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Sidney and Beatrice Webb made a detailed and profound study of the various methods of administering poor relief which had been tried in England through the centuries, and the social or political theories underlying them. The series of monumental works they produced on this subject are of enduring value. Their English Poor Law History extends to three large volumes published in 1927-29. The first covers the old poor law prior to 1834 ; the other two span the century from 1834 to 1929. These form part of the English Local Government History series. The volume on English Poor Imw Policy, published in 1909, was never included by the Webbs in the English Local Government History, but forms such a valuable complement to the three volumes mentioned above that it has now been reprinted with them. These four works constitute the Webbs’ contribution, as social historians to an understanding of the Poor Law. But they were not only students of history. They were also social reformers ; and in that capacity one must recall two other works of great significance and high quality. These were Sidney Webb’s treatise entitled The Prevention of Destitution ; and last but far from least the celebrated Minority Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Law, published in 1909. This was drafted by Sidney Webb and based on investigation and thinking for which Beatrice Webb was mainly responsible. Never had social reformers so massive an armoury of detailed knowledge and understanding a t their command as Sidney and Beatrice Webb when they launched their attack on the system of poor relief which had been initiated by the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. In order to appreciate the work of the Webbs in the sphere of the Poor Law, it is necessary to recall the attitude towards poverty which persisted in Britain and in most other countries until .the first years of the 20th century. Poverty on a massive scale had been regarded for centuries as inevitable. Individual cases of a deserving kind might be helped by charity, but it was thought that little or nothing could be done to relieve poverty as a whole. This traditional view came to be questioned in Britain during the closing years of the 19th century ; and it was challenged with growing insistence in the 20th century by many of the leaders of
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thought and opinion. The Webbs regarded destitution—by which they meant the condition of being without the necessaries of life so that health and strength, and even life itself, would be endangered —as a disease of society, and this was the title they gave to the first chapter of their book The Prevention of Destitution. This view of poverty was extremely novel forty or fifty years ago ; today it is generally accepted throughout the world. Poverty is widely regarded nowadays not only as a disease but as a malady which is curable. But when the Webbs began their work on the Poor Law the climate of opinion was entirely different from what it is today. They contributed substantially to the change^ outlook. Before 1834, the old poor law had consisted mainly of a body of laws aimed a t repressing the freedom and regulating the conduct of the poor in relation to the rich. They imposed a servile status on the poor which led the Webbs to describe the old poor law as “ the relief of destitution within a framework of repression” . The Royal Commission of 1832-4 was not an inquiry into the prevalence and causes of destitution or of pauperism. The Com missioners were asked to concentrate on the abuses in the rural areas arising from the payment of allowances out of the poor rate to agricultural labourers to supplement their wages. This was the famous Speenhamland system. I t had led to demoralisation and to an increase of pauperism. The Commissioners believed th at pauperism could be reduced and perhaps eventually eliminated by a poor law of sufficient severity. The three principal recommendations which the Royal Com mission made were embodied in the Poor Law Amendment Act, 1834. They were : first th at there should be uniformity through out the country in poor law administration ; second, th at the lot of a person receiving poor relief should be less eligible than th at of the lowest grade of labourer who was self-supporting : third, th at an offer of admission to the workhouse should in all cases be sub stituted for the payment of outdoor relief to able-bodied men. This was the so-called workhouse test. To achieve uniformity a specialised non-ministerial authority was set up in London named the Poor Law Commission, exercising
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very extensive powers of supervision and direction over the Boards of Guardians, who were elected to carry out the day-to-day administration of the Poor Law in their respective areas. No machinery of this kind had existed previously and the example has never been followed. The Royal Commission of 1832 recommended that paupers receiving indoor relief should be divided into four classes : the aged and sick, the children, able-bodied females, and able-bodied men. Each of these classes should be accommodated in separate buildings and dealt with in different ways. The Poor Law authori ties did not attempt to carry out this part of the report. Instead, they developed the general mixed workhouse and made it a recep tacle for paupers of every kind ; the sick, the aged, orphans and deserted children, vagrants, mental defectives, widows and young girls, hardened ex-prisoners, prostitutes and unmarried mothers, as well as the able-bodied and their families. The general mixed workhouse became a kind of dustbin into which human debris of all kinds was thrown. In tracing the history of poor law administration throughout the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, the Webbs found that the logic of events and the growth of humanitarian feeling had compelled the poor law authorities to depart from the principles which they had been set up to apply. Thus, a supplementary policy was adopted in respect of children and sick persons which did not aim at deterring them from seeking assistance, but endeavoured to supply them with whatever might be needed for adequate training or treatment regardless of the fact that this meant placing them in a better position than the lowest class of independent labourers1 The Boards of Guardians were from 1865 permitted, and from 1870 required, to pay for the education of outdoor pauper children ; and the Poor Law Board *brought pressure on the Guardians to remove all children from the workhouse. They were to be sent either to Poor Law boarding schools—barrack schools—or to be 1 English Poor Law Policy, pp. 88-89. * The Poor Law Board replaoed the Poor Law Commission in 1847. I t lasted until 1871 when its functions were taken over by the Local Government Board.
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boarded out a t public expense with private families.1 In the 1860’s public criticism was aroused by the con dition of the sick poor in the workhouse infirmaries. Almost immediately the Poor Law Board agreed to the provision by the Guardians of expensive institutional treatment. Mr. Gawthome Hardy, the Board’s President, publicly declared that the sick poor were not proper objects of a policy of deterrence. Thenceforward* the central department constantly pressed the Guardians to raise the standard of their outdoor medical service and the workhouse infirmaries to that of the best hospitals and public medical service in any part of the world. Thus, after 1867, there developed in London, for example, the excellent hospitals for infectious disease established by the Metropolitan Asylums Board. Moreover, out door relief could be granted in the case of sickness in the family even if the breadwinner was simultaneously earning wages.2 Two years later, in 1869, Mr. Goschen issued a minute permitting the Guardians to pay allowances in aid of ‘wages to widows with families in cases when it was manifestly impossible for the mother to earn enough to support her children.3 The Lunacy Commissioners had (between 1848 and 1871) come to possess a rival authority over persons of unsound mind, whether or not they were paupers. Their requirements for the accommoda tion and treatment of pauper lunatics were at first regarded by the Poor Law Board as absurdly extravagant ; but the Board gradu ally yielded to pressure and instructed the Guardians to provide a higher standard of care and treatment to lunatics in workhouses. Nonetheless mentally unsound paupers remained in the general wards of the workhouse. As the 19th century wore on, Parliament recognised the blind, the deaf and dumb, the disabled and other handicapped groups as persons for whom the Guardians could, if they wished, provide treatment by paying for their care, maintenance and training in specialized institutions outside the poor law. For the able-bodied unemployed, in place of the uniformity 1 lb., pp. 115110. * lb., pp. 119-123. * lb., pp. 102-104.
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which the Royal Commission of 1832 had recommended, three separate systems of relief were introduced. In some parts of the country outdoor relief was forbidden, with certain exceptions, to able-bodied men and women. Other Unions came under an order which permitted outdoor relief to able-bodied men and their families subject to a task of test work being performed by the man. A third variation permitted outdoor relief to be given uncon ditionally to able-bodied women, while preserving the test work for men. So by the end of the 19th century it had ceased to be the uniform policy of the Local Government Board (which in 1871 became the central authority for Poor Law matters) to insist that the Guardians should maintain at least all the able-bodied unem ployed in the workhouse.1 The Royal Commission on the Poor Law appointed in 1905 were asked to inquire (1) into the working of the laws relating to the relief of poor persons ; and (2) into the various means which had been adopted outside the Poor Law for meeting distress arising from unemployment, and to consider that modifications were advisable for dealing with distress. Mrs. Webb was a member and undertook, directed or evoked a great deal of investigation more or less on her own initiative. The Webbs were deeply impressed by the social services which had grown up in the 19th and early 20th centuries to prevent destitution rather than merely to relieve it. This new social structure, embodied in the Factory Acts, in the legislation relating to education, public health, minimum wages, etc., amounted to a framework of prevention which contrasted strongly with the frame work of repression represented by the Poor Law.2 They believed that three new principles of public policy had become embodied in these services : the principle of curative treatment ; the principle cf universal provision ; and the principle of compulsion.3 And they held these principles to be incalculably superior to those of deter rence and less eligibility. The Royal Commission of 1905-9 found that the old " principles 1 English Poor Ijow Policy, pp. 87, 90 and 201. * English Poor Law History, Part U . The Last Hundred Ytars, p. vi. * English Poor Law Policy, p. 264-5.
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of 1834 ” had been gradually whittled away in practice by succes sive governments ; and that the Boards of Guardians were now faced with a whole series of competing services administered by other authorities, aiming at the prevention of the various types of destitution out of which pauperism arose.1 The time had come to resolve this conflict of policy in dealing with those in need of state aid. The Webbs’ solution was to deal with destitute persons according to the particular causes of their destitution ; to discriminate carefully between them according to these causes ; to provide for each man, woman or child specialized care and treatment adapted to his or her individual needs ; and to abandon the philosophy of deterrence and less eligibility on which the Poor Law was still officially based. What the Webbs wanted was to supersede the Poor Law by a new policy based on recog nition of the mutual obligations of the individual and the com munity.2 They wanted to extend the preventive and curative outlook over the entire field of dependency and human need. The philosophy and the programme which the Webbs devised formed the Minority Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Law, published in 1909. No such monumental minority report had ever appeared either before then or since. I t is in two parts and occupies five hundred pages of print. Part 1 is entitled The Break-up of the Poor Law ; Part II The Unemployed. The Minority consisted of the Rev. Russell Wakefield, Rector of St. Mary’s, Bryanston Square, and Chairman of the Central (Unem ployed) Body for London ; F. Chandler, General Secretary of the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters ; George Lansbury and Beatrice Webb. The Minority Report analysed the causes of unemployment among those capable of work, and found th at the able-bodied fell into four main classes, each requiring distinct treatment. They were : the men normally engaged in permanent situations ; the men engaged in casual or discontinuous employment ; the under employed ; and the unemployable.3 All the members of the Royal 1 English Poor Law History, Part I I . Ths Last Hundred Years, Vol. I I , p. 470. * English Poor Law Policy, p. 270-1. * Minority Report II, p. 338. Edition published by the National Committee to Promote the Break-up of the Poor Law.



xi



NEW INTRODUCTION



Commission agreed in recommending the setting up of Labour Exchanges (as the Employment Exchanges were then called) on a national basis. But the Minority Report went far beyond this in catling for a national authority to organise the labour market. The Minority were resolutely opposed to any attempt to force back into the Poor Law those sections of the unemployed who were already being relieved by the Distress Committees appointed under the Unemployed Workman Act, 1906. They wished, indeed, to remove the remaining sections of the unemployed from any connection with either the Boards of Guardians or the local authorities dealing with other categories of destitute persons. They wanted a new national body to concentrate exclusively on the causes of unem ployment and the best methods of curing it. This, wrote Beatrice Webb many years later, was “ the axle round which all our other recommendations turned.**1 The Labour Exchanges were set up under the Board of Trade in 1909. I t was not until 1916, under the stress of the First World War, that the Ministry of Labour was formed to organise the labour market. But the most original and creative of all the recommendations of the Minority Report was ignored, despite the massive unemployment which existed during the inter-war period. This was a scheme, worked out in detail by Professor Sir Arthur Bowley, the eminent statistician, to regularise the aggregate demand for labour as between one year and another by increasing or decreasing public expenditure on works of a capital nature.* 1 Our Partnership, p. 480. * “ In order to meet the periodically recurrent genera) depressions of Trade, the Government should take advantage of there being a t these periods as much Unemployment of capital as there is Unemployment of labour ; th a t it should definitely undertake, so far as practicable, the Régularisation of the National Demand for Labour ; and th a t it should, for this purpose, and to the extent o f a t least £4 million a year, arrange a portion of the ordinary work required by each Department on a Ten Year’s Programme ; such £40 million of work for the decade being then put in hand, not by equal tnw m l instalments, but exclusively in the lean years of the trade cycle ; being paid for out of loans for short terms raised as they are required, and being executed with the best available labour, at Standard Rates, engaged in the ordinary way.” The Publio Organisa tion of the Labour Market ; Minority Report of th e Poor Law P art Two Conclusion and Recommendations para 44
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One evening in the early 1930’s I was invited to a small evening party given by the Webbs to Sokolnikoff, then Soviet Ambassador. John Maynard Keynes was there. When Keynes came up to greet Mrs. Webb, to whom I was talking, she said, “ Ah, Mr. Keynes, we are awaiting with great interest your economic theory to cure unemployment.” To which Keyne* replied, “ Oh, it’s all in the Minority Report, Mrs. Webb.” It is to be hoped that Keynes’s own recognition of the intellectual debt he owed to the Webbs and Bowley will become more widely known than it is at present. The Webbs organised a national society to promote the break-up of the Poor Law on the lines advocated by the Minority Report. Despite a tremendous propaganda effort the movement did not succeed until many years later—and then not completely. The Webbs were surprised and disappointed at the favourable reception which the Majority Report received. The Majority Report was an extremely able document and it recommended the transfer of public assistance to the county and county borough councils. This proposal took the edge off the opposition to the Poor Law and softened the hatred which the harsher features of the Guardians’ administration had aroused. But as we shall see, a more potent factor in defeating the Minority Report was the introduction of National Insurance by Lloyd George in 1911. In 1929, Neville Chamberlain as Minister of Health abolished the Boards of Guardians and transferred their functions and property to the county and county borough councils, but the Local Government Act of that year did not abolish the Po with Proposais for (heir Setter Relief and
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Hay actually got a aeries of resolutions passed by the House of Commons as early as 1735, in favour of Unions of parishes, which should build workhouses, in which the orphans and the impotent or infirm poor should be housed, but which should also become centres a t which every kind of trade or business might be carried on for the profit of the Union, in which all poor persons able to labour should be set to work, whether they voluntarily presented themselves for employment or were sent thither by a Justice of the Peace. H ay brought in a Bill in the following session ; but he found the House apathetic, and unwilling to face so large a project, so th a t the Bill dropped after it had passed both its Second Reading and its Committee stages. For another fifteen years the question slept. The idea of substituting for the parish or township the county, or some division of it, was commonly accepted by the pamphleteers of 1750-1776, but hardly any two of them could agree either upon the area or upon the policy to be followed. Henry Fielding in 1751, in his Enquiry into the Causes of the Late Increase of Robberies, with some Proposais for remedying the growing Evü—believing th a t no division less than a county would prove suitable—advocated the establishment of one gigantic workhouse, with a threefold classification of its inmates into the able-bodied, the sick and those impotent from age, in firmity or childhood, which should serve for the entire county of Middlesex.1 On the other hand, Samuel Cooper, in his Definitions Employment, by a Member of Parliament, with an Appendix containing the Resolutions o f the House o f Commons on the earns subject In 1751 he republished this pamphlet under the same title, with a new preface. This was included in his collected Works, 1794, H e was M.P. for Seaford, 1734-1755 ; a Commissioner for Victualling the N avy, 1738 ; and Keeper of the Records of the Tower, 1753. H ay’s efforts to induoe the House of Commons to take action, which seemed in 1735 and 1751 to produoe no result, led perhaps to its appointment, in March 1759, of a committee to consider the state of the poor, and the laws enacted for their maintenance {History o f England, by Tobias Smollett, voL iv. of 1848 edition, pp. 143-144). The committee reported in May of the same year, presenting a long series of resolutions, generally in favour of properly organised workhouses# against Outdoor Relief for the able-bodied, in favour of the pro vision of employment in works and manufactures, and in the cultivation of waste land by incorporated bodies of Governors and Trustees, for oounties and ridings, and (on these reforms being accomplished) in favour of the total abolition both of Settlem ent and Removal and of the Passing of Vagrants. No legislation followed. 1 This was repeated, in substance, in A Proposed for Making an Effectual Provision for the Poor, etc., by Henry Fielding, 1753 ; see Observations upon Mr. Fidding's Plan for a Preservatory and Reformatory, 1758 ; and compare
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and Axioms relative to Charity, Charitable Institutions and the Poor Laws, in 1763,1 pointed to the initial success of the incor poration of the Hundreds of Colneis and Carlford (Suffolk) ; and advocated the establishment, all over the kingdom, of “ Hundred Houses Dean Tucker, in 1760, in his Manifold Causes of the Increase of the Poor distinctly setforth, together with . . . Proposals for removing . . . some of the Principal Evils, etc.,1 whilst equally objecting to the parish, and its annually elected officers, preferred (in interesting anticipation of the Poor Law Commissioners of 1834-1847) the incorporation into Unions of all the parishes within a radius of about six miles from each market town. Another writer, William Bailey, in his Treatise on the Better Employment and More Comfortable Support of the Poor in Workhouses, etc., 1758, thought less of how many separate workhouses there ought to be or what should be the unit of administration, than of the advantage which their universal establishment would afford to the unemployed labourers, whom he thought it would be quite easy to set to work. Thomas Alcock in 1752 argued along the same lines as William Hay, with interesting examples from the institutions of the Dutch, which were, he said, found to be both usefully deterrent, and profitable to their managers.1 Though he wished to provide separately for the sick and the impotent poor, he made no distinction between the innocent unemployed and the able-bodied vagrant, but would set them all to productive labour of various kinds. “ Materials ”, he proposed, “ should be provided for the employment of all those that should be able A Plan for the Relief of the Poor, etc., by Saunders Weloh, 1768. ▲ virion of the effect of Poor Relief on morals and order is afforded by Friendly Advice to the Poor, written at the request of the Officer» of the Township of Manchester, by John Clayton, 1755. This was answered by A Sequel to the Friendly Advice to the Poor of the Town of Manchester, by Joseph Stot, cobbler, 1756. 1 We hare found a copy of thiB pamphlet only in the library of the Ministry of Health ; it was an answer to Considerations on the Fatal Effects of the Present



