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How does one define poverty?  Is it the failure to live up to a certain abstract standard of living or is it a complete inability to achieve subsistence?  Furthermore, which of these, if either, should one relieve and how? Might it be possible that the relief of poverty could, in the words of Alexis de Tocqueville, depraves the remainder of the population? Understanding how poverty coexisted amidst the plenty that the Industrial Revolution provided was a problem for 18th and 19th century Britain.  Questions such as those above continued to plague the Royal Commission charged with the task of examining the Poor Law.  Their report and recommendations were issued in 1832, the Poor Law Amendment Act that followed in 1834, and its subsequent administration are important early examples of how early British industrial reform was not genuinely motivated by indigent relief but rather protection of the poor from pauperism and a desire to streamline and centralize the Poor Law system under national control.  

Such an attempt to legislate social and economic behaviour can provide modern historians with an interesting case study in the failures of early bureaucratic structure. This paper will attempt to examine these three aspects of poverty during the Industrial Revolution: how the works of William Hogarth demonstrated changing attitudes toward poverty, how several philosophers impacted the construction of the New Poor Law, and how the administration of the New Poor Law represented a radical early attempt at modern governmental centralization. 


The struggle to define who is worthy of relief and who is not was not unique to the Royal Commission of 1830.  As early as 1747, William Hogarth created a series of engravings called “Industry and Idleness,” in which he attempts to define and separate the behaviours of the just and wicked in the new industrial society.  Both of his characters are weaver apprentices.  In the first plate, the industrious apprentice is happily hard at work, but the master notices that the idle apprentice is asleep from having drunk too much.  Inebriation is hardly the idle apprentice’s only vice; he also gambles rather than going to church services, on church grounds no less.  He attempts to flee to a life of debauchery on the sea but later returns and becomes a thief while living with a prostitute, who eventually turns him in to the authorities.  Meanwhile, the industrious apprentice spends his time at church and gains the favour of his master, who allows him to marry his daughter.  He becomes Sheriff of London and is forced to have the idle apprentice executed when the thief’s accomplice testifies against him.  The industrious apprentice is ultimately celebrated as the new Lord-Mayor of London.  (Hogarth)
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Plate 1

Hogarth accompanies each of his apprentices with appropriate scriptural references and suitable companions and accommodations. His etchings suggest that both poverty and a life of bad fortune are not merely due to circumstance but rather to an inherent character flaw.  The text below the idle apprentice in Plate 1, for example says "The Drunkard shall come to Poverty & drowsiness shall cloath a Man [in] Rags" whereas "The hand of the diligent maketh rich" for the other.  Certainly the emphasis here is not upon mere fate but rather ‘the hand’ which allows any individual to make of himself what he will. (Hogarth)  Hogarth is not applying a ‘survival of the fittest’ motif but rather indicates that character flaws become apparent through one’s activities and have negative consequences: justice always prevails. The poverty and ultimate death of the idle apprentice are morally justified and deserve neither charity nor relief.  As with later theorists, he does not inquire into the origins of the idleness or the industry, other than perhaps to suggest that alcohol plays a hand. 

Hogarth’s work had a seemingly broad impact across the British Empire, with this simple allegory being pirated as a handkerchief design for sale to the American colonies.  Not only was the structure of twelve images borrowed but details such as “Jack Idle” being woken up drunk in the bed with a prostitute by a falling cat were stolen directly from Hogarth’s work.  
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Plate 2

As with Hogarth’s work, ‘William Goodchild’ is a model of industry and propriety, marries the master’s daughter, is responsible for meting out justice to Jack Idle, and becomes Lord Mayor of London.  Such a fascinating item created in Great Britain for sale and distribution in mid-1770s Colonial Williamsburg suggests the lengthy impact and popularity of Hogarth’s distinctions between the deserving poor and indigent poor.


