
social rights of citizens. 

The extent to which the liberal state had begun to dissolve prior to 
1900 was limited. It is true that, towards the end of the nineteenth 
century, central governments began to look beyond the relatively nar­
row confines of the Poor Law. The treatment of the elderly and of the 
unemployed were the main areas in which legislative proposals came 
forward. But, although there were Royal Commissions on the Aged 
Poor (1895) and Old Age Pensions (1896, 1899), it was the case of 
unemployment relief where action was taken as early as 1886 (see Chap­
ter 2). But this was a fitful and inconclusive process, largely inspired 
by the desire to discriminate on moral grounds between relief applicants, 
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and operating through the auspices of local rather than central gov­
ernment. By the 1900s, the central state was more ready to intervene 
in the fields of social welfare and industrial organisation. It is not the 
purpose of this chapter to provide a detailed account of the origins of 
the Liberal welfare reforms of 1906-11, still less to consider the subse­
quent development of a 'social-welfare state'. These are hardly 
neglected issues. Too often the balance of welfare in the nineteenth 
century, with its leaning towards voluntarism and mutual aid, has been 
subordinated to narratives of the later development of state responsi­
bility in which the origins of the Liberal welfare reforms figure 
prominently. The focus of this study on the welfare system before 1900 
has been an attempt to bring non-state agencies back into the picture 
and to emphasise how comparatively limited were the obligations of 
the liberal state to the poor. 

Arguably the most significant breaches of the liberal state's defenc­
es before 1900 came in areas which only indirectly affected the position 
of the poor. However, even after 1900, most of this legislation was 
administered through existing or newly created local state authorities, 
and much of it merely continued the Victorian practice of acting to 
control abuses and set minimum standards. Thus the state extended 
its responsibilities in the areas of public health and housing. Water 
supply and sewerage had become exclusively public areas of compe­
tence by the end of the 1840s. Legislation in the 1870s established a 
national network of district sanitary authorities, each with a medical 
officer of health possessing powers of inspection, although it was not 
until the 1890s that municipal authorities acquired powers to enforce 
minimum standards of sanitation in new housing. Housing acts in 1885 
and 1890 granted local government borrowing rights to build public 
housing, although outside London only a small number of council­
housing projects were under way by the early 1 900s. None the less the 
opportunity was there for some notable experiments in 'municipal 
socialism', at a time when solutions were still being sought through a 
combination of the local state and voluntarism. Local rather than cen­
tral state competence was also preferred as elementary schooling up 
to the age often became a responsibility of elected school boards under 
the Education Act of 1870, then was made compulsory in 1880 and 
free of charge in 1891. 

Central as opposed to local state responsibility was clearest in the 
field of industrial safety. As with sanitation, this involved the extension 
of existing commitments. The pioneer factory acts up to the 1840s 
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had applied only to the textile industries and the hours and condi­
tions of labour of women and children, not men. Such minimum 
standards were only slowly extended to include other industries and 
workshops as well as the factories, and the retail trade was not touched 
until the 1886 Shops Act. Despite government inspection, enforce­
ment remained a problem. The Factory Act of 1901 further 
consolidated standards on working conditions and safety for women, 
but it was not until the Coal Mines Act of 1908 that adult male hours 
of labour were restricted. However, under trade union pressure, em­
ployer liability for accidents at work in most occupations was 
established by the Workmen's Compensation Act of 1897. 

In the twentieth century, the responsibilities of the state in provid­
ing social security and relieving poverty have expanded enormously. 
Much has been gained in terms of rising living standards and social 
expectations. In the process, however, the balance within the 'mixed 
economy of welfare' shifted towards state bureaucracies and away from 
voluntary organisations and institutions of self-help. Government be­
came the 'bearer of the social order', with degrees of responsibility 
and authority which would have been anathema to the nineteenth cen­
tury liberal. Along with the growth of state welfare bureaucracies came 
universalist ideologies of provision and the rise of health and welfare 
professions, the most notable of which is the medical profession. The 
latter found its powers enhanced through the National Insurance Act 
of 1911, and doctors obtained significant powers in the National 
Health Service introduced in the 1940s. In particular, the lowly gen­
eral practitioner has been a major beneficiary of the NHS, enjoying 
considerably more status and control over conditions of service than 
the Poor Law or friendly society serving medical men of the last century. 