Excess of Public Charity to a Trading Nation. 1 See also his Letter from Dean Tucker to Dr. Stonehouse on Mr. Pew's Pamphlet, 1702 ; in answer to Twenty Minutes Observations on a Better Mode of Providing for the Poor, by Richard Pew, 1783. The latter wrote also Letter from Richard Pew respecting his Pamphlet, 1792 ; and A Plan for the General Prevention of Poverty, by Richard Pew, 1795. All these were reprinted in the Letters and Papers of the Bath and West of England Agricultural Society, vols, ▼i and vii. * Observations on the Effect of the Poor Laws, by Thomas Aloock, 1752. He also published Remarks on Two Bills for the Better Maintenance of the Poor, etc., 1753.
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to work, as hemp, flax, wool, leather, yam both linen and woollen ; iron, wood, etc. ; and likewise proper implements and working tools as spinning wheels, cards, turns, knitting and other needles, looms, shovels, axes, hammers, saws for stone and timber, and perhaps some sort of mills where a stream could be had, as com, fulling, paper mills, etc. Here several sorts of business, and some small manufactures might be carried on, as spinning, weaving, stocking and net knitting, sawing, ropemaking, woolcombing, particularly in the West of England where the woollen trade is considerable.” Only in this way, he suggested, could the terrible cost of Poor Belief—which he seems to have grossly exaggerated by estimating it at three million pounds a year, or twice as much as is likely to have been spent at that date—be appreciably reduced. He appears to have looked forward to an eventual cessation of all relief to the able-bodied other than the provision of profitable employment. The anonymous author of Considerations on Several Proposed» lately made for the Better Maintenance of the Poor1 had much to object to in tire schemes of Hay and Fielding, as involving far too great a charge on the County Bate : he preferred to rely on voluntary contributions, but he, too, wanted the complete disestablishment of the parish, and the substitution of areas of administration, which, he thought, should be “ Constabularies ”, the Parish Constables sending up lists of indigent people to the High Constable every month, and the High Constables reporting them monthly to Special Sessions of the Justices. Muoh the same line was taken by James Massie in his Plan for the Establishment of Charity Houses . . . con siderations relating to the Poor and the Poor's Lam, 1768, though he was less troubled about replacing the numerous existing poorhouses by larger new workhouses, than about the establishment of institutions for “ fallen ” women, and the wasteful and trouble some results of the Law of Settlement and Removal, which he wished wholly to abolish, relieving wherever destitution occurred, and placing the cost upon a National Poor Bate. This National 1 The author a t this pamphlet of 1751 (a aecond edition in 1752) ; and alto of two others, Consideratione on A* Laws relating to A t Poor, 1769, and Farther Connitraiiont on A t J a w rotating to Ac Poor, 1760, waa Charles Gray, M.P. for Colchester. His Ant work waa answered anonymously by A Letter to As is A o r o/ Considerations on Several Proposale for As Better Maèntonamee t f As Poor, 1752 ; and also by An Impartial Examination of a Pamphlet entitled “ Considerations on Steered Proposât lately nude for the Bettor Mainten ance of Oe Poor ", 1752.
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Bate (to the extent of one-half the cost, the balance being raised by voluntary contributions) was advocated also by Lord Kames, who deprecated both almsgiving and the Poor Law, at any rate as regards the able-bodied male adults ; but who wished to see, under the Justices of the Peace, a complete series of Hospitals for the Impotent Poor and Houses of Correction for the ablebodied and the vagrants.1 Another conception of administra tion had been propounded in 1753 by Willes Hill (1718-1793), M.P. for Warwick, 1714-1756, who had succeeded in 1742 to the Irish earldom of Hillsborough, and was subsequently to become a Cabinet Minister, 1763-1782, and Marquis of Downshire in 1789. He drafted a codifying statute re-enacting the then existing Poor Laws with suitable amendments, and, in particular, abolishing the whole notion of Settlement and Removal, but adding provisions for the establishment in each county of a new “ Corporation of the Poor ”, consisting of governors subscribing not less than £5 a year, in supplement of church collections, a national Grant in Aid, and a rate to be levied on all the parishes, limited to threepence in the pound for capital outlay, and six pence in the pound for maintenance charges. This august body was to be empowered to erect and maintain one or more “ working hospitals ” for the county as a whole, having each three distinct departments for the children, the aged and the sick respectively. Admission was to be by recommendation of one of the governors of the Corporation. Boom was to be found for the blind and the crippled, the idiots and the lunatics. How far the deserving able-bodied unemployed were to be eligible for such a recom mendation is not clear, but “ idle and disorderly persons”, vagrants and recalcitrants were to be committed to the House of Correction. Another draft Bill was published in 1753 by Sir Bichard Lloyd, agreeing with the Earl of Hillsborough in super imposing, on the parochial Poor Law machinery, a semi-philan thropic organisation for maintaining non-parochial institutions, partly at the expense of the subscribers, and partly supported by charges on the parish rates. But Sir Richard Lloyd demurred to one organisation for the whole county, and proposed that the Justices in Quarter Sessions should divide the county into districts, for each of which a body of “ Guardians of the Poor ” should be appointed, taken from among the Justices and other 1



Sketches of the History of Man, by Lord Kames, 1774.
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persons of considerable estate. Each of these District Boards of Guardians—raising capital by a lottery, and by special dona tions—was to establish and maintain a House of Industry, in which the poor could be set to work for their own maintenance. It was to be left free to the parish Vestries and Overseers to send to the District House of Industry such persons in need of relief as they thought fit, paying out of the parochial Poor Bate their proportionate share of maintenance according to the number thus maintained.1 More substantial and more widely influential seems to have been Dr. Richard Bum’s History of the Poor Laws, in 1764, in which he pointed out that all the schemes of the con temporary pamphleteers were too ambitious in their scope to be anywhere within reach of enactment and execution. The Bill for the establishment of “ general county workhouses ” struck the average country gentleman as “ a huge unwieldy scheme, attended with such an amazing certain expense, and liable to so many reasonable objections that the Parliament rejected it ”. He very sensibly demurred to those suggested classifications of the persons to be relieved which lumped together all the able-bodied unemployed with the rogues and vagabonds. His own threefold classification was, on the one hand, all those incapable of labour, whether through age, sickness or infirmity, and on the other, two distinct sections of the able-bodied, the one innocent, for whom employment must be found, and the other guilty of vagrancy or crime, who ought to be relegated to the House of Correction. He would peremptorily forbid all gifts to beggars. But even he so far agreed with his contemporaries w to propose to reduce the Parish Officers to mere collectors of the names of persons in need of relief ; and to supersede them in their function of “ setting the poor to work ” by a salaried General Overseer to be appointed by the Justices for each Hundred.1 1 The History of the Poor Lam, with Observations, by Riohard Burn, 1764, pp. 192-196; The State of the Poor, by Sir F. M. Eden, 1797, voL i. p. 318. The idea of the profitable employment of the poor was oradely revived in



A Proposal for Raising Timber, ami for effectually supporting the Poor in Great Britain, by Nicholas Tomer, 1767 ; and, even more universally in A General Plan fir the Poor and rendering the useless hands In England . . . of Publie Benefit by employing them in Manufactures and Husbandry, by a Gentleman, 1764. 1 ThU, the first history of the EnglieH Poor Laws, vae by the learned Westmorland motor who had already oompiled the legal manual for Magistrates entitled The Justice of the Peau and Parish Officer, 1765, which went through no fewer than thirty editions in the ensuing oentury, the last being published
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Apart from the Local Acts obtained, as we have already described, for various Suffolk and Norfolk Hundreds, the only immediate outcome of this cloud of witnesses to the defects of the parish administration were the two Acts (2 George III. c. 22 and 7 George III. c. 39) to be subsequently referred to, which that indefatigable practical reformer Jonas Hanway, who had been horrified at the infant mortality in the London workhouses, got passed in 1761 and 1767, requiring London parishes to send all their infants under six years of age away from the workhouses into the adjacent country, not less than three miles away from any part of the Cities of London and Westminster. The dominant note of all these proposals, from William Hay to Lord Karnes, was the imperative necessity of relieving the parish, with its annually chosen unpaid officers, of the burden of making the indispensable institutional provision for the various classes of the impotent poor.*1 Everybody wanted better in 1869. His proposals in the History of the Poor Laws evoked an anonymous answer entitled An Examination of the Alterations in the Poor's Laws proposed



by Dr, Bum, and a Refutation of his Objections to Workhouses so far as they relate to Hundred Houses, 1766. H e subsequently published Observations on the Biü intended to be offered to Parliament for the Better Belief and Employment of the Poor, 1776. A more conveniently arranged law book, A Digest of the Poor Laws in order to their being reduced into one Act, by Owen Ruffhead, appeared in 1766 ; see also An Analysis of the Law concerning Parochial Provision for the Poor, by Edward Wynne, 1767. 1 Among the other pamphlets of these years, not differing essentially from the views of those already mentioned, may be cited, Proposals for a Scheme for the Better Maintenance and Employment of the Poor, 1757 ; The Old English man's Letters for the Poor of Old England by William Homer, 1758 ; Populous-



ness with Economy the Wealth and Strength of a Kingdom : humbly submitted to both Houses of Parliament on behalf of the Poor, 1759 ; Considerations humbly offered to Parliament relative to the heads of a Bill for Promoting Industry, Sup pressing Idleness and Begging, and Saving above One Million Sterling yearly of the money now actually paid by the Nation to the Poor, 1758 ; A Plea for the Poor, etc., by a Merchant of the City of London, 1759 ; A Scheme for the Better Belief and Employment of the Poor, by an M.P., 1764 ; Observations on the Number and Misery of the Poor, on the Heavy Bates levied for their Maintenance, and on the Causes of Poverty, b y ------ Becket, 1765 ; An Inquiry into the Manage ment of the Poor and our usual Polity respecting the Common People, etc., 1767 ; Five Letters on the State of the Poor in Kent, etc., b y ------ Bowyer, 1770 ; Observations on the Present State of the Parochial and Vagrant Poor, an able work by John Soott, “ The Quaker poet ", 1773 ; Considerations on the Poor Laws, etc., 1775 ; Observations on As Poor Laws, on the Present State of the Poor, and on Houses of Industry, by Rev. R . Potter, 1775 ; A Dialogue . . . between a Gentleman, a Pauper and his Friend intended as an answer to a Pamphlet . . . by the Bev, Mr. Potter (as above); by Thomas Mendham, Norwich, 1775 ; Considerations on the Present State of the Poor in Great Britain, by Humaaus, 1773 and 1775 ; Bemarks on the Besolvtions of the H. of C. with
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administration than could be got from the Overseer, and a larger unit than the parish. But the country gentlemen were afraid of the elaborate and costly organisation that would have to be set up for the county as a whole ; and they could not agree among themselves on any lesser unit, whether the Hundred, the “ Constabulary,” or district of a High Constable, or (as we should now say) the Petty Sessional Division. ee Chelmsford Chronicle, December 28,1787, January, February 8,15,22, March 27, April 14, May 9 and Deoember 6, 1788). 4 Bristol Journal, January 21, 1789.
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have come to a resolution of driving away from their respective districts all beggars and vagrants. The inhabitants of both these {daces will be greatly obliged to magistrates who exert their authority in removing so many miserable objects from before their eyes, and easing their pockets from so considerable an expense as the maintenance of such multitudes must amount to in a year.” 1 The divirion of the Metropolis among more than a hundred separate parishes, each bearing its own charges, whilst it crippled any effective execution 6 f the law, enormously multiplied the opportunities for “ warning off ” , and this was occasionally done in the most ruthless manner. “ A beadle has been seen to drag a dying man in the streets across the way into the boundaries of another parish, to rid his own of the charge of his burial, and there left him to perish.” * By 1815, a t any rate, this warning off was the only device habitually used in the City of London for any b u t vagrants, who could be promptly “ passed ” to distant places of settlement. As regards all others, “ the City Constables ” , we are told, “ drive them out of the (Sty ” .* The System of passing Vagrants The practice of giving a pass, or permit, to a person about to travel beyond the bounds of his own parish, had been commonly used in mediaeval England for all sorts and conditions of propertyleas men, on the assumption th a t no person ought to be abroad, out of the jurisdiction of those who were responsible for his conduct, without their express permission.4 We may cite as well-known instances of such passes those given to foreign travellers, time-expired soldiers, shipwrecked mariners, dis charged private servants, prisoners released from gaol, licensed beggars, and even the travelling students of universities.* In 1 London Chronicle, November 22-24, 1764. * Firet Report o f the Philanthropic Society far the Prevention o f Crime, 1789, p. 16. * Report of Seleet Committee of the House of Commons on the State of Mendicity in the Metropolis, 1816, p. 14. 4 “ These passes or certificates . • . have been traced back by Dr. Sharpe to the reign of Edward H I.” (The Interregnum, by F. C. Inderwiok, 1891, p. 92). 9 The Act of 1496 (2 Henry VH. o. 2) expressly exempted from punishment as vagrants, “ clerks of the universities, soldiers, shipmen or travelling men ”, carrying proper certificates. These exemptions were repeated in subsequent Acts. That of 1697 (29 Elisabeth o. 4) adds Mglassmen ” of good character,