Several early political and economic philosophers concerned themselves directly with the distinction between the hardworking, the idle, and the legitimate poor.  In her work The Idea of Poverty, author Gertrude Himmelfarb brilliantly explores the struggle to define who is worthy of public assistance.  She analyzes a little known pamphlet of Alexis de Tocqueville called “Memoir on Pauperism” in which he lays out a very logical justification for the elimination of any publicly funded poor relief for those who are able bodied.  He does, however, approve of public “relief of the aged, the sick and the insane, and as a spontaneous, temporary measure in times of calamity.” (Himmelfarb 151)  These specifics would later be mirrored in the New Poor Law, although they were already in practice across Britain in various forms.  What is perhaps more significant was Tocqueville’s explanation for his objection to poor relief: namely, that as the standard of living increased, more and more of the lower classes of society come to view having that standard as a right and in its absence perceive themselves poor.  What is worse, he suggests, is that they then feel an entitlement to relief of that lack of standard of living, no longer containing their expectations to mere subsistence.  “It made charity a matter for social action rather than the exercise of a private virtue, and it transformed it from a moral obligation to a legal right.” England had effectively created a welfare state, which undermined the individual’s sense of pride in industry “By guaranteeing to all the means of subsistence as a legal right…relieved the poor of the obligation to work.” (Himmelfarb 149)


In Adam Smith’s influential work, he optimistically suggests that as the standard of living increases, the poor will also better themselves and pauperism will dwindle.  Thomas Malthus sees the problem from a completely different angle.  Himmelfarb notes that Malthus strongly advocated for the abolishment of any poor assistance whatsoever. (Himmelfarb 156) Malthus held a negative view of human nature, which, like Tocqueville, perceived most humans as inherently lazy; most, both these philosophers asserted, would choose to not work or work as little as possible, if given the opportunity.  Malthus feared that the rising population would simply continue to push more of the population at the bottom (the poor) to opt for greater and greater poor relief (the pauper), until all the poor were supported by the working middle class and rich ratepayers.  Such a vision terrified ratepayers across Britain.  


The three competing images of poverty and its ultimate relationship to the poor law presented by Smith, Tocqueville, and Malthus all concurred on the problem of definition.  The Royal Commission put it as the “mischievous ambiguity of the word poor.” (Himmelfarb 160)  The struggle to clarify this term and separate it from what a legitimate pauper would be was essential to prevent the poor from over reliance on the government poor rates and ultimately a disappearance of their will to work.  The belief was certainly that the current system of relief was having the effect of “’pauperizing the poor.’” (Himmelfarb 155)  There was an urgent need to separate these two groups from one another by 1830 for several reasons.   The pace of agricultural displacement caused by the Enclosure Movement had intensified making workers even more sensitive to market fluctuation (Ashton 20-21), the urban population had increased drastically by over 200% (Morgan 5), and the violence associated with the Swing Riots amongst rural farm workers, the fight for civil rights at Peterloo, and the revolutions in France made the noblesse of the United Kingdom decidedly uneasy.   In addition to these obvious social problems, the creation in 1795 of the Speenhamland System to supplement the Poor Law of 1601 created even more impetus for change.


In most cases before 1834, the sick, disabled and orphaned would either receive a supplement called out-relief from the local parish poor rates, or would enter a local poorhouse or almshouse.  Able-bodied workers and their families who hit unexpected bad times would also be entitled to poor relief. What was new about the Speenhamland System was that it provided a supplement to wages (called alternatively aid-in-wages or the allowance system) according to the price of bread and the size of the family.  If bread prices rose for a large family such that wages could not compensate, the parish would supplement those wages to a minimum standard of subsistence.  Malthus argued that this would increase the size of families, encourage greater laziness turning the mere poor into paupers dependent upon the state. (Morgan 26) Marx and Engels suggested that Speenhamland even encouraged owners to lower wages, allowing for the taxpayers to supplement incomes, (Block 7) Himmelfarb seems to concur that this might be the effect of the Speenhamland system but also suggests that the hatred and fear of it was unjustified as it was already out of fashion by 1834, according to a study done by historian Mark Blaug. (154) In fact, the system of supplemental relief for lower income or rising cost of living was widely used across the Industrial North of England, even after the New Poor Law. (Rose 131)  