The self-help institutions have fared least well as a result of their 
'partnership' with the state. Initial friendly society opposition to state 
pensions was overcome before the Old Age Pensions Act of 1908. Its 
non-contributory nature made it more palatable. But the societies lost 
much of their independent and self-governing role when they were 
absorbed into the national insurance schemes of 1911. These were to 
be administered through 'approved bodies', including the commer­
cial collecting and industrial insurance societies, as well as the friendly 
societies. The National Insurance Act established compulsory insur­
ance against sickness, disablement and maternity, but not death (thus 
leaving the business of the commercial collecting societies intact). It 
is significant that the state's first venture into social insurance was 
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conceived as a partnership between government, voluntarism and the 
market. The desire to reward self-help and individual responsibility 
remained central to the welfare philosophy of New Liberalism. Un­
doubtedly, the intention was to expand the self-help community, but 
the state was to do more than 'enable'- it was to supervise the proc­
ess. In doing so, it undermined the viability of the very institutions 
which had provided the social insurance model on which legislation 
was based. 2 

The self-help institutions have withered during the twentieth cen­
tury. Their fraternal culture has become a thing of the past, and their 
functions have been superseded by a combination of state provision 
and commercial insurance. Friendly society memberships declined 
markedly during the interwar period, largely as a result of the exist­
ence of state insurance schemes for sickness and unemployment 
benefit. They also lost ground to the market, especially to insurance 
companies that sold endowments to top up the old-age pension. The 
sociability, promise of economic security and social esteem, which the 
Victorian friendly societies had embodied, did not seem so attractive 
to the generation which came to maturity between the wars. It was the 
fraternal lodge-based societies which declined most rapidly, while by 
contrast, centrally-run collecting societies, like the Hearts of Oak, con­
tinued to expand. Indeed, rather than a decline of self-help, the interwar 
years witnessed an expansion of savings, but it went into hospital 
contributory schemes, life insurance, endowment policies, and the 
newly introduced National Savings Certificates bought over the Post 
Office counter rather than the friendly societies. 

However, this is further disproof of the oft-repeated Victorian con­
tention that the 'hand to mouth' economy of the working classes, and 
their apparent improvidence, reflected their low moral character rath­
er than their inadequate earnings. The major constraint on 
working-class saving was that of low pay. The impossibility of ever 
saving enough to provide for such eventualities as old age was a psy­
chological, as well as material barrier which the introduction of a 
state pension did much to remove. Rather than undermining indi­
vidual thrift as opponents argued, the extension of state welfare may 
have actually stimulated it. 3 In more recent times, governments have 
been as concerned to see an extension of credit and share ownership 
as to sustain the culture of thrift. Moreover, in contrast to the decline 
of the friendly societies, the provision of social security and cash ac­
cumulation through the market has expanded in the twentieth century. 
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So much so that discussion of the future of social welfare in the 1980s 
and 1990s has often centred on competing claims of the state and the 
market. 4 

Equally, the role of charity has been transformed by its 'partner­
ship' with the state. The process of statutory welfare services replacing 
voluntary ones, which had begun at a local level before 1914 (as in 
the case of health visitors for example), continued apace. After the 
welfare state reforms of 1945-51, the voluntary bodies were more of­
ten working (often at a local level) to provide personal social services 
alongside statutory agencies. They became more secular in outlook 
and less ambitious in social goals, reflecting the changed ideological 
climate of the post-1945 era. Their partnership with the state be­
came less equal, and their role supplementary to and dependent upon 
that of government. 

But the political priorities of the Thatcher years- and, in particular, 
the rhetoric of a return to 'Victorian values'- sought a revival of self­
reliance and a renewed welfare role for voluntary charity. During the 
high unemployment of the 1980s, voluntary agencies working with poor 
families reported an increased demand for their services for the first 
time in a generation and official policy drew in charitable resources 
alongside state benefit to the poorest. This attempt to redefine the 
boundary between state and voluntary sector and to return to an older 
version of the public/private partnership has produced few tangible 
results. However, the belief remains strong in many quarters that an 
active voluntary sector is an essential element in civil society. Moreo­
ver, in the face of rising social-security budgets and a continuing 
political commitment to low taxation, the impulse to 'reform the wel­
fare state' remains. In this, there may well be government pressure on 
voluntary organisations to expand their welfare provision. Indeed, the 
state may call the tune. The dependent status of the voluntary sector 
extends to financial support and it has been estimated that at least 
one third of its income in Britain in the 1990s is derived from public 
sources. 5 

Despite advances in living standards during the twentieth century 
and evolving notions of citizenship in the discussion of social rights, 
poverty persists in the era of the welfare state. And- as if to illustrate 
that such concepts are culturally specific - the definition, measure­
ment and nature of 'poverty' remain subjects of debate and 
calculation. 6 Our welfare system is equally a cultural construct. It is 
not merely a response to physical need, but arises out of the balance 
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of social, political and ideological forces at a particular time. Howev­
er, the ideas and values it embodies in turn have an impact on the 
politics and social values of the day. 