TH E S Y S T E M OF PA SSIN G



379



all these cases the pass implied th at the wanderer was authorised to travel, and the authorisation was taken to warrant a request for suitable assistance from the charitably disposed inhabitants or the public officers of every place visited. When it was found th a t mere savage punishment did little to relieve the towns from the plague of vagrants, the provision was added th a t the offender should, after punishment, be not merely ordered to repair home, but be actually “ passed ” to his place of settlement. The “ passing ” sometimes took place in tiie custody of the parish constable, who had to conduct the vagrant to the next parish, and there deliver him to the constable of th a t parish, who in his turn conducted him a further stage, and so onward until his destination was reached.*1 This “ passing ” was intended by Parliament as a mere subsequent incident to the whipping or imprisonment suffered by the vagrant. But the Justices and constables were much more anxious to get rid of the vagrants than to punish them ; gradually, as we have seen, whipping went out of fashion ; imprisonment became mere detention for a few days until it was convenient to travel ; and the “ passing ” remained the principal and often the only feature in the device. How soon this kind of passing without punishment, or after a merely nominal detention in the House of Correction, came into general use as a device for getting rid of wandering beggars and other destitute strangers, we are unable to say. The practice had certainly begun early in the eighteenth century, and its increasing frequency was probably connected with the stimulus given to the apprehension of vagrants by a change in the incidence of cost. Down to 1699, the expense of apprehending and con veying the vagrant fell upon the rates of the parish where he was arrested. By the 11 William III. c. 18 (1699), all these expenses, a t rates to be fixed by Quarter Sessions, were made a county charge, in the hope of giving the parish and the constable a constant inducement to take action. And provided th at the punishment was omitted, or consisted only of a slight detention, the vagrant was often very willing to let the constable earn his travelling with a lioenoe from three Jnstioee. ▲ soldier's pass of 1687 is given in the Aeprtnfo/(As Barnstaple S e e o rd » ,b y J. R. Chanter and Thos. Wainwright, WOO, voL L p. 00. 1 This r**î*ng in custody seams to have been first ordered by 1 Edward VL o. S (1547).
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ten shillings reward, and secure a t the same time his own con veyance to whatever destination he thought fit to name as his plaçe of settlement. Whatever little possessions he had were not confiscated; his bundles were not searched; whilst he, and possibly his female companion and children, with all their belongings, were conveyed by cart, a t the public expense, with an allowance of sixpence a day for food. This arrangement was soon found advantageous also by the Overseer, anxious to get rid of strange paupers. Under th e 'P o o r Law, though “ unsettled ” persons could be removed to their places of settle ment, the expenses of this removal, and their relief meanwhile, were a t the charge of the removing parish ; and the Overseer, who had until 1714 to go himself, or some other parish officer, had personally to conduct the paupers all the way, it might be to the other end of the kingdom. Moreover, the distant parish could, and probably would, appeal against the Removal Order, which would involve troublesome and oostly litigation, and possible eventual loss. If the pauper stranger could, by any stretch of imagination, be considered a vagrant, it was plainly more advantageous to get the complacent Justice to order him to be passed under the Vagrancy A c t ; 1 when 1 Orders, Resolutions, etc., for the Passing for Vagrants in the County o f Surrey, 1772. Presently this was objeoted to. Thus, at the Somerset Quarter Sessions in 1801, " it appearing to this Court that poor persons, not objeots of the Vagrant Acts, are commonly passed by the Magistrates of the City of Bristol through and at the expense of this county, to plaoes which sometimes happen not to be the plaoes of their last legal settlement, instead of being conveyed by orders of removal according to due course of law ; which tends greatly to burden this county by increasing the rates and applying them to improper purposes, and also deprives the parishes to which such persons are sent of the benefit of appeal, and frequently put such parishes to great expense in dis covering and conveying such poor persons to the plaoes of their last legal settlement ”—the Court directs a strong representation on the subject to be made to Bristol (MS. Minutes, Quarter Sessions, Somerset, January 14,1801). Dr. Colqnhoun incidentally mentioned this practice of the Overseers in 1815. He observes that “ the difficulty of removing [the non-settled paupers] from the Metropolis is that the Metropolis being situated at the .end of the island makes it extremely difficult to remove to those parishes in the Western part of the Kingdom, or those north of the Trent . . . the passing them (under the Vagrancy Act) is considered the cheapest method of providing for them, where the parishes are (not) near London " (Report from Select Committee of H. of C. on the State of Mendicity in the Metropolis, 1815, p. 55). A thrifty parish would use the rewards and perquisites thus drawn from the county funds in part payment of its own staff. Thus, at Devonport in 1814, it was “ resolved that the duty of the Beadle be to remove paupers and the vagrants, and that he do keep an account for one year of the profits arising from his offioe, and that if it do not amount to the sum of £70, the deficiency in that
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the parish of destination had no right of appeal, the county treasurer repaid all the expenses, and actually gave a reward ; and the constable was required to journey no farther than the next parish. The result was that, by the end of the century, the country was full of vagrants, or “ trampers, as they are termed, making annually their tour of England and Wales, with a carriage found by the public, and sixpence per diem for maintenance These wandering paupers, we are told, would “ rob their way from Borne distant province, and then be con veyed, together with their spoils, rich and jovial, a t the expense of the very country they have infested, and to any other place they may prefer occasionally, and to which perjury is the easy passport ” .1 Parliament having tempted all the parishes of England and Wales to unburden themselves of their vagrants, each a t the expense of everybody else, grew alarmed a t the costly circulation which was thereby set up, and vainly strove to stop it. In 1744 power was given to search the vagrant’s bundles, and to apply any property so discovered towards the cost of his journey— a provision which the careless constables evidently neglected to make use of. But the main reliance of Parliament had always been on the deterrent effect of the whipping, which it had repeatedly striven to make a condition precedent of the passing. Already in 1714 it provided th at no parish need receive a vagrant under the passing system unless he or she had been actually whipped before being passed.1 Nearly every subsequent Act emphasised the inflicting of actual punishment on the vagrant before he was passed. Still the Justices refused to do as the law commanded, perhaps because there was “ no distinction made between the vilest impostor and the most inoffensive accidentally distressed traveller In 1792 the evil had grown to such a height th a t Parliament made a determined attempt, which proved to be its last, to get all vagrants actually punished. ■am be made up out of the Rates end Assessments, so ae to make his salai? equal to £70 per annum ” (US. Minutes, Improvement and Poor Commissioners, Devonport, July 29,1314). _ 1 Otssreaa’ens p re lim in a ry to a P ro p o ted A m endm ent o f the Poor Law», by « r William Young, 1788, p. 81. : 18 Anne 0. 28 (often printed or quoted as 12 Anne, Stat. 2, oh. 23), 1714. Obeervatione o n A e P rêten t S tate o f the P arochial an d Vagrant Poor [by John SoottJ, 1778, p. 4.
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The public whipping was again insisted on, though this time only for males.1 If the Justice preferred the alternative of im prisonment this was to be for not less than seven days. I t was expressly laid down th a t no reward was to be paid until the punishment had been actually inflicted on the vagrant, nor until the record of his examination had been actually trans m itted to Quarter Sessions. Nor was any pass to be given without its containing a formal certificate th a t the person to whom it referred had been actually publicly whipped or confined in the H o u bs of Correction. This Act Beems to have done nothing to repress vagrancy, but it so far attained its immediate object as to check, for a time, the granting of passes under the Vagrant Acts, “ the magistrates ”, we are told, “ being loth to incur the charge of inhumanity, by strictly following the letter of the Act, in whipping or imprisoning poor miserable wretches, whose indigence have rendered relief necessary. . . . Hence it is th a t so many who are either on the brink of vagrancy, or have actually received alms, are permitted to remain a burden on the parishes.” 1 But the check was only momentary. The new Act was soon no more regarded than its predecessors. The country Justices would, in ordinary cases, order neither whipping nor the troublesome and expensive committal to the House of Correction ; and they continued to direct the constables to pass the vagrants to the next parish. The magistrates of the City of London so far complied with the law as to commit thirty or forty vagrants every week to the City Bridewell, but only about ten per cent of these were designated for any sort of punishment. The great majority were simply detained for a few days under the ordinary workhouse conditions of the period, 1 S2 George III. 0 . 4 5 ,1 7 9 2 . B a t women w e n whipped, end pnblioly too, after this date. Aooording to the A n n a ls o f Winckcombe an d S u d d e y , in Gloucestershire, six; women were in the year 1800 stripped to the waist and “ flogged till the blood ran down their baeks, for *hedgepnlling * under the Acts of 1766 and 1768 ; the whipping-post is described as being a post in front of the Town H all fixed in the ground, with iron rings secured in w ith hinges, leaving just sufficient room for the arms and legs to pass between the iron and the post ; the offenders were locked in, and then the whipping com menced9’ (History o f Vagrants a n d Vagrancy, by G. J . Ribton-Tumer, 1887, p. 805 ; see Spencer Walpole’s H isto ry o f E ngland, i. 806 ; * Hansard, voL xxxvi. pp. 838, 888). The flogging of women in public was n ot totally prohibited until the A ct of 1817 (57 George m . o. 00), and their flogging in private not until the A ct of 1819 (59 George m . o. 18). • TrsaHss on ths Police o f the M etropolis, by P . Cotyuhoun, 1800, p. 868.
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preparatory to bang passed to the next) county.1 This practice of passing without punishment received, in 1819, a practical endorsement by Parliament. I t was found that, although Scotch or Irish vagrants could be “ passed ” to their respective countries, no provision existed by which the ordinary pauper of Scotch or Irish birth, not being a vagrant, could be “ removed ” under the Poor Law. To remedy this defect, a clause was inserted in a Poor Law Act of 1819, enabling persons belonging to Scotland, Ireland, or the Channel Isles, who had become chargeable to the Poor Bate in an English parish, to be “ passed ” to their respective countries as i f they were vagrants, but without punishment. At the same time it was provided that the inflic tion of punishment, even on vagrants belonging to these countries or islands, should be discretionary. The result, it need hardly be said, was th at practically every quiet and inoffensive vagrant was henceforth passed without punishment, as if he had been Irish ! Farming the Vagrants We have incidentally described the method by which, under the Vagrancy Acts, the vagrant was, after punishment, conveyed to his place of settlement, from stage to stage, in the custody of successive parish constables, whose expenses were reimbursed by the county treasurer, a t rates fixed by Quarter Sessions.1 But 1 “ When strangers oome to London”, the clerk to the magistrates at Guildhall explained in 1815, “ they either send them to the sitting Alderman or to the Lord Mayor, for the purpose of being relieved, sent to Bridewell and passed to their parishes ; they are not sent to Bridewell by way of punishment ; some may he in a state of sickness, and I understand there is a regular physician and an apotheoary to attend them, and they have every medical advice, and every assistance that can be given to them ” (Report of Select Committee of the House of Commons on the State of Mendicity in the Metropolis, 1815, P. 14). 1 By an Act of 1702 (1 Anne, at. 2, o. 13) “ it was provided that in future the Justices, at the Easter Quarter Sessions, should be empowered4 to ascertain and set down the several Rates that shall be for the year ensuing to be allowed for maintaining, conveying and carrying vagrants*. This clause appears to have been put in action as a piece of useful legislation, and many entries in the Order Books of various counties gives the rates that were fixed by the Justices. A t Middlesex the rates were fixed as follows in 1703 : 6d. for main taining a vagrant twenty-four hours, fid. for oonveying a vagrant a mile by horse and carriage, or by cart ; and for oonveying a vagrant by foot, less than fid. a mile, at the discretion of the Justice. A t Hertford, in 1710, the rates ***e : for a single person for one night, id . ; for a man and his wife, or for to o men or two women together, fid. ; and 2d. apieoe for children. If the 9m vagrants were not to be lodged for the night, but merely passed straight
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though Quarter Sessions might fix the rates, it needed a muoh more systematic audit of the bills of the illiterate parish con stables than the individual magistrates could be induced to give, to prevent overcharges and irregularities. At the beginning of the eighteenth century we find thrifty Quarter Sessions entering into contracts for the conveyance of all vagrants required, to be passed during a specified period. As the century proceeds, references to such contracts multiply in the Quarter Session records, and many counties “ seem to bavé adopted some suoh arrangement for the transport of vagrants through their confines. In the case of Devon, the decision to employ a contractor was reached after 'm ature deliberation', because great numbers of vagrants were brought into the little town of Axminster, ‘ to be received by the proper officers of th at place and by them conveyed unto the town in the next county, and other remote places’. The result of the 'g rea t numbers of such vagrants and their frequent and sudden coming’ was th at the officers were ‘ disturbed and hindered in the managery of their affaires, trades, and professions’—to avoid which, Quarter Sessions made a contract with one, John Crosse, of Axminster, clothier, for £40 a year, which was to include his ‘ Labour, care, pains, expencee, and disbursements '. This contract was entered into in 1708, and appears to have been due to the increased numbers passed, owing to the vagrancy laws of the last reign. In the same year, 1708, the Buckinghamshire Justices, being suspicious of the accuracy of the bills presented by the constables, con tracted with two persons to convey vagrants for £80 a year. I t was usual for one contractor not to take over aQ the vagrants of the county, but only those who came, or had to be conveyed along a certain route. For example, the North Biding Justices on, the constable was only to bave half these earns, exoept on extraordinary occasions. They were also to be allowed 3d. a mile lor a vagrant conveyed by hon e, and 3d. a mile for a cart with a b on e and driver, in addition to Is. Bd. per day lor their own labour ” (Tht Englith Poor in Me EiÿhiuniX Century, by Dorothy M anhall, 1923, p. 241). A t the W ilts Quarter Sessions in 1808, it was ordered that the rates to be allowed should be 4d. per mile lor conveying one or two, and 3d. per mile each lor any greater number (MS. Minutes, Quarter Sessions, Wiltshire, Hilary 1806). In 1833 Gloucestershire allowed 4d. per mile for each vagrant and lor each oonstable together w ith the same rate lor the oonstable returning ; subsistence lor the oonstable a t the rate of 3a. 3d. per day and Is. Sd. lor eaoh night ; and for the vagrants 3d. per day lor eaoh adult, 3d. per day lor eaoh child under nine, and the oost of the night’s lodging (MS. Minutes, Quarter Sessions, Gloucestershire, Michaelmas, 1833).