The notion that a good idea in theory would have unintentionally negative consequences is an old one frequently used to justify doing nothing to relieve poverty.   Block and Somers summarized much of the current scholarship of the Speenhamland system’s social and economic impact.  They suggest that the Royal Commission found evidence of “exponential increases in childbirth and illegitimacy, declining wages and productivity, assaults on public morality and personal responsibility, and the development of a culture of indolence…” (Block 5) precisely because that was what they were hoping to find, a self-fulfilling prophecy.  Edwin Chadwick, member of the Royal Commission, found “no correlation between poor relief and increase in population.” (Himmelfarb 158) This neglect of population as a factor leading to an increase in the poor rates was directly related to the desire to show that aid-in-wages was responsible for the decline in productivity and thus the increased poverty in general.  In fact, Block and Somers suggest that the system actually relieved the rural poor from what would otherwise have been a much worse depression, caused by England’s return to the gold standard and a general decline in economic output after 1815 and did not have the effect of discouraging work or depressing wages. (Block 10)  

In any event, the drastic increase in poor rates, particularly in the South of England, seemed to coincide with the use of aid-in-wages, and the Royal Commission was determined to separate the able-bodied poor from those who really needed assistance, the pauper, and thus to encourage thrift, sexual restraint, and individual industry.  The New Poor Law was determined to accomplish these goals and to save rates through greater efficiency via centralized administration, uniform application of the law, clearer separation of the needy, and a strong reestablishment of the role of the state to provide only subsistence as charity.  The approach of the Royal Commission led by Nassau Senior and the utilitarian notions of Jeremy Bentham heavily influenced Edwin Chadwick.  They certainly hoped to find a formula by which to maximize charity to those who deserved it with a minimum of negative impact upon society.  The commissioners spoke of the new laws ability to “’safely and even beneficially,’” (Himmelfarb 161) help the indigent.  Their search for a practical, objective and strict means of separating the needy from the mere idle was the workhouse.

It is no accident that one of the first Poor Law Commissioners was George Nicholls.   Nicholls started one of the earliest workhouses at Southwell in 1819.  Workhouses were not entirely a new idea and were based loosely upon poorhouses and almshouse for the sick and disabled, both of which had been around for hundreds of years and were often dubbed “pauper palaces” by the public.  What was different at Southwell was the manner in which they treated their poor.  In 1818, Robert Lowe, cousin to the local Southwell vicar, Rev. Becher, began a workhouse for 40 people in Bingham, where he hoped to provide the “terror of his workhouse.”  The overseer of Nicholls’ small workhouse at Southwell advocated that poor wages should be paid at subsistence level.  Both Becher and Nicholls disagreed and set out to create a workhouse that was horrible enough to keep out the idle yet humane enough for the aid of the poor.  Most of the innovations were later attributed to the powerful vicar-general of Southwell, Rev. John Thomas Becher, but in reality, Nicholls inspired almost all the important parochial reforms.  Nicholls supported the creation of a workhouse in 1819 that the poor would look at with dread to enter, but that provided subsistence, religious services, and reading, writing, and arithmetic for children.  Becher copied these reforms for the Southwell Workhouse scheme he began in 1823 to help some 49 local parishes lower their poor rates by consolidating their efforts.  (Axtell)