As we venture into the twenty-first century, the welfare state can 
seem permanently in crisis. The future balance of forces between the 
state, the market and the voluntary sector is unclear. Governments 
once more are under pressure to restrain costs and the apparent cer­
tainties of the post-war consensus have evaporated. Any reform of the 
welfare system is more likely to involve a contraction than an expansion 
of state responsibilities. This may not mean the removal of benefits 
and entitlements, but the pegging of their value. For example, the 
current inadequacy of the state old-age pension raises serious doubts 
over its likely worth when today's young adults retire. This concern 
has generated a 'pensions industry' providing what the nineteenth 
century would have termed 'deferred annuities' against a poverty strick­
en old age. However, although with more disposable income and longer 
life expectations this is a more attractive proposition than in the nine­
teenth century, it will still not cover all. Nor will everyone be prudent 
enough or financially able to make such provision. The future holds 
the prospect of residual state support at 'pauper' levels for those with­
out a private pension. The problem of the aged poor is once more at 
the centre of the welfare debate. 

The chief trend in the 'mixed economy of welfare' is once more 
away from state responsibility and towards the individual and the fam­
ily. In the 1980s and 1990s, governments rediscovered individual 
obligation in such areas as child support, setting up the Child Support 
Agency to seek out absent fathers. The family is also at the centre of 
concern at the highest levels about young women who are single par­
ents. The spectre of a dependency culture, in which recipients of 
benefit get cut off from the disciplines and sociability of the market, 
has returned to be one of the central issues on the welfare-reform 
agenda. If the responsibilities of the individual are once more at the 
heart of the welfare debate, so is the 'informal welfare' that springs 
from the ties of kinship, friendship and community. Residential care 
of the infirm and elderly has been shifted away from the NHS to 
become a local authority and private institutional burden. Along with 
this has come a commitment to support the informal carer in the home 
as more and more people, who in the 1950s and 1960s would have 
received residential health care, are now cared for by kin, with a dwin­
dling level of domiciliary-based support from health service workers. 
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In a number of welfare areas, central government is once again talk­
ing the language of the 'enabler' rather than the provider. 

Instead of searching the past for the origins of the present as if it 
were a final settlement, our current inclination should be to study 
former welfare systems in their historical context. Rather than a 
culmination of welfare history, the post-war welfare state may be 
seen in the future as an experiment, which governments felt unable 
to sustain in the face of demographic and social change, escalating 
financial costs and a political climate which favours low taxation. 
For what has been given can be taken away. More now than at any 
time since the coming of the welfare state, we can expect change 
and even a Labour government is prepared to 'think the unthinkable' 
about social welfare. 
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TableA1 1\Jor Relief Expenditure in England and Wales, 1696-1930 
year total average year total average 

(£000s) expenditure (£000s) expenditure 
per head of per head of 
population population 
(shillings & (shillings 
pence) &pence) 

1696 400 ls. 5d. 1856 6 004 6s. 4d. 
1748-50 690 2s. 3d. 1857 5 899 6s. 2d. 
1776 1 529 4s. 4d. 1858 5 879 6s. ld. 

1859 5 559 5s. 8d. 
1802-3 4 078 8s. lld. 1860 5 455 5s. 6d. 
1813 6 676 12s. 9d. 1861 5 779 5s. 9d. 
1814 6 295 11 s. lOd. 1862 6 078 6s. Od. 
1815 5 419 lOs. Od. 1863 6 527 6s. 5d. 
1816 5 725 9s. lOd. 1864 6 423 6s. 3d. 
1817 6 918 12s. 4d. 1865 6 265 6s. Od. 
1818 7 890 12s. ld. 1866 6 440 6s. ld. 
1819 7 532 13s. Od. 1867 6 960 6s. 6d. 
1820 7 330 12s. 6d. 1868 7 498 6s. lld. 
1821 6 959 11 s. 8d. 1869 7 673 7s. Od. 
1822 6 359 lOs. 6d. 1870 7 644 6s. lOd. 
1823 5 773 9s. 5d. 1871 7 887 7s. Od. 
1824 5 734 9s. 2d. 1872 8 007 7s. Od. 
1825 5 787 9s. ld. 1873 7 692 6s. 8d. 
1826 5 929 9s. 2d. 1874 7 665 6s. 6d. 
1827 6 441 9s. lOd. 1875 7 488 6s. 4d. 
1828 6 298 9s. 4d. 1876 7 336 6s. ld. 
1829 6 332 9s. 5d. 1877 7 400 6s. ld. 
1830 6 829 I Os. Od. 1878 7 689 6s. 3d. 
1831 6 799 9s. lOd. 1879 7 830 6s. 3d. 
1832 7 037 lOs. ld. 1880 8 015 6s. 4d. 
1833 6 791 9s. 7d. 1881 8 102 6s. 3d. 
1834 6 317 8s. IOd. 1882 8 232 6s. 4d. 
1835 5 526 7s. 7d. 1883 8 353 6s. 4d. 
1836 4 718 6s. 5d. 1884 8 403 6s. 4d. 
1837 4 045 5s. 5d. 1885 8 492 6s. 4d. 
1838 4 124 5s. 5d. 1886 8 296 6s. ld. 
1839 4 407 5s. 9d. 1887 8 177 5s. lld. 
1840 4 577 5s. lOd. 1888 8 441 6s. ld. 
1841 4 761 6s. Od. 1889 8 366 5s. lld. 
1842 4 911 6s. 2d. 1890 8 434 5s. lid. 
1843 5 208 6s. 5d. 1891 8 643 6s. Od. 
1844 4 976 6s. ld. 1892 8 848 6s. ld. 
1845 5 040 6s. ld. 1893 9 218 6s. 3d. 
1846 4 954 5s. lld. 1894 9 674 6s. 6d. 
1847 5 299 6s. 3d. 1895 9 867 6s. 7d. 
1848 6 181 7s. 2d. 1896 10 216 6s. 9d. 
1849 5 793 6s. 8d. 1897 10 432 6s. 9d. 
1850 5 395 6s. 2d. 1898 10 828 7s. Od. 
1851 4 963 5s. 7d. 1899 11 287 7s. 2d. 
1852 4 898 5s. 5d. 1900 11 568 7s. 3d. 
1853 4 939 5s. 5d. 1910 14 850 8s. 4d. 
1854 5 283 5s. 9d. 1920 23 501 12s. 6d. 
1855 5 890 6s. 4d. 1930 40 631 20s. 6d. 