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ordered the Treasurer 1to pay John Raper of Langthorpe £20 per quarter for the conveying all vagrants that shall come to Kirkby, to Nesame, or other places according to the usual custom and John Raper to give security to perform the agree ment \ Two years later it was agreed to reduce his allowance to £60 a year.” 1 So in 1783, at the Buckinghamshire Epiphany Sessions, we read th at “ At this Sessions, J. B. and R. B. entered into an agreement to convey all vagrants from Olney Stoke, Coldington, Stony Stratford and Little Buckhill, at £120 per year, payable quarterly, clear of all deductions ”.123* On what legal authority such a contract rested we cannot now discover. But in 1792 Parliament declared that the mode of conveying vagrants in the custody of a constable was frequently found unsatisfactory “ from the misconduct and negligence of con stables ”, and the Justices in Quarter Sessions were empowered to place the service in the hands of the master of the House of Correction or his servants, and also to make rules and orders on the subject.8 Under this Act the system of “ farming ” the vagrants became universal. The contractors, in return for a specified lump sum per annum, and a daily allowance for food, undertook the whole service of detaining, conveying and maintaining all the vagrants passed from a particular county. The Justices were so troubled by the impositions and frauds of the parish constables, and the carelessness with which individual 1 The English Poor in the Eighteenth Century, by Dorothy Marshall, 1926, pp. 142-143. 3 MS. Minutes, Quarter Sessions, Buckinghamshire, Epiphany 1783. 3 32 George III. c. 45 ; History of the English Poor Law , by Sir George Nicholls, 1854, vol. ii. p. 103 ; History of Vagrants and Vagrancy, by C. J. Ribton-Turner, 1887, p. 212. By 1772, “ the first year for which we have any reliable figures, from the extracts of returns made by the clerks of the peace and other officers concerning vagrants, we find that Bedford was spending £ 1 6 4 :1 1 : 6 a year ; Berks, £183 :1 2 :1 0 ; Bucks, £303 : 9 : 1 1 ; Cambridge, £114 : 1 0 : 1 0 ; Ely, £55 : 3 : 5 ; Chester, £482 :12 : 10 ; Cornwall, £47 : 17 s 9, for which it had to thank its geographical position ; Cumberland, gives no figures ; Derby, £254 : 3 :1 0 ; Devon, £ 3 4 0 :1 0 :1 0 ; Dorset, £43 : 6 : 7 ; Durham, £230: 3 : 4 ; Essex, £ 3 1 1 :1 6 : 9 | ; Gloucester, £697 : 9 : 2 ; and Hants, £ 1 2 0 :0 :4 , in passing vagrants. The other counties were spending sums of about the same amount ” (The English Poor in the Eighteenth Century, by Dorothy 1926, p. 242). The total for the whole oountry must have exceeded £12,000 for the year. In the course of the next fifty years this sum seems to have been quadrupled. The Middlesex contractor alone was, in 1815, “ passing ” 12,000 or 13,000 a year, often the same persons several times within twelve months (House of Commons Committee on Mendicity in the Metropolis, 1815, pp. 115,125).
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magistrates would pass their accounts for payment, th a t they gladly adopted the contract system. In 1789, and again in 1792, we find the West Riding Justices entering into “ a fresh contract for conveying vagrants through and out of the said West Riding ” .* Such contracts are mentioned again in 1810, but they seem to have been temporarily abandoned, for, in 1822, it needed a special resolution to resume them. “ The Court having taken into consideration the flagrant abuses in the main tenance and conveyance of vagrants, ancl the enormous and increasing expense to the Riding consequent thereon, have resolved to revert to the old system of conveying vagrants by contract, the contractor engaging to supply each vagrant with a sufficient quantity of household bread, viz. each full grown person 1$ lb. and each child under 12 years of age, 1 lb. per day, and on no account to give money or any other kind of food to any vagrant unless in cases of sickness.” 1 In Middlesex, where the business was greater than elsewhere, the contractor had over a thousand vagrants a month through his hands. He was paid a t first £250, and latterly £350 a year, with an addition of sixpence a day for the maintenance of each vagrant for a period not exceeding three days. For this sum he conveyed all vagrants delivered to him to the borders of the county, where he handed them over to the vagrant contractors for the adjoin ing counties, who conveyed them similarly through these counties. His establishment consisted of seven horses, four men and a boy, three carts and two covered vans, with four receiving houses a t Egham, Colnbrook, Rudge and Cheahunt respectively.3 This system of “ farming the vagrants” seems to have had, in comparison with direct employment of the constable or the master of the House of Correction, much the same advantages and disadvantages as we have described in “ fanning the workhouse ” . I t saved the Justices practically all trouble in the checking of the accounts of illiterate constables,.and prevented irregular charges. I t relieved the constables of a burdensome personal service. On the other hand, the contractor’s receiving houses, and his arrangements for maintaining the vagrants, closely resembled, in their combination of dirt, disorder and 1 L ttdi Intelligencer, April 14, 1789, and April 9,1792. * MS. Minute*, Quarter Sessions, W est Riding o f Yorkshire, April 90,1822. * Report from Select Committee of the House of Commons on the State of Mendicity in the Metropolis, 1815, pp. 69-60»
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laxness of discipline, those of the typical farmed workhouse of the middle of the eighteenth century. Thus, when the Middlesex Justices in 1818 appointed a committee to visit the contractor’s premises, the committee reported with frigid restraint “ that they have . . . viewed the place provided by the contractor for conveying of vagrants for the reception of vagrants at his house, and are clearly of opinion th a t the same is not in a proper condition for their reception, and th at males and females are not separated. . . . Your Committee have viewed the carts used by the contractor for conveying the vagrants, and report they are improper for the conveyance of vagrants.” 1 In 1821 these Middlesex “ pass-houses ” were described to the House of Commons Committee as places of indescribable insanitation, overcrowding and promiscuity.12 The “ Liverpool Pass House ” , where the Irish vagrants were kept whilst waiting for shipment back to Ireland, was found in 1829 to be in a terrible state of filth and disorder.3 The Free Pass Meanwhile the Justices had gradually elaborated a simple way of satisfying the importunities of wandering mendicants and poor travellers, without using their powers under the Vagrancy Acts. I t seems to have been common, throughout the whole of the eighteenth century, for a Justice of the Peace, and apparently any other person of authority or position, to give a sort of written passport, or certificate of character, to poor persons setting out on a journey. Discharged soldiers and sailors would be furnished with certificates by their officers, and licences by a Justice of the Peace, authorising them to travel to their destination and ask such relief as their necessities might require.4 Gradually the 1 MS. Minutes, Quarter Sessions, Middlesex, January 15,1818. 1 Report of Select Committee of the House of Commons on Vagrancy, 1821. * See the full report in the printed Proceedings of the Court of Annual General Session for the County Palatine of Lancashire, Preston, 1829. 4 39 E lk . c. 17 had enaoted “ that every idle and wandering soldier or mariner who, ooming from the seas, shall not have a testimonial under the hand of a Justice of the Peace, setting down therein the place and time where and when he landed, and the place of his dwelling or birth into which he is to pass, and a convenient tim e limited therein for his passage ; or having such a testimonial shall wilfully exceed the time therein limited above fourteen days • . . shall be guilty of felony”. This provision was abrogated in 1792 by 32 George III. 0 .4 5 , sec. 7, but was specifically re-enacted in 1803 (43 George III. a* 61), and continued by the A ct of 1824 (5 George IV. o. 83).
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practice grew up of Justices granting «m ilw passée to all sorts of poor travellers, requiring “ all Justices, mayors, bailiffs, constables, etc., to suffer the bearer peaceably and quietly to pass to the parish therein named without let, hindrance or molestation whatsoever, he demeaning himself orderly, keeping the post-road and not exceeding the space of [so many days] from the date thereof to accomplish his journey This became what Dr. Bum described in 1764 as “ th at .pernicious practice . . . of pestering the kingdom with itinerant passes. Permit such a one to pass to such a place, and relieve him with necessaries as to you shall seem meet. Of which there are printed forms in almost every corporation ; and every tradesman or handicrafts man th a t has the honour to be advanced to the mayoralty is proud to let the world know it, by subscribing his name to them. . . . The validity of these passports is no more than this : An Act of Parliament says, such a person shall be taken up as a rogue and vagabond. A Justice of the Peace says, permit him to pass : th at is, with a non-obstante to the said Act of Parlia ment.” * Though these travelling passes had apparently no legal validity, we gather th at they were, in practice, so far respected th at peaceful wanderers thus certificated were not, as a rule, apprehended as vagrants ; and it was even customary for the constable or Overseer of each place to honour them by giving their bearers a few pence by way of relief. A parish would occasionally order th at no such relief should be given. Thus, a t Dursley in 1738, “ it is agreed a t a Publick Vestry th at no Churchwarden or Overseer shall be allowed to give anything to travellers on ye parish account At Brislington, near Bristol, the Vestry ordered in 1739 “ th at no parish officer do for the future relieve any vagrant or vagrants, or other travelling person or persons, with passes or otherwise, in order to discourage strollers and other loose, idle and disorderly persons from strolling from their own parishes ” .4 On the other hand, the 1 See th e report of the ease, 8 t. Lawrenoe Jewry v. Edgwate, in B ott’s Decision* of the Court of King's Bench on Poor Lem, edited by Ed. Const, 1793, p. 790. The editor adds: “ although there does not appear to have been any determination upon this subjeot, the legality of each pa wee may be doubted.” * The History of the Poor Lems, by Richard Bum , 1764, p. 119. * MB. Vestry Minutes, Dursley (Gloucestershire), September 24, 1738 ; see Dureleg and its Neighbourhood, by J . H . Blunt, 1877, p. 46. 4 Vestry Minutes, Brislington, n e w Bristol, 1739 ; quoted in History of Verront* and Vagrancy, by C. J . Ribton-Turaer, 1887, p. 198.
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local Justices—perhaps feeling uncomfortable a t having sturdy tramps in their neighbourhood without food—would (as we learn in Buckinghamshire a t the beginning of the nineteenth century) order the constable to give sixpence or a shilling to poor travellers, to whom the Overseer had refused relief. Usually the Overseer consented to reimburse the constable, out of the Poor Rate. In 1815 some of the Overseers refused to do so, claiming th at such payments, being in the nature of expenses connected with vagrancy, ought to fall on the County Rate. Counsel's opinion was taken on the point by Quarter Sessions, who advised th at nothing but payments in strict compliance with the Vagrancy Act could be charged to the County Rate, and th at relief given by magistrate’s order to travelling soldiers and sailors, and their wives and families, and to other destitute wanderers, must be treated as Poor Relief.1 That the practice of issuing travelling passes continued and was frequently adopted, even by stipendiary magistrates, we learn from Dr. Colquhoun himself. “ Of late ” , said he in 1815, “ it is inconceivable the number th at have received passes from the magistrates to go to their different parishes, which we give now, though directly in opposition to the Act of 1792, which requires they should be previously whipped or imprisoned a certain number of days, and then passed as vagrants to their parishes. I t arose from the Lord Mayor and the magistrates giving innumerable passes, of which I am afraid many make the very worst use, but we are very glad to get them out of the town, th at they may be subsisted in the quarters to which they belong, or where they have friends. In th at way we are relieved of a very considerable number, who must otherwise beg in the streets ; the number of mendicants must have been much greater if we had not given those passes so freely.” s This flagrant disregard of the law called forth, in 1817, the furious denunciation of Edward Christian, then Chief-Justice of the Isle of Ely. “ The Act of 32 Geo. III. c. 45 ”, he said, “ was drawn by myself. At that time, as was stated in the preamble, a regular vagrant pass was substituted for a regular order of removal. That was a great fraud, and attended with many mischiefs; but now, 1 MS. Minutes, Quarter Sessions, Buckinghamshire, Michaelmas 1815. * Report from Select Committee of House of Commons on tho State of Mendicity in the Metropolis, 1815, p. 54.
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what is definitely worse, many Justices give to poor persons when applying to them, a piece oi paper which is called a travelling or permit pass. This . . . is a perfect nullity, a mockery of justice, a great violation of law, a fraud upon the poor objects to whom it is given, as they obtain no certain assistance from it, a great fraud upon the townships through which they travel, a fraud upon the place to which they are sent, and the greatest possible nuisance to the kingdom at large . . . I am obliged to say th at every Justice of the Peace who signs such a paper is guilty of a great misdemeanour.” 1 But all denuncia tion of the Justices for giving these passes failed to stop the practice. In 1816 the Lord Mayor complained to the Secretary of State th at his time was almost wholly taken up in relieving destitute soldiers, sailors and artisans, of whom he had before him sometimes “ two hundred in a day, of whom the greater number have come from Wapping and the out-parishes, and not one in twenty has slept in the City of London. . . . Sixteen of these poor men have come and deposed th at they were taken from a brick kiln and sent to the House of Correction, where they Vere detained nineteen days, and then discharged without being passed. I have sent within fourteen dayB eighty to the Bridewell to be passed to their respective parishes, the greater number of whom were sailors, and scarcely one of them had slept within the City of London, but had lodged in Wapping and the neighbourhood, and were found begging on London and Blackfriars Bridges.” * In 1821 a clerical Justice living a t Hampstead, who gave hundreds of passes annually, frankly explained to the House of Commons Committee the motives which impelled him to take this entirely extra-legal course. Whenever “ a broken-down tradesman ” or “ once-respectable character ” came before him, he thought it highly improper to send such person to the House of Correction—“ a very iniquitous school ”. He preferred to give what he called “ a walking pass ” .* Parlia ment tried once more to stop these passes by expressly forbidding their issue in the Acts of 1822 and 1824. But it left open the 1 See A Collection of the Several Point* of Session» Law, by Rev. S. Clapham, 1818, vol. ii. p. 41. a The Lord Mayor (Matthew Wood) to Lord Sidmouth, November 16,1816 ; Minutes of Common Council of London, November 10,1816. 8 Report of Select Committee of House of Commons on Vagrancy, 1821, p. 88 (Evidanoe of Rev. H. B. Owen).
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loophole th a t they were to be given to-soldiers, sailors, marines and their wives ; and it is clear th at the passes were not wholly discontinued in other cases. The practice was in full vogue in the South-western Counties in 1824-1834, notably in Cornwall and Somerset.1 Parishes and Justices alike objected to the cost involved by the apprehension and imprisonment of vagrants, which often reached forty shillings before the culprit had been twenty-four hours in detention. As an alternative, saving both money and trouble, the local Justices freely gave travelling passes, specifying a sum of a penny-halfpenny a mile as the sum to be given to the traveller by each parish visited.8 Many places, however, as we shall presently describe, were beginning to refuse any such payments, and offering to the destitute traveller, as to any other able-bodied applicant, a task of work.3 The Vagrant98 Free Conveyance. At last, after nearly three centuries of costly experience, the House of Commons nerved itself to the bold step of abandoning the principle of passing vagrants to their places of settlement. The evidence before the Select Committee of 1821 had made it clear that, so far from relieving the towns from the presence of vagrants, the passing system served only to multiply them. I t was estimated th at a t least 60,000 were perpetually circulating up and down the country a t the public expense. “ The system of conveyance by p a ss”, it was reported, “ has been found to be one of inefficiency, cozenage and fraud ; it is in complete 1 Extracts concerning the Prevalence of Vagrancy in some of the Western Counties of England, Shaftesbury, 1827.