Becher’s plan was very successful.  The cost of tending the poor fell from £2000 in 1821 to £517 in 1824.  How Becher managed such a remarkable piece of thrift at the expense of the poor provided the Royal Commission with the formula they needed to separate the industrious from the idle and the idle from the truly indigent.  Firstly, he located the Workhouse out in the countryside to separate the paupers from the workers and provided high walls to maintain isolation.  Becher’s most important workhouse reform was to separate the paupers instantly from their belongings, then according to gender and age distinctions with men, women, and children having almost no daily contact.   A second separation followed according to their status:  the old and infirm (including lunatics and idiots) were considered “the blameless” poor by Reverend Becher and thus had the right to receive assistance and better treatment, whereas the able-bodied were castigated as “the idle and profligate.”  Sensitivity to the plight of these would only encourage greater numbers in the workhouse, and Becher wrote that “An empty workhouse is a successful workhouse;” conditions were strictly regimented and unpleasant.  Men worked all day breaking rocks or picking oakum; women cooked and cleaned; the children studied in school.  On Sundays, they had church and, if their behaviour was good, the family would get one hour together.  Evidence of boredom at the workhouse can be seen in the over thirty coats of paint, the carved games and sundials in the stone, and in empty yards. (Axtell) 

Compared to the alternatives, workhouse conditions were relatively good.  Children received an education until they were apprenticed out at age 12.  The rooms were well ventilated and very clean, albeit crowded.  The food was simple, meagre, and mostly vegetarian; unlike in the cities, an ingenious cistern system kept the water clean and the workhouse never had a single case of typhus, typhoid, or cholera.  A doctor was assigned to the workhouse and the battle against lice and vermin was constant.  The workhouse did have a cow for a few years, until it was perceived that this might be hurting the local economy; Becher got rid of the cow in the interests of the community.  At the end of the day, a family or pauper was always there voluntarily and could come and go as they wished, provided they did not take the workhouse clothing as that would constitute theft.  Boredom, loneliness, shame, hunger, and, above all, the despised separation from one’s family seemed to be the major reasons inmates hated the workhouse.  Abuses occurred when the Warden’s were remiss or overzealous in their efforts to economize on food, and the scandal of workhouse inmates at Andover eating marrow from bone meal brought to light the cruelty of misadministration. (Axtell)

Becher was a shameless self-promoter and used his position as magistrate and vicar general of Southwell to full advantage.  He developed and promoted a dip to rid sheep of ticks, was close friends and advisor to Lord Byron, wrote books on flowers and Nottinghamshire, and promoted his version of Workhouse reform via a pamphlet and a presentation to the Royal Commission.  They were delighted and saw that in Southwell, the workhouse system created a broad distinction between pauper and poor, wherein “the condition of the able-bodied pauper be less ‘eligible’—desirable, agreeable, favourable—than that of the ‘lowest class’ of independent labourer.” (Himmelfarb 163)  The commissioners finally had their means test to separate and define, the ‘principle of less eligibility,’ which Himmelfarb suggests was very utilitarian as “the instrument of relief was itself the test for relief.” (Himmelfarb 165)  The system could house all kinds of paupers in one place, the test could apply uniformly without any interference by wardens or boards of guardians as only the most needy would ever go there, and conditions in the workhouse could exceed the conditions outside (by providing better shelter, food, and education) and still not debase the working poor since those inside had lost at least their liberty. (Himmelfarb 164)  The ultimate success of this approach might be simply viewed by the change in terminology of the poorhouse from “pauper palaces” before the change in the poor law to “pauper bastilles;” clearly the workhouse was akin to the worst prison in the minds of most Britons after the New Poor Law came into effect.


