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Poverty and the British State, c.1815-50

Study Sources 1-5 below and answer Question 1 parts (a) and (b) in the question paper.
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SOURCE 1
(From The Poor Law Amendment Act, 1834.)

Because, over a long period, able-bodied people have been given relief in ways which have
produced evil consequences, be it enacted that after the passing of this Act it shall be lawful
for the Commissioners to issue new rules which make it clear on what terms, and for how
long, relief may be given to able-bodied persons outside the workhouse. In exceptional
circumstances, which must be explained to the Commissioners within fifteen days, Parish
overseers or Poor Law Guardians may give food or lodgings as outdoor relief.

SOURCE 2
(From Frederick Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844. Engels was
a businessman and writer who was sympathetic to the interests of the working class.)

The New Poor Law which was passed by Parliament in 1834, and continues in force down to
the present day, has abolished all relief in money and provisions. The only relief allowed was
admission to the workhouses which had just been built. The regulations for these workhouses
or, as the people call them, Poor Law Bastilles, is such as to frighten away every one who
cannot live without this form of charity. To make sure that relief is applied for only in the most
extreme cases, the workhouse had been made the most repulsive residence.

SOURCE 3
(From William Rathbone, a Liverpool philanthropist, writing about the condition of women
workers and their families in 1850.)

Parliament lacks the power to make decisions about which people are idle and need discipline,
and which are in poverty through no fault of their own and need help. Among many of the
honest poor, there is starvation and misery. Children do not have enough food. Their hard
working mothers become thin in a hopeless attempt to provide the most basic necessities for
their children. And the Poor Law authorities have no record of these ceaseless struggles.

SOURCE 4
(From a report on the situation in Devon, published in the Second Annual Report of the Poor
Law Commission in 1836.)

Your orders have here, as elsewhere, created opposition among those who benefited from
former abuses. The leaders of the opposition are to be found amongst: the overseers of the old
Poor Law, who accepted the work for £15 a year, and left it with a well-filled purse; the little
shop keeper, at whose house the poor were paid and who encouraged debts from which the
pauper never got free; the beer-shop keeper, at whose house the greater part of the relief was
spent; and the little farmer or lime-kiln owner whose influence at the parish vestry enabled him
to pay one half his labour from parish funds, under the name of relief.
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SOURCE 5
(From Rosemary Rees, Poverty and Public Health 1815—1948, published in 2001.)

It was not until 1837, during the onset of the trade depression, that the Poor Law Commissioners
turned to industrial Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire. Many areas had already
adapted their relief to meet the cyclical depressions with which their industry was beset.
Guardians, magistrates, mill and factory owners resented interference from ‘Londoners’ who
had little knowledge of industrial conditions and whose Report and Act were based upon an
understanding of the rural south. Workshop, factory and mill-workers, facing lay-offs and
short hours, needed short term relief not the removal of whole families to workhouses.
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Question 1
(a) Study Sources 1, 2 and 3.
How far do these three sources suggest that the New Poor Law was able to provide
appropriate relief for the ‘honest poor’ (Source 3, line 15)?
Explain your answer, using these three sources.
(20)
(b) Use Sources 4 and 5 and your own knowledge.
Do you agree with the view that it was primarily local self-interest which was responsible
for opposition to the implementation of the Poor Law Amendment Act?
Explain your answer, using these two sources and your own knowledge.
(40) Q1

(Total 60 marks)
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Answer part (a) on page 3. Answer part (b) on page 8.
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