B The Gloucester Incorporated Guardians appointed a special officer “ to attend to the relief of vagrants ", a t £30 a year (MS. Minutes, Incorporated Guardians, Gloucester, March 1, 1827). * Report of Poor Law Inquiry Commissioners, 1834, Appendix B, Chapman's Report, p. 45. A t Bath, the plague of mendioanta had led to the establish ment of a voluntary society ; see Annual Reports of the Bath Society for the Suppression of Vagrants, Street Beggars and Impostors, etc., Bath, 1811-1813. Like societies were afterwards formed in Dorsetshire and elsewhere; see



A Brief Inquiry concerning institutions for relief of poor travellers and houseless etrangers . . . with some further account of a Mendicity Society in Dorsetshire, etc., by William West, Manchester, 1831. For similar philanthropic activity in th e Metropolis see Letter to Lord Pelham on the State of Mendicity in the Metropolis, 1803 ; Substance of a Letter dated . . . 1808 to . . . Lord Pelham on the State of Mendicity »» the Metropolis, 1811 ; An Appeal to PubUc Benevolence



for the Relief of Beggars with a view to a Plan for the Suppression of Beggary, 1812—all by Matthew Martin.
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consonance with the wandering habits of vagrants, and is made a m atter of trade. Their returns to the same place are frequent, and some of them within periods which evidently show th at they could not have reached their parishes.” By this system, it was said, “ a vagrant is enabled to migrate a t the expense of the public, by putting himself in the way of apprehension, and he thus obtains a pleasurable jaunt to any part of the kingdom he may choose. If during his progress he wishes to change company or vary his route, no impediment prevents him, it being understood equally by the offender and the officer who has him in charge th a t he is under no control. He has his summer and his winter haunts, to which he repairs a t stated periods; and he has been known to remark, ‘ Why Bhould I work for Is. or Is. 6d. a day while I can be thus amused by seeing and laughing a t the labour of others ? ’ conveyed free of expense, and in a state of perfect indolence with an allowance . . . from the county stock ” .x This emphatic testi mony, though amounting to no more than had been repeatedly urged for at least half a century, seems to have impelled the House of Commons to immediate action. By a temporary Act of 1822, made permanent by another of 1824, the whole law of vagrancy was once more codified and rendered more compre hensive, with the significant omission of all provisions for passing the ordinary vagrant to his place of settlement. Henceforth, if Parliament could secure it, he was to be treated as an ordinary criminal, tried summarily without a jury, and imprisoned with hard labour.* If he became destitute he was to apply to the parish officer and be dealt with under the Poor Law, and, if need be, “ removed ” to his place of settlement as a pauper. Unfor tunately, though Parliament laid down this principle, it was weak enough to make exceptions. Prisoners discharged from prison might be granted by the Visiting Justices certificates authorising them, the bearers, to beg their way to their homes. Soldiers, sailors, marines and their wives wore also to be given1 1 Report of Select Committee of the House of Commons on Vagrancy, 1821. 1 The Acts of 1822-1824 were thought by some to be an undue infringement on personal liberty ; see, for instance, the Observations on the Vagrant Act, by John Adolphus, 1824, replied to by The Vagrant Act in relation to the Liberty of the Subject, by a Barrister, 1824, who also wrote a Letter to an M .P. on the Impropriety of classing players with rogues and vagabonds in the Vagrant Act, 1824. See also Historical Review of the Poor and Vagrant Laws, 1838.



TH E IR ISH AN D TH E SCOTS



393



licences to beg. Here were two large classes of “ trampers ” authorised by express statute. W hat was even more detrimental to the desired reform was the continuance of the system of “ passing without punishment ” of natives of Scotland, Ireland and the Channel Isles. As these places had no complete system of Poor Relief, on the English lines, it was impossible simply to “ remove ” their inhabitants to their places of settlement as paupers, for they had no places of settlement. The House of Commons could neither face the situation of letting these immigrants get relief where they happened to be, nor yet dis cover any other method of dealing with them than the passing system, which was therefore continued in force. These unwise exemptions—and especially the latter one— nullified the whole Act. The habitual vagrants simply declared themselves to belong to Ireland or Jersey, or gave an address in Glasgow or the Isle of Man, and remained gaily on the road. Their numbers even continued to increase. The lenient magis trates of the City of London, besides issuing, as we have seen, innumerable licences to beg, committed forty a week in 1829, and no fewer than three times th at number in 1832. Bucking hamshire had to convey an average of more than three thousand presumed Scotch and Irish vagrants every year. Lancashire in 1828 found over eighty handed over to it by the neighbouring contractors every week ; and in 1831 was actually shipping more than a hundred a week to Dublin, whilst seventy a week were shipped from Bristol, nearly all of whom had been conveyed in carts from London.1 Loud and frequent grew the complaints of the counties a t the failure of Parliament to stop this abominable imposition. “ M agistrates”, complain the Northamptonshire Justices in 1830, “ are empowered to pass vagrants to Ireland and Scotland, as well as Jersey and Guernsey, at the expense of the counties through which the road lies. . . . This expense has been rapidly increased for some years. . . . The number of Irish vagrants passed through the county of Northampton to Ireland in the year ending Easter 1825 was 797, and the cost of con veying them only 23 miles into the county of Warwick was £209. . . . In the last year ending a t Easter 1829 (it) amounted 1 1 Report of Select Committee of the House of Commons on Scotch and Irish Vagrants, 1828 ; House of Commons Returns, 1833 ; History of Vagrants and Vagrancy, by C. J. Ribton-Tumer, 1887, pp. 239-242.
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to 1661, and the charge to the county was £537, having more than doubled . . . in the course of five years. . . . There is the best ground for believing th a t the abuses and imposition which were a chief cause of the repeal of the general English Vagrant Act prevail a t least to the same extent with respect to those cases which were excepted from th a t repeal. The same persons are known to be frequently passed by the same route, more especially between the Metropolis and Inland. I t is indeed become almost a trade by which men subsist. When landed in Ireland, instead of proceeding to their homes, they return by the first conveyance to England and find their way again to London, where they well know th a t they will be subject to very little investigation in obtaining a fresh pass, thus procuring a com fortable subsistence in idleness for a large portion of their time a t the public expense. And with respect to the Jersey and Guernsey vagrants the numbers alone are sufficient proof th at great imposition is practised, either by the means above detailed, or by the persons, with the like views, falsely swearing th a t they are connected with these islands ; for it is impossible to believe th a t 132 persons bom in these islands (besides others passed by other routes) can have fallen into distress and become vagrant in the Northern counties in the space of one year. . . . The counties through which these vagrants are passed, though subject to the expense, have no check or control whatever over these proceedings, it being by law imperative upon the magis trates in these counties to receive and forward all such persons as shall be brought to them by the proper authorities ; while it is to be remembered th a t the magistrates who originally grant the passes, being only anxious to remove the burden of main taining such persons from their own districts, have no interest whatever in protecting the intermediate counties.” 1 Notwith standing this and other clear expositions of the evils, and innumerable complaints of the expense of the conveyance of these vagrants, the administration of the service underwent no improvement. In Middlesex, in 1825, it was found th a t “ there is no contract in writing between the county and the paesmaster for paupers. . . . The paupers are brought by the parish officers 1 Entered in full in US. Minutes, Quarter Sessions, Middlesex, April 22, 1890 ; see ae to similar abases in Cumberland, Worthit* o f Cumberland, by Henry Lonsdale, voL ii., 1868, pp. 78-70.
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to the passmaster, and by him imprisqned on his premises for one, two or more days a t his own discretion, until he collects a number for removal. . . . The premises are altogether too small, and are close, confined and filthy, and serve to house the passmaster’s numerous family, a cow, pigs, poultry, etc. : these, added to numerous paupers, must, as a natural consequence, produce bad air and render the place unwholesome.” 1 Another House of Commons Committee in 1828 brought to light the same impositions, and the same Bort of scandalous laxity, extravagance and disorder.* In Cumberland a year later the Clerk of the Peace laid before the Michaelmas Quarter Sessions a long and able report, exposing the gross frauds practised on the county by these vagrants, who made a regular living by getting “ passed ” to the Border as Scotch ; then dispersing near the Solway, and going back to the Midland Counties or London, in order to get “ passed ” again.* Even the bona fide Scotch and Irish “ vagrants ”, who thus obtained free passages to their homes, often carried with them considerable sums of money, and “ large bundles, band boxeB, and even trunks and chests containing property. . . . These people, especially the Scotch, stand up for their rights very much ; they often refuse to get out of the carts to walk up hill, and insist upon carrying all sorts of luggage. . . . Women, too, will often make great difficulties because they th in k ”, says the passmaster, “ I do not take sufficient care of their bonnet-boxes, large paste-board boxes, in which they have fine bonnets with plenty of ribbands.” 4 Here we drop the story for the present volume. As with the Law of Settlement and Removal, so with the Vagrancy Acts, the problems and the complications, together with the very serious effects of the practice upon the whole system of Poor Relief, were left, as unsettled questions, to be considered by the Royal Commission which Lord Grey’s Ministry appointed in 1832. 1 MS. Minute*, Quarter Sessions, Middlesex, November 3, 1825. 1 Report of the Select Committee on Irish and Scottish Vagrants, 1828* 1 See the report in full in The Northern Year Bookfor 1829, Newcastle, 1830. 4 See the evidence of the “ paym asters ” of St. Giles in the Field*, St. Luke’s, Middlesex, and the City of London, History of .Vagrants and Vagrancy, by C. J. Ribton-Tumer, 1887, p. 241.



CHAPTER V II CONCLUSIONS



T he “ Laws relating to the Poor ”, reaching from the Dark Ages to the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, whether administered by the EIng, his Council and his Parliament, or by Parish Vestries, incorporated guardians, municipal authorities and County Justices, included within their sphere two distinct and in some ways conflicting functions—maintaining those who were destitute, and punishing the idle and the turbulent. Hence they may be epitomised as the “ Relief of the Poor within a Framework of Repression ” ; or, if a less pedantic phrase be preferred, as “ Charity in the grip of Serfdom



The Six Stages of the Old Poor Law Our conclusions about the working of “ The Old Poor Law ” (as it came to be called) may be prefaced by a brief recital of its chronological development. For this purpose we divide the whole era into six periods, taking for each phase the ideas and purposes th a t were dominant, rather than any actual achieve ment in practice, and remembering th a t these successively dominant ideas and purposes inevitably overlapped one another. We have, first, the period in which the main object— indeed, we may almost say the sole object—of the Ring** Government, the King’s Council, and what was becoming the Parliament of the nation, was the repression of vagrancy, of the disorder and turbulence to which it led, and of the insubordination and idle ness which it encouraged, whether or not these were incidental to destitution ; whilst leaving any provision for the destitute to the Church and the alms of the charitable. Prior to the legisla tion of the Tudors, what were called the “ Laws relating to 396
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the P o o r” were, in fact, wholly concerned with keeping the propertyless man, and especially the new class of free labourers, a t the disposal and under the control of the feudal hierarchy. Thus, the celebrated Statute of Labourers (1350) arbitrarily fixed the wages and hours for each category of labourers and craftsmen, and penalised any attem pt on their part to take advantage of their economic strength to obtain greater payment or a shorter working day. Sumptuary laws forbade to the wageearners the food and clothing deemed too luxurious for them, and prohibited for their children any education other than re ligious teaching, whilst statute after statute, always striving after increased severity, punished vagrancy in all its forms and with all its concomitants. All persons without property who were either unable or unwilling to work for their livelihood on their masters’ terms were, in fact, legally thrust back into virtual serfdom ; they “ belonged ” to the land on which they were bom or settled ; they were liable to punishment if found outside their own parish without a permit or a pass from one or other of its authorities, and they could, if able-bodied and masterless, be bound to work for a selected employer and compelled to obey his orders under pain of physical chastisement. Down to the sixteenth century, observed Fowle, “ it cannot be said th at Poor Laws, in our sense of the word (i.e., measures for the relief of destitution) existed a t all ; they might more fittingly be called laws against the poor and the rights of labour ”.1 I t is out of this repressive legislation and arbitrary adminis tration—tempered, it is true, by the charity of individuals or of the Church—th at the vast system of public provision for the needs of the propertyless citizen, characteristic of the twentieth century, has directly sprung. Not until 1536, although the English Poor Laws provided th a t the able-bodied destitute man without a master could be virtually enslaved, was there any provision by public officers, even for the orphans and the sick, the aged and the impotent, who had from time immemorial been left to be supported by Christian charity. I t was only when it became apparent th at this Christian charity not only was inadequate to maintain even all the meritorious poor, but was also responsible for creating fresh masses of shameless mendicancy—indeed, only when it was realised th at it was 1