There were several practical problems with the way in which the New Poor Law system was both recommended and implemented.  Senior and Chadwick were adamant that for their theoretical system to work effectively the allowance system had to be abolished and called for a central administration to ensure uniformity.  The Poor Law Amendment can thus be examined as an early model of centralized bureaucratic social reform and the British government certainly learned much that was later applied to other initiatives.  Regional variation in administration of the New Poor Law continued well in to the late 19th century, but opposition to any implementation of the law came fast and swift.  In 1835, riots broke out over the law and at least 53 men were jailed across Canterbury for rioting. (Return 1-3)  Many workhouses were constructed without separation, others continued to provide allowances, while many unions refused to fund the expensive union workhouses. (Himmelfarb 168)  In the North, the needs of industrial areas were different.  They felt that the South had been irresponsibly inefficient in managing their poor but that they had not. They also perceived aid-in-wages to be cheaper and more efficient to administer. (Rose 131) The local magistrates, including Rev. Becher, resented having their powers stripped away by a central board that established policies.  The Boards of Governors were often stymied in their efforts to enforce the law by combinations of conservative small parishes.  All the parishes seemed to resent the centralized authority and the Poor Law Commission created by the Amendment Act was simply too weak to enforce their own rules. (Rose 137)


The battles for centralized control really centred around one crucial issue, the same, which began the whole affair: poor rates.  The Royal Commission had recommended doing something with the settlement laws but was unspecific as to what improvements, i.e. abolition, should be done.  Though they admitted the current rate system was “‘uncertain and capricious’” (Rose 139) they did not propose that the national government fund the poor law system.  Later the government did provide discounted longer-term loans to support the construction and operation of these massive pieces of governmental investment.  (Himmelfarb 166)  Rose notes that parochial contributions to a union workhouse relied upon poverty not property. The poor rural districts the law was meant to relieve often paid the most, even when their workers no longer technically resided in them.  (Rose 136)  This chaos in administration led many Boards of Guardians to simply try to shove out or disallow as many poor within their parish as possible.  

Meanwhile, the first salvo in the battle for centralization came in 1842 with the Out-Door Labour Test, in an attempt to prevent able-bodied paupers from receiving any rent or outdoor relief.  Guardians often ignored the test, and parish overseers who collected the rates would have union auditors doctor their books, a practice changed with the arrival of district auditors responsible to the Poor Law Commission in 1844. (Rose 134)  With this newfound control, the Poor Law Commission passed the Order Prohibiting Outdoor Relief in 1844.   The law required extensive documentation and attempted to cut off any other outdoor employment and stated that any relief must occur “wholly in the Workhouse of the Union.” (Order)  The one vague exception open to abuse was when the able bodied person was of “sudden and urgent necessity.” (Order)  Taking advantage of such ambiguity, the Guardians and overseers continued to provide outdoor relief.  In one last ditch attempt at consolidation, the government attempted to reform the entire structure in 1846-1847, creating a new settlement system, a new Poor Law Board with a list of very specific rules, and a president to the Poor Law Board who sat in Parliament and the Cabinet.  (Consolidated)  The new settlement system particularly crippled industrial townships already smarting from increased Irish immigration.  The inability of this system to reign in local maverick governments is best summed up by M. E. Rose.  Slowly and painfully, the central authority learned that it must reform not by administrative fiat but by tactful persuasion.  By 1878, a Poor Law Inspector remarked, as a matter of course, that ‘a very wide discretion must of necessity be left to the local authorities.’ 

The failure to implement the workhouse system uniformly might seem as a mixed blessing until one considers the alternative: small parish poorhouses unable to accommodate the massive numbers of poor.  One of the more interesting effects of the entire debacle that became the Poor Law Amendment is the long-term demonization of the Speenhamland System.  Another is that the fear of the workhouse might have induced many workers to join trade unions to pursue private pension and protection schemes.  A third is the mental image of a corrupt and cold bureaucratic social welfare system created by the public perception of workhouses.  Certainly the central government learned a lot about investigating social problems and managing the individual parishes, implementing their newfound knowledge in their later attempts to clean up sanitation and housing.  With the extension of the nanny state and big government, one could also argue that the ultimate goal of Reverend J.T. Becher, Nassau Senior, and Edwin Chadwick to redefine the difference between ‘pauper’ and ‘poor’, or subsistence living and a poorly funded standard of living, failed in the end to prevent the ‘degradation’ of the poor.
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