Sources: P. F. Aschrott, The English Poor Law System (2nd edn, 1902) Table VII; 
M.Blaug, 'The myth of the Old Poor Law and the making of the New',journal of 
Economic History, 23 (1963), App. B; K. Williams, From Pauperism to Poverty (1981), 
Tables 4.1 and 4.6;. P. Slack, The English Poor Law, 1531-1782 (1990),Table 1. 
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Table A2 Poor Relief Totals in England and Wales, 1849-1900 

year mean number ratio per 1 00 mean number mean number 
total paupers population indoor paupers outdoor paupers 

1849 1 088 659 6.3 133 513 955 146 
1850 1 008 700 5.7 123 004 885 696 
1851 941 315 5.3 114 367 826 948 
1852 915 675 5.1 Ill 323 804 352 
1853 886 362 4.9 110 148 776 214 
1854 864 617 4.7 111 635 752 982 
1855 897 686 4.8 121 400 776 286 
1856 917 084 4.9 124 879 792 205 
1857 885 010 4.6 122 845 762 165 
1858 908 886 4.7 122 613 786 273 
1859 865 446 4.4 121 232 744 214 
1860 844 633 4.3 113 507 731 126 
1861 883 921 4.4 125 866 758 055 
1862 917 142 4.6 132 326 784 906 
1863 1 079 382 5.3 136 907 942475 
1864 1 014 978 4.9 133 761 881 217 
1865 951 899 4.6 131 312 820 5B6 
1866 916 152 4.3 132 776 783 376 
1867 931 546 4.3 137 310 794 236 
1868 992 640 4.6 150 040 842 600 
1869 1 018 140 4.6 157 740 860 400 
1870 1 032 800 4.6 156 BOO B76 000 
1871 1 037 360 4.6 156 430 880 930 
1872 977 200 4.3 149 200 828 000 
1873 883 688 3.8 144 338 739 350 
1874 827 446 3.5 143 707 683 739 
1875 800 914 3.4 146 800 654 114 
1876 749476 3.1 143 084 606 392 
1877 719 949 2.9 149 611 570 338 
1878 729 089 2.9 159 219 569 870 
1879 765 455 3.0 166 852 598 603 
1880 80B 030 3.2 180 817 627 213 
1881 790 937 3.1 183 872 607 065 
1882 788 289 3.0 183 374 604 915 
1883 782 422 3.0 182 932 599 490 
1884 765 914 2.8 1BO 846 585 068 
1885 768 938 2.8 183 820 585 118 
1886 780712 2.B 186 190 594 522 
1887 796 036 2.8 188 414 607 622 
IB8B BOO 484 2.8 192 084 608 400 
1889 795 617 2.B 192 105 603 512 
1890 775 217 2.7 187 921 587 296 
1891 759 730 2.6 185 B38 573 892 
1892 744 757 2.5 186 607 55B 150 
1B93 758 776 2.5 192 512 566 264 
IB94 7B7 933 2.6 205 33B 582 595 
1895 796 913 2.6 208 746 58B 167 
1896 816 019 2.7 213 776 602 243 
1897 814 B87 2.7 214 382 600 505 
1898 813 986 2.6 216 200 597 786 
1899 831 938 2.6 219 041 612 B97 
1900 792 367 2.5 215 377 577 122 
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