The Poor Law, by T. W. Fowls, 1881, p. 56.
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hopeless to prevent crime and suppress vagrancy in the new class of free labourers if they were allowed to go hungry—that the dangerous unrest and chronic rebellion forced the Govern ment and Parliament to intervene. It was for these reasons, rather than out of any considerations of humanity, that suc cessive statutes cast the responsibility for the maintenance of the indigent poor on the ecclesiastical parish, and for that purpose ordered that, under the orders of the Justices of the Peace, a new civil officer—the Overseer of the Poor—should be jointly responsible with the Churchwarden for relieving the destitute. This Becond period, in which the public relief of the destitute was inaugurated, whilst the framework of repression of the ablebodied was still felt to be more vital, as it was certainly more obtrusive, than the relief of distress, may be said to have begun and ended with the kingship of the Tudors. The third period is th at described in our chapter on the Administrative Hierarchy, extending from about 1590 for only half a century—an episode which might be described as a premature attem pt a t a nationalised Poor Law. In this period we see Burleigh and his fellow Privy Councillors, with the active co-operation of the Bishops—later with the special assistance of Archbishop Laud—making it a fundamental principle of their statecraft th at the Government should undertake the protection as well as the control of the mass of propertyless persons. The nobles and gentry who owned the land were made responsible, as Justices of the Peace and masters of the parish, not only for maintaining order and repressing crime, but also for ensuring an adequate supply of food at low prices, with a greater regularity of employment ; and, more lastingly, by irurâting on the levy and expenditure of a Poor Bate, for preventing unemployment among the able-bodied, and destitution among the orphans, the sick, the aged and the infirm. However ineffective this guardianship may have been in practice, the_ theory of the English Poor Law established by Burleigh under Elisabeth, and his successors in the Privy Council of the first two Stuart kings, was plainly that, whilst all the poor should be compelled to earn their livelihood, all the children should be educated, all the sick people should be relieved, and all the aged people should be maintained, wherever necessary, a t the expense of the Poor Bate. To the powerful caste of landed gentry as wall as to the wealthy
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merchants of London and other incorporated towns, the auto cratic rule of the King as God’s Regent, in the hands of an energetic Privy Council and the Star Chamber, may have seemed an intolerable infringement of customary rights and acquired freedoms. To the landless man or indigent widow, the King in Council may have appeared as the Father of his People. In pursuance of this conception of statecraft, the Privy Council developed an administrative hierarchy, based on the obligation of the parish and its officers, which strangely forecasts the Poor Law organisation of the nineteenth century. This centralised supervision and control of the local Justices and parish officers by a national authority was, however, unpopular, and, as may be said, uncongenial to the spirit of the nation, as this was re flected in the County Justices and Town Councillors. I t was, accordingly, entirely abandoned on the outbreak of the Civil War, towards which, indeed, this enforcement of an obligation on the property owners to relieve the necessities of the poor, along lines laid down by Whitehall, may have contributed its own quota by way of discontent with the so-called “ Personal Government ” of the King. The fourth period, extending from the Restoration right into the last quarter of the eighteenth century, is one of sig nificantly mixed character. The short spell of administrative hierarchy was succeeded by a couple of centuries of complete local autonomy. The framework of repression was maintained, and was even strengthened by the Law of Settlement and Re moval, and the constantly repeated Vagrancy Acts. But the distinguishing feature of the English Poor Law for the last quarter of the seventeenth century is the outburst of a characteristic philanthropy, which combined a widespread but haphazard pro vision for the impotent poor by weekly doles of money, with a persistent belief th a t it was possible to make a profit out of the labour of those men, women and children who could be set to work. This involved new forms of provision and additional instruments of compulsion, which were called Houses of Industry when one of their aspects was emphasised, and Houses of Cor rection or Bridewells when another side of their function came into view. B ut all sorts of institutions served the same end— the old parish poorhouses converted into spinning-schools; mixed General Workhouses in which such of the men, women and
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children as were able were put to primitive manufactures ; ex tensive workshops in which rows of children were made to spin or to knit ; and establishments under various names not differing essentially from the prisons of the period, usually farmed out to contractors who acted in the double capacity of employers and gaolers. Presently there came a variety of this administrative attitude, which may be regarded as a fifth series of expedients. The development of the Industrial Revolution* in the latter part of the eighteenth century, with the advent of the power-driven machine industry, made it clear even to the most fanatical believer in “ setting the poor to work ” in the “ gaols without guilt ” , as the Workhouses and Houses of Industry were termed, th at there was a less expensive way of compelling the poor to earn their keep. The new capitalist entrepreneurs were so eager for workers to fill their mills th at they would even spend money to obtain their services. I t became possible, not only for the Government, but also for the Parish, to stand aside, and to leave the enforcement of work and discipline upon the poor to the more persistent and more minutely detailed authority of the employer. We see the Vestries and parish officers, who had already found it convenient to “ farm out ” the management of their workhouses, now farming out the poor in all sorts of ways. The children are not only “ apprenticed ” to any par ishioner desirous of obtaining a household drudge without wages ; but also disposed of by the score or by the hundred to the new cotton mills. The adult men are compulsorily assigned to any employers who will take them for their keep ; or they will be billeted out in turn among all the farmers in the parish, in one or other form of the Roundsman system. In one way or another the Parish sought to transfer to some employer—if need be, by compulsory allocation—the duty of enforcing labour and discipline on the poor ; and the steadily increasing capitalist developments in industry and agriculture seemed to enable this to be done with all but those who were completely impotent. The close of the eighteenth century brings us to a sixth and final stage when, principally in the rural districts south of a line from the Wash to the Severn, but extending also to one or other section of the manufacturing industries in the Midlands and the Northern Counties, not even the most enterprising
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or the most close-fisted employer would take on the unemployed labourer a t any wage on which, a t the swollen price of food, he and his family could possibly exist. This brought the country gentlemen and the farmers face to face with what seemed an insoluble problem. The farmer in the south of England demonstrated that, with the rental and under the conditions upon which the land was owned and let, he could not possibly afford to pay his labourers a living wage. The kind-hearted Justices urged equally benevolent Members of Parliament to promote legislation securing to the labourers a wage on which they could exist. But such a legal minimum wage, it was plain, was inconsistent, both with the manner in which the English agricultural industry was then organised, and with the current assumptions of the capitalism of the time. I t was inconceivable, to th at generation, either that the funda mental conditions of private property in land could be changed, or th at any departure could be made from the new-found principle of freedom of competition. Thus, on the one hand, Parliament and the Government insisted on maintaining an attitude, as to wages and rents, of laissez-faire : on the other hand, both humanity and prudence counselled that the starving labourers must not be driven to despair in a country which had no organised police force to prevent either theft or arson. The Justices, who had the responsibility for taking immediate action, found no other solution than th at of making up out of the Poor Bate the farmer’s inadequate wages to a sum on which the labourer and his family could barely subsist—a policy which Parliament, in effect, ratified in 1796, and which, not confined to Southern England, nor to agricultural employment, continued for a whole generation until it was peremptorily stopped by the Poor Law Commissioners in 1834. The Success and Failure of “ The OH Poor Law ” Some of those who have had the patience to read through our account of the statutory relief of destitution over three centuries of English history will wonder whether this sordid and disheartening business was not a colossal blunder from start to finish, and whether it would not have been better to leave the misery of the multitude to the “ struggle for existence ” and the 2d
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“ survival of the fittest ”. B ot success and failure, it is needless to say, are relative terms ; and the success or failure of a given social institution must be estimated, in the main, according to the aims and interests of its founders. Judged from the stand point of the rulers of England, we have no doubt about the answer. The relief of destitution practised under the English Poor Law was not only expedient: it was a State necessity. We shall not attem pt to enumerate all the. reasons for this con clusion, seeing th a t this might mean a survey of the problem of poverty in all parts of the world, ancient and modem, together with a consideration of rival expedients, such as the infanticide of females in China, or the communism inherent in the Hindu family, and to a lesser extent in the Hindu caste. The two main considerations in the England of the Tudor kings, one re inforcing the other, were (a) the rise of a new class of men, hence forward described by the Legislature under the denomination of “ poor ”, th a t is, propertyless persons who had no claim on the manor, or on any feudal superior, for subsistence ; and (b) tiie prevalence of the Christian ethics, professed by rulers and ruled alike, tnaiating on the relief of the suffering of God’s poor as a religious obligation sanctioned by the rewards and penalties of a future life. Now the emergence of the class of the unattached “ poor ” was brought about, in the main, by the economic changes in the nation’s agriculture, by the requirements of the kings and their nobles for recruits to their armies, and by the needs of the traders and manufacture» in the growing towns for manual workers, to which we may add the recurring epidemics of plague cul minating in the Black Death, which limited the supply of both soldien and workers. With the expansion of commerce and the growth of manufactures, the call for m o n labour became in sistent, and the class of “ free ” laboure» or hired wage-earners multiplied throughout the land. The rule» of England, whether army leaden, landownen or city merchants, as well as the new manufacturing employe», not infrequently encouraged this escape of the common people out of serfdom ; a connivance rewarded by the superior efficiency of the hired man over the bondsman, not only in war, but also in the development of agriculture, the improvement of landed estates and profit-making business of all kinds. But with the class of “ free ” laboure»
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came the destitute. “ I t is one of the natural consequences of freedom”, wrote Rousseau in explanation of the growth of poverty in great cities, “ th a t those who are left to shift for themselves must sometimes, from either misconduct or mis fortune, be reduced to want.” Nor was the multiplication of the Have-nots regarded with disfavour by the Haves. “ With out a large proportion of poverty ” , England was told by the inventor of the modem police system and a leading authority on “ the resources of the British Em pire”, “ there could be no riches, since riches are the offspring of labour, while labour can result only from a state of poverty. Poverty is th at state and condition in society where the individual has no surplus labour in store, or, in other words, no property or means of subsistence but what is derived from the constant exercise of industry in the various occupations of life. * Poverty is therefore a most necessary



and indispensable ingredient in society, without which nations and communities could not exist in a state of civilisation. I t is the lot of man. I t is the source of wealth, since without poverty there could be no labour, there could be no riches, no refinement, no comfort, and no benefit to those who may be possessed of wealth, inasmuch as, without a large proportion of poverty, surplus labour could never be rendered productive in procuring either the convenience or luxuries of life.” 1 We remember, in 1911, being startled by an astute Japanese statesman casually observing th at the “ introduction of the capitalist Bystem into Japan had brought in its train an ever-growing class of destitute persons— a class quite unknown in the old Japan of the daimio and the rice cultivator. This destitution” , he added, with a philo sophic smile, “ is the price which Japan has had to pay for in creasing the personal wealth of her leading citizens, and for becoming a world power.” Whether or not it would have been practicable to maintain the social order requisite for the development of England’s power and England’s wealth if masses of men, women and children had been left to die of starvation, is open to doubt. But such statecraft was not feasible among a people professing Christianity, more especially the Christianity of mediaeval times, with its naive faith in the literal interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount. The easiest solution was for the King 1 A Trtatiw on Indigenes, by Patrick Colqchoun, 1806, pp. 7-9
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and bis Bâtons to confine themselves to repression and punish ment, leaving Christian charily to the Holy Father and his hierarchy. Hence, the service of ministering to the needs of “ God’s poor ” was undertaken, with the approval of the civil authorities, by the Church, and was carried out under the authority of the bishop and the archdeacon by the ecclesiastical parish, aided by the Religious Orders and the personal charily of the faithful.



The Irrelevance of Religious Almsgiving We need not ask too curiously whether mediaeval almsgiving succeeded in its avowed aims—the development of the charitable impulse in the Christian, and the salvation of his soul from perdition. But regarded from the standpoint of the rulers of England, “ giving alms ” (as De Foe pointed out two centuries later) proved to be no remedy. In the first place, the alms giving practised by the parish priest and his congregation, still more the doles distributed a t the gates of monastic institutions, depended not on the amount of destitution existing in a given area but on the ebb and flow of religious emotion among church goers, and on the geographical distribution of particular monasteries and convents, their financial endowment, and the state of moral and religious discipline of their inmates. Thus, multitudes of poor persons were left unaided. W hat was pres ently apparent to the King and his Parliament and to the Justices of the Peace, was th a t the indiscriminate and uncon ditional almsgiving practised by the faithful actually intensified the problem, encouraging idleness and fraudulent mendicancy in its near neighbourhood, and generating hordes of vagrants who became an intolerable nuisance, if not danger, to the govern ing class. Hence we see the Tudor kings and their astute counsellors gradually developing a systematic relief of the indigent, whether orphan, rick or aged, within a framework of compulsory labour for all who could contribute to their own maintenance. Axe we wrong in attributing to this ubiquitous public relief of destitution—advancing, as it did, step by step with the growth of a proletariat, a class of hired men without property—the remarkable immunity of England for four centuries from any effective rebellion or drastic revolution! To this
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question, an affirmative answer has been given, over and over again, by typical representatives of the rulers of England. “ Poor Laws in England grew out of a wish to keep order. To escape civil war was a supreme blessing. To be free from disorderly vagrancy was a secondary object of the Government.” 1 “ 1 have often heard Mr. Canning say ”, records Lord George Bentinck, “ th a t it was to the Poor Laws of this country th at England owed her successful struggles with Europe and America ; th at they had reconciled the people to their burdens, and have saved England from revolution.” 1 But, passing over these significant but somewhat casual judgements, let us quote the deliberate conclusion in 1825—a t a time when the Old Poor Law was in many respects a t its worst—of the Political Economist of the widest knowledge and greatest credit then living. “ I t would be visionary indeed” , wrote J. K. McCulloch in 1825, “ to imagine th a t those who have nothing would quietly submit to suffer the extremity of want without attacking the property of others. And hence, if we would preserve unimpaired the peace, and consequently the prosperity, of the country, we must beware of allowing any considerable portion of the population to fall into a state of destitution. But without the establishment of a compulsory provision for the support of the unemployed poor, it is difficult to see how they could avoid occasionally falling into this state. Through its instrumentality, however, they are sustained in periods of adversity without being driven of necessity to attack the property of others and commit out rages. . . . They [the Poor Laws] are, in fact, a bulwark raised by the State to protect its subjects from famine and despair, and whilst they support them in seasons of calamity, and prevent them from bong driven to excesses ruinous alike to themselves and to others, they do not degrade them by making them depend on what is often the grudging and stinted charity of others. . . . Without it [the Poor Law] the peaoe of society could not be preserved for any considerable period.” * 1 A Quid* to Modem English History, b y William Cory, part iL, 1882, p. 442. * Lori Qearyt Bentinct, by Benjamin Disraeli [Earl of Beaoonafield], 1862. * Principles of Political Economy, by J . R . McCulloch, 1862, ch. iii., “ Poor Law» ” (pp. 408-407,412 of edition of 1843).
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The Status of the Pauper There remains the question of the relative success and failure of the various methods of relieving destitution described in the foregoing chapters. B ut before dealing with th at question it is essential to put in the front of the picture one fundamental and permanent feature of the English Poor Law—a feature vitally affecting its results, whether we regard thqse from the angle of the rulers or from th a t of the ruled. The English Poor Law a t no time gave the destitute a personal “ right ” to relief, in the sense th a t a mediaeval copyholder had a right to occupy a piece of land or th a t a modem old-age pensioner has a right to his pension. W hat was enacted was not a right a t all, but an obliga tion. The Act of tiie 43rd of Elizabeth cast upon the parish and its officers, and the Justices of the Peace under whom they acted, the obligation to relieve the impotent poor and to provide the able-bodied with the means of earning their livelihood by work. By this legislation, destitution, however caused, was, in effect, adjudged to be a public nuisance, like muck heaps, or vermin, or vagrants ; and this nuisance had to be “ abated ” in the manner and by the officers prescribed by the law, which was to be enforced by criminal proceedings against officials in default. The applicant for relief could not be a plaintiff in the Law Courts to recover his relief by civil process. Apart from particular statutory provisions of later date, the amount of relief and tiie manner of relief were left to the discretion of the parish officers, except in so far as these officers were administratively supervised by the Justices of the Peace and the Court of Quarter Sessions. Further, in many of the areas of the Incorporated Boards of Guardians and parishes under Local Acts, the officials under obligation to relieve destitution were also invested, not only with the power to subject to penal conditions the persons whom they relieved, but even to arrest persons not yet destitute, who, in tiie opinion of these officials, were likely to become destitute or otherwise a nuisance to the public. I t is this strange combination of the power to punish with the obligation to re lieve bom which may be derived the slur always associated with the status of a pauper. I t explains the continuance, after the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, of what are essentially penal powers in the hands of Boards of Guardians, and also the wholesale



A P U B L IC N U ISA N C E



4°7



exclusion, down to recent yean, oi persons in receipt of relief from the rights of citizenship. Throughout the whole period dealt with in this volume, persons “ without visible mean» of subsistence ” , whether or not they applied for relief, and however their destitution was brought about—whether from old age, richness or unemployment—underwent, in effect, what Roman Law termed a capitis diminutio, and ceased to enjoy the rights of the ordinary citizen. I t was no longer a question of reliering the sufferings of “ God's poor Instead of the pious Christian washing the feet of beggars, whom he would meet in Paradise, a public official was required, a t the least cost, to suppress a common nuisance. This conception of “ destitution ” as a public nuisance had unforeseen results in the mind of the unpaid and annually elected parish officer. He became obsessed with the notion of ridding his parish of the nuisance a t the least possible expense to the ratepayers to whom he was responsible. Seeing th a t the men, women and children concerned could not be destroyed like choughs and mice, the easiest and cheapest way was to thrust the pauper, or potential pauper, across the parish boundary, into tire outer world. Hence the immediate and ever-recurring zeal displayed by the Overseer to put in operation the pre posterous law of 1662 for the forcible removal to their places of settlement, of poor persons “ not belonging to ” his own parish whom he chose to think likely, a t some future time, to become chargeable to the parish. Henoe the eagerness, a century later, to pervert the Vagrancy Acts into a method of “ clearing ” the parish of beggars and other “ unemployed ” persons, by “ pass ing ” them, a t the expense of the counties th a t they traversed, round and round the kingdom, and, wherever practicable, pushing them across the border into Scotland, or dispatching them overseas to Ireland or Jersey. The Law of Settlement and Removal and the eighteenth-century statutes about Vagrancy came, in fact, to serve the fifteen thousand separate Poor Law Authorities as a new “ Framework of Repression ” , within which tens of thousands of individuals and families, deserving as well as undeserving, were a t all times temporarily held—indeed, spasmodioally imprisoned for short terms in contractors' “ passhouses” and in Houses of Correction. From this framework of repression they were always emerging or escaping into the
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mass of mendicancy, irregular employment, and movement on the roads from job to job, until some energetic parish officer, not always personally disinterested, got them once more started, a t the public expense, in the contractor’s cart. W ith this obsession as to ridding the parish of a public nuisance, it was inevitable that, to the average Overseer, or other ratepayer temporarily interesting himself in the subject of the rising Poor Bate, success or failure-in the relief of the destitution of fellow-parishioners should turn on the amount of money immediately required. To the more thoughtful observer, whether Justice of the Peace or philanthropist, the consideration of the immediate cost was tempered by a feeling th at it would never do to encourage a recurrence of demands for relief ; and therefore by a vague conception of prevention by deterrence— prevention, however, not of the poverty and distress of the poor, but of the public nuisance of statutory destitution. We propose now to give our conclusions as to the relative success and failure of the principal varieties of Poor Law policy prior to the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834.



The Profitable Employment of the Poor None of the methods of relieving destitution was adopted with anything like the same enthusiasm, or continued in favour for so long a period, aB th a t of providing profitable employment for th e poor. This attractive proposal seemed to offer not only the relief of the destitute without cost to the ratepayers, but even an increase in national wealth. As advocated by Sir Josiah Child and the philanthropic pamphleteers of the latter part of the seventeenth century, whose ideas were repeated generation after generation for a century and a half, the profit able employment of the able-bodied unemployed arose out of the current philosophy, and was buoyed up by splendid hopes, moral as well as material. I t combined two different strains which particularly characterised the Protestant Beformation, whether in Switzerland or in Great Britain. There was, in the first place, an idealisation of profit-making as the immediate motive for, and the directing purpose of, the systematic organ isation of labour in the production of commodities. This was, in itself, a revolutionary conception of business enterprise.
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Whatever may have been the practice, here and there, of emerging Capitalism, Christianity throughout the Middle Ages had looked askance a t profit, as distinguished from a mere remuneration for personal service, whilst the taking of interest constituted the sin of usury. In the century th a t followed the Protestant Reformation we become aware of a change of attitude. “ To such a generation ”, Mr. Tawney says, “ a creed which trans formed the acquisition of wealth from a drudgery or a tem pta tion into a moral duty was the milk of lions. I t was not th at religion was expelled from practical life, but th at religion itself gave it a foundation of granite. In th at keen atmosphere of economic enterprise, the ethics of the Puritan bore some resem blance to those associated later with the name of Smiles. The good Christian was not wholly dissimilar from the economic man.” 1 Along with this apotheosis of profit-making as the test of what Ruskin naively called the “ entirely honest merchant ”, there was mingled the conception impressed by Calvin on the Protestant world th at the fundamental purpose of Christianity was the regulation of conduct, not only the conduct of the indi vidual believer but also the conduct of the whole community, and therefore specially of the poor, for whom the magistracy had necessarily an exceptional responsibility. The characteristic of the Swiss reformers, who were much concerned with mendi cancy, vagrancy and other evils of destitution, was th at they saw the situation, not like the Tudor statesmen, as a problem of police, not like Vives and other intelligent Humanists, as a problem of social organisation, but as a question of personal character. I t was Calvin who quoted with approval—and with reference not to the functionless rich but to the proletarian poor —St. Paul’s stem dictum, “ If a man do not work, neither shall he eat ” ; whilst he condemned indiscriminate almsgiving as vehemently as a nineteenth-century Charity Organisation Society, and required the ecclesiastical authorities to visit regularly every family to ascertain whether any member of the household was idle, drunken, or otherwise unsatisfactory in personal conduct. Under the influence of this conception of Christianity, industry became both the leading social virtue, and, a t any rate in the poor, the very essence of personal morality ; whilst the measure of the social advantage of industry was, as we have seen, its 1



Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, b y R. H. Tawney, 1926, p. 263.
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profitableness to the organisas and directors. That a life of uninterrupted regular labour, without either excessive strain or the exuberant bursts of popular enjoyment that had marked the holidays of the previous age, was an indispensable basis of personal character seemed—so far as the mass of propertyless persons were concerned—an obvious truth. The same con ception is seen in the enthusiasm for setting even the little children to regular industrial work, where the vision of their little fingers hard at it from morning to night, and their little minds concentrated on this one task of earning their own liveli hood by their spinning (and at the same time making profit for their employers) was honestly pleasing as affording the ideal preparation for life. This meritorious, if sanctimonious, attempt to abandon the notion of destitution being merely a common nuisance, and to regard it as an opportunity for “ the reformation of manners ” and an increase of the national wealth, proved, as we have seen, everywhere a failure. To summarise the conclusions reached in a previous chapter, we may say that every attempt to “ employ the unemployed”, just because they were unemployed, and where and when they were unemployed, invariably afforded the worst of all possible bases for an “ Association of Producers.” The persons who were to be set to work were necessarily not selected because of their competence or their adaptability for tike task : they had to be taken, on the contrary, because they had been picked out by their former employers as those to be first dispensed with on a diminution of demand for their product ! They were of all ages and of every variety of personal character ; and, for the most part, below the average in energy and industry, if not also in physical health. Whilst for these reasons they required for continuous toil more than the common stimulus and incentive, the very circumstances of their “ relief by way of employment ” were such as practically to deprive them of all incentive to more than the oompulsory labour of the slave. Even for slave labour the situation was hopeless, because the foremen and managers, who had to be the slave-drivers, had themselves none of the incentive of the profit-maker, seeing that, if there were any profit in the enterprise, this accrued, not to themselves but to the parish, or Corporation of the Poor, or other public authority. But more fundamental than all these
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reasons why, from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, all the schemes for the profitable employment of the poor failed lamentably to gain by the sale of their products anything ap proaching even a bare subsistence for those who were employed, was the fact th a t these enterprises were invariably and necessarily started, not in response to any economic demand by consumers for more of the products in question, but actually because the demand for these products had so lessened that the workers had been dismissed from employment ! W hat was even more important than the economic failure of these attem pts a t the profitable employment of the poor was their calamitous defectiveness as a method of treatment of the destitute. Instead of the discipline of work producing an im provement in personal character, the very nature of the organ isation made for its undoing. The industrial processes involved the mingling of persons of either sex, of all ages, and of every variety of conduct and previous experience. Contamination was inevitable and continuous, with the breaking down of all standards and conventions. The very conditions of the enter prise led to the rewarding and encouraging, not of the virtuous, but of the most productive. Moreover, it necessarily pleased the management to have, not a small and diminishing number of workers, but a full complement of operatives who had gained by practice a certain measure of efficiency. Thus, far from dim inishing pauperism, the Houses of Industry were found actually to continue, and often to increase it. All this was accentuated by the tendency of the management to increase the output by “ making things pleasant ” for the inmates if they got through anything like their proper task. In practice, owing to the necessity of dealing with entire families, and the desire to get some labour out of all sections of the pauper host—children as well as adults, women as well as men, the aged as well as the able-bodied, the feeble-minded and the crippled—the establish ments started to employ the poor were always crumbling back into the General Mixed Workhouse as described by Crabbe. F a m in g the P oor



A more cynical manifestation of the new-born faith in the efficacy of the pursuit of pecuniary profit may be seen in the
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adoption of the plan of dealing with the nuisance of destitution very much as with the nuisance of town dung, namely by handing it over a t a fixed price to the speculator who saw his way to make the largest pecuniary profit from the contract. From the first quarter of the eighteenth century down to 1835 we find, as we have described, every variety of “ farming ” the poor—contract ing for the maintenance of all the posons having any claim on the Parish; contracting merely for th e 4management of the workhouse ; contracting for infants and children ; and, in the latter decades, contracting for lunatics or the medical treatment of the sick. Without repeating our analysis of the operation of these various types of “ farming the poor ”, we may point out that, in respect of all of them, the parochial authorities found themselves on the horns of a dilemma. If, as was a t first general, the contract was for a lump sum—especially if for this sum the contractor undertook to maintain the whole of the persons entitled to relief—it was to the pecuniary advantage of the contractor to make the workhouse a “ House of Terror ” ; not only, as Dr. Bum observed, to “ skimp the food ” and become “ a slave-driver of the worst description ” , but also to provide for the unfortunate persons who were forced to enter his establish ment conditions so brutally demoralising and horrible as to shock even the public opinion of th a t time. “ The greater the re luctance of the poor to accept relief the greater the profit to the contractor.” Nor had he any effective choice. Competition among contractors drove down the price, bo th a t the utmost possible severity was necessary to prevent actual loss to the man who had taken the contract. “ The power of oppression ” , it was pointed out, “ is within his hand, and he must use it ; the gains of oppression are within his reach, and he must not refuse them.” Thus, the contract for a lump sum became a virtual denial of relief to the poor. “ To bargain with some person to take them by the lump ” , summed up Dr. Bum in 1764, eventually included a tacit assumption th a t the contractor was “ not to take them, but to hang [his penal institution] over them in terrorem if they should complain to the Justices This, however, was not to deal with the nuisance of destitution, b u t merely, by failing to deal with it, to reduce the immediate charge on the local Poor Bate. Most of the destitute remained unrelieved in their destitution, with the result of actually increasing mendicancy
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and petty theft, along with vagrancy and its accompanying disorder, and the creation of a squalid mass of semi-starvation, misery and demoralisation among the aged, the sick and the children. There was sufficient humanity in the gentry of the middle of the eighteenth century—quickened, we may not unfairly believe, by an appreciation of the nuisance, if not the social danger, arising from a mass of destitution th at was un relieved—to revolt against the horrors of the contractor’s workhouse, and the whole system of farming the poor for a lump sum. If, on the other hand, the contract was not for a lump sum, but a t so much per head of the paupers dealt with—whether the contract was for the management of the workhouse, the grant of Outdoor Belief, the maintenance of children or lunatics, or the provision of medical treatment—the operation of the farming system had different effects. Doubtless the contractor was able, by superior management and continuous attention, to do the job more economically than the unpaid, annually appointed and entirely untrained Overseers. He could cede, in the low price per head th at he accepted, most of his economies to the parish, and yet make a profit for himself. But this profit depended on there continuing always to be the accustomed substantial number of paupers to be maintained or provided for ; it would sink to nothing if the amount of pauperism were appreciably lessened ; it would, on the other hand, be increased indefinitely if pauperism increased. I t is clear that, under such a contract, the workhouse would be made the opposite of a “ House of Terror ”. The Parish, in seeking to enlist in its service in diminishing the Poor Rate the pecuniary self-interest of the contractor at what seemed a low price per head, unwittingly made the whole system work as a direct encouragement to a continually swelling number of persons whom the contractor delighted to entertain and whom he learned to attract by all sorts of inexpensive indulgences. Thus, in the relief of the poor, as in other public attempts to deal with common nuisances—exemplified in such diverse branches as the suppression of vermin, the disposal of town refuse, or the prevention of illiteracy—the expedient of getting social services ran by contractors for their own pecuniary profit led, as we have described, to unforeseen modes of failure. The profitmaking motive attains its success, very naturally, in the mere making of profit, which is never precisely coincident, and often
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calamitously incompatible, with the satisfactory performance of the public service, or the complete fulfilment of the social requirements, with which the profit-maker is, as a profit-maker, avowedly unconcerned. The “ Workhouse Test ” One of the discoveries of the Poor Law administrators of the earlier decades of the eighteenth century was, as we have Been, the device of instituting an automatic “ test ” of the reality and involuntary character of the asserted destitution of the applicants for relief. We hear of this device already in the middle of the seventeenth century, in the simple form of exact ing, from the wandering mendicant, a severe task of manual labour as a condition of a gift of food ; and a similar expedient for Btaving off idle beggars was occasionally employed by parish officers in the course of the next two centuries. The idea of deterrence, as we have seen, was not absent from the minds of those who, like Firmin, Haines and Cary, and their successors during the whole of the eighteenth century, sought to organise the profitable employment of the poor ; but experience always demonstrated th a t (as Sir Josiah Child had foreseen) the com bination of two such different conceptions as industrial employ ment in order to make a profit, and the exaction of a task in order to deter applicants, always rendered nugatory both the one and the other. I t was after the failure of profitable employment in the Bristol and other early Houses of Industry th a t Matthew Marryott seems to have devised the plan of using the workhouse expressly and deliberately as a means of staving off the crowd of applicants for Poor Belief, without actually refusing to maintain the remnant who showed, by their acceptance of the unpleasant conditions imposed, th a t they could find no other means of subsistence. This device, which Parliament practically sanctioned by the Act of 1723, was destined to be rediscovered by the Poor Law Inquiry Commissioners in 1834, and to become widely celebrated as the “ Workhouse Test B ut the “ Workhouse T e s t”, as invented and applied by Matthew Marryott, and as sporadically put in operation during the whole ensuing century by energetic Vestries or Incorporated Guardians of the Poor, or, less frequently, by “ Churchwarden
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stem and kingly Overseer ’’—and especially when it was com bined with the device of “ Farming ” the administration—was, as we have seen, a horrible thing, against which humanity, sooner or later, nearly everywhere revolted. The institution, into which were driven those applicants for relief who could discover no alternative way of subsistence, was, whether parish poorhouse or contractor’s workhouse, or even the more elaborate House of Industry of the Incorporated Guardians, throughout this whole period, as Grabbe in 1783 described it, a squalid, unregulated, promiscuous and insanitary “ General Mixed Workhouse”, in which were heaped, pell-mell, men, women and children, the senile and the infants, healthy and sick, sane and insane, without classification, privacy or order, subjected to arbitrary tasks of work, spasmodically enforced by the capricious tyranny of venal and occasionally cruel masters or contractors. On first application this “ Workhouse Test ” always achieved the success of driving off a number of the paupers, and therefore reducing the local Poor Bates. B ut what became of those whom it “ deterred ” ? Whilst it may have made some of the idlers seek and obtain employment a t wages, others, it is clear, and apparently the great majority, simply reverted to the vagrancy and mendicancy, with incidental crime and disorder, the pre vention of which had been the very object of the establishment of a public provision for the destitute. So far as these persons were concerned, the Workhouse Test, in fact, operated in much the same way as an abolition of the Poor Law, and the refusal of all relief from public funds—th a t is to say, it defeated the very purpose of the system of which it formed a part. On the other hand, those who “ passed the Test ”—those who proved the extremity of their destitution, and its involuntary character, by their acceptance of the intensely disagreeable “ General Mixed Workhouse” of the period—found themselves subjected, it might be for the rest of their lives, to conditions not essentially differing from, and in some respects positively worse than, those of the contemporary prisons. I t was not th a t the workhouse inmates were usually underfed, or severely kept to work. On the contrary, all th a t we know of the dietaries is amazing in respect of profusion, and even liberality, in the way of beer and other luxuries. Moreover, the inability to enforce diaraplinn and regularity in premises ill-adapted for
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institutional use, coupled with the desire to obtain from the able-bodied inmates as much productive work as possible, and the desire of the master or contractor for an easy time, inevitably led to such indulgences as cost nothing in cash, opportunities for jovial living of a coarse kind, which made the institution tolerable to the men and women of bad character who resorted to it, especially in winter, in the intervals of their tramping, begging, poaching or thieving. The eighteenth-century workhouse, which was so repellent to the innocent and the well-conducted sufferers from misfortune, might thus become endurable, and actually a pleasant place of temporary sojourn, to those of low life and bad character, whom its institutional restraint had been intended to deter from seeking admission. Thus, Matthew Marryott’s “ Workhouse Test ” failed a t all points : it failed with regard to many, if not most, of those whom it deterred ; and it failed not less egregiously with regard to most of those whom it did not deter. There is one fact th at stands out in the analysis of all the different types of workhouses, whether the institution was started aB a House of Correction, as a factory for profitably employing the poor, as a means of deterring applicants for relief, or as an establishment for the education of the young, the treatment of the sick, the detention of the mentally defective and the lunatic. However it began, the institution was per petually crumbling back into the General Mixed Workhouse. We have already likened this sociological fact to the analogous biological fact, the “ reversion to ty p e ” of artificially bred species of plants or animals—for instance, the reversion of all the varieties of pigeons to the “ Blue Rock ” pigeon. The sociological process of reversion seems to be closely associated with the original or dominant purpose of the institution as reflected in the structure and function of the governing authority. Now the original and dominant obligation cast upon the parish officers and the Justices of the Peace by Parliament was not the education of the children, or the treatment of the sick, or the confinement of the lunatic, or the profitable employment of all who were able-bodied, but the mere relief of the necessities of the whole body of the poor within a particular area ; in short, the abatement or removal of the public nuisance of destitution. Now and again, owing to the presence of enthusiastic reformers
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of one kind 01 another among the parish officers, Justices of the Peace, or incorporated Guardians of the Poor, some more recon dite purpose would be superimposed on the primary object of the institution. But these exceptional reformers would pass away ; and under the direction of the common type of Overseer, Justice of the Peace or apathetic governor or Guardian of the Poor, the secondary purpose would be given up and the General Mixed Workhouse, with all its horrors of promiscuity, oppression and idleness, would again emerge as the localised dump-heap for all kinds of destitute persons. The undiffer entiated Local Authority, formed to deal with the destitution as such, could never permanently avoid the undifferentiated institution. I t is therefore not surprising to find that, in parish after parish, a t one decade or another, the “ offer of the House ” was gradually, and often without deliberate intent, abandoned. That the innocent poor, personally known to him as victims of misfortune, should be denied any other relief than to be immured in these “ gaols without guilt ”, was more than the humane country gentleman could stand. Even if the Churchwardens and Overseers could continuously maintain a policy of “ offering the House ”, the Justice of the Peace residing on his own estate could not bring himself to do so. In case after case, at first thought of as exceptions, Outdoor Belief was ordered to be given to a widow with young children, to an old man or woman, to a person crippled with rheumatism, and so on. Presently Parlia ment sanctioned in Gilbert’s Act, and in Sir William Young’s Act, and in East’s Act—all moved for by country gentlemen, and carried by their votes—a complete reversion to Outdoor Belief for all who might be deemed worthy of it, and who pre ferred to live outside the institutions of the period. Subsidising the Employer At this point in our analysis of the success and failure of the Old Poor Law we come to what must be regarded as the crisis in its sickness, the particular departure in Poor Law policy th a t was destined to be the cause of its undoing. W hat aroused the ruling class, after a century and a quarter of vain endeavours, in 1834 drastically to transform the whole system, were neither
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the horrors of the workhouse, nor the proved abuses of “ farming the poor*’, nor even the cruelties incident on the spasmodic enforcement of the Law of Settlement and Removal. More effective as a spur to legislative action was the continual rise in the Poor Rates, with the threat of their indefinite increase a t the expense of the landlord’s rental ; or the sudden revelation in 1830 of the danger of rural insurrection, with the continual extension of pauperism to the greater part of the agricultural population of Southern England, and even to the wage-earners of some of the industrialised districts of the Midlands and the poorer parishes of the Metropolitan area. This devastating flood of pauperism seemed to be coincident with the general adoption of the Allowance System, and especially of the family relief scales inaugurated by the Berkshire Justices a t Speenhamland in 1796. In a former chapter we have described how this particular form of “ Justices’ Poor Law ” came to be devised. In the famine year of 1796 the magistrates in the rural parts of Southern England felt th a t there was, a t the moment, no prac ticable alternative; and such authorities as Malthus, Patrick Colquhoun and Arthur Young seem to have agreed with them. The farmers would or could not afford, with the swollen rents th at they were paying, to give to their labourers even a bare subsistence. In an entirely unpoliced countryside, amid hay ricks and com-bams to which the incendiary torch could easily be set, the labourers could not safely be left to starve. But the rapid rise of the Poor Rate was by no means confined to agricultural districts, neither was the subsidising of employers limited to the Allowance System prescribed by one rural Quarter Sessions after another. Indeed, we are told by one of the leading authorities on the Poor Law th a t in 1786, whilst, in rural parishes, the Poor Rates had doubled within fourteen years, and in some cases in seven years, “ in some districts where manufactures are carried on to a considerable extent, the Poor Rates are more than ten shillings in the pound upon the improved rents "A And though the full application of the Allowance System was apparently confined to the starving hand-loom weavers of London and Lancashire, the Overseers were everywhere becoming responsible for the relief of the 1 A Dimrtatio» on Ac Poor Jocepb Townsend, 1788, p. 9.



Lam, by a WeUwiaher to Mankind, by Rev.



TH E FA L LIN G STANDARD



4*9



new factory hands in the spells of “ bad tra d e ” associated with manufacturing for foreign markets, and thus for the maintenance, a t recurring intervals, of the employers’ labour force. B ut the high price of food which marked the last decade of the eighteenth century, and which reduced the money wages of the agricultural labourers, like the earnings of the hand-loom weavers, the hosiery workers and other unfortunate sections of the industrial workers, to a derisory subsistence, did but form the climax of unprecedented economic degradation. The four centuries th a t followed on the Black Death had been, on the whole, apart from frequent and sometimes long-continued, but always exceptional, periods of dearth, a time of rude exuberance for the mass of the manual workers. At all times they lived in squalor, with spells of privation which were endured as the common lot. They were incessantly plagued with ill-health and vermin, and destroyed by disease in ways to which the whole community was accustomed. The infants died like flies, and adult life was usually shorter than we can nowadays imagine. But in the looseness of the contemporary industrial organisa tion, amid the freedom of the woods and the heaths, they could for the most part enjoy, when they were a t work, a ooarse abundance of food and drink—an abundance reflected in the published dietaries both of workhouses and large private establish ments—and, above all, a jovial freedom to live irregularly, and to come and go as they pleased. Between 1711 and 1793 there were, in England, nearly eighty years in which the harvest was above the average, and the price of wheat relatively low, and only one year (1766) of real dearth—a fact which greatly influenced the whole wage-earning class. Moreover, it must always be borne in m in d that, right down to the latter part of the eighteenth century, large sections of the manual workers were still not dependent for livelihood—and many others not entirely or con tinuously dependent—on the wages accorded to them by an employer. The master craftsmen of the municipal and the manorial boroughs ; the isolated weavers, like the smiths and other jobbing handicraftsmen of the villages ; the “ domestic manufacturers ” of the northern counties, like the neighbouring crofters and “ statesmen ” ; the common carrier, the common miller, and the common innkeeper ; the fishermen on the coasts
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and the wild denizens of the Fens ; even the copyholders and squatters on the wastes of the rural manors, “ called no m»n m aster” . In so far as they did not produce for themselves the subsistence of their little households, they worked only spasmodically for a succession of customers who exercised no authority over their daily lives. A t the stage of their careers in which they served as journeymen, or as farm labourers—in most cases, even when their whole working life came to be so spent—the young craftsman who lightly “ took to the road ” , or the young ploughman who escaped from his parish to find employment in the neighbouring town, was conscious more of freedom from personal authority than of subjection. Their relatively large expenditure, which often took the form of selfindulgence in the eating of much meat, the drinking of gin, and less innocent carnal pleasures, was, as a m atter of fact, trans lated into recurring breakdowns and painful illnesses ; but these physical disasters were borne without resentment because they seemed to be the act of God, and were accompanied by a rollicking sense of freedom. I t was against this freedom—leading, as it did, often to serious irregularity of life—th at the ruling class had legislated. This is why the “ Laws relating to the Poor ” from the fourteenth to the seventeenth century could be styled, for the most part, as Fowle said, “ laws against the poor They were, in fact, designed, not so much to relieve “ the poor ” as such, as to restrain the demands of the manual workers from setting a higher price on their labour, or insisting on greater luxury of life ; and, by savage punishments, to discipline the whole propertyless d a n to the continuous and regular service, in agriculture and manufactures, of those who were becoming their masters. I t was in the course of the eighteenth century th a t the situa tion was changed. The unusual succession of good harvests between 1711 and 1793 had produced, as Malthus himself noticed, a “ dedded elevation in the standard of the comforts and con veniences of the TSngliah working d a n ” . But in the last quarter of the eighteenth and the first quarter of the nineteenth century the transformation of economic organisation brought about by the progren of the Industrial Revolution—coupled with the rapid enclosure of nearly all the remaining common fidds and manorial wastes and the gradual diminution of the
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independent handicraftsmen, all of which is very impressively described by Mr. and Mrs. Hammond in The Village Labourer, 1760—1832—made available a new mechanism for disciplining the manual working class. The task of holding down the common people to their divinely appointed duty of continuous work for masters who should direct their operations was silently being transferred to the keener brains and stronger wills of the new class of millowners, ironmasters, colliery proprietors and engineering employers—to which the increasingly capitalistic character of other industries (including wheat growing and stock breeding) more and more assimilated other employers in occupa tion after occupation—all of them driven to act by the per petually revolving screw of the “ iron law ” of the competitive wage-system. No small proportion of the contemporary generation of manual workers—whether gradually extruded from the countryside by the operation of the Enclosure Acts, or starved out of their spinning-wheels, handlooms, hosiery frames, charcoal burnings or village forges by the competition of machine-made products, or delivered over by scores or hundreds as pauper children by the Overseers—went to swell the ever growing population th at was compelled to work, eat and sleep by the sound of the factory bell. The loose and idle life and riotous living, about which we hear so continuously in the preambles of Poor Law Acts from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century, was increasingly suppressed by the regimen of the fac tory and mine—a regularity of hours and an enforced asceticism which may or may not have been a cause of the contemporary decline of the death-rate,1 but which certainly increased the capacity of the working-class for industrial and political Democracy. The mobs of the eighteenth century were Tory ; in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, especially where the factory or the mine prevailed, the mobs became steadily more Radical. But any attempted revolt against the dictator ship of the capitalist—in particular against every new turn of the screw, whether this revolt took the form of machine-break ing or th at of secret conspiracy collectively to resist the worsen ing of conditions—was met by a ruthless application of the criminal law and the gaol, the penitentiary and transportation, 1 Health, Wealth and Population in the Early Days of tKe Industrial Revolution, by M. a Buer, 1926.
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supported, now and then, by the forcible suppression of riot by yeomanry and the troops. I t was no mere coincidence th a t it was just in this generation of the Factory System and the machine industry th a t the English Poor Laws increasingly dropped their disciplinary and repressive character. The desire of the benevolent for a reform of character among the irregularly living manual-working class was as strong a t the end of the eighteenth Qentury as it had been a century before, when John Locke had made the restraint of the “ debauchery of the poor ” and their subjection to com pulsory labour the central feature of his plan for a new Poor Law. That desire to regulate, for their own good, the lives of the propertyless mass blazed up, indeed, in 1787, in a transient national movement for the Reformation of Manners.1 But this no longer took the form of an alteration of the system of Poor Relief. All the changes in the Poor Laws went in the opposite direction. From the passing into law of Gilbert’s Act of 1782, seeking to establish humane asylums for the impotent poor; through Sir William Young's Act of 1795, preventing removal unless actually chargeable, and the Acts of 1796 and 1815 ex tending Outdoor Relief ; down to the statutes of 1814 and 1816, depriving Poor Law Authorities and workhouse masters of their powers of punishment; accompanied by the growing laxness of the Vagrancy Act administration which, as we have seen, presently gave the homeless wanderers free conveyance without punishment—the statute law as to the Relief of the Poor became, from decade to decade, more exclusively generous and humane in character and intention. Insensibly, and barely noticed by the lawyers, the medieval " Laws relating to the Poor ” , which regulated all aspects of the daily existence of the manual worker, a t work or unemployed, his expenditure as well as his income, had become in common parlance “ The Poor Law ” , restricted, in practice, to the dispensation, by magistrates and parish officers, of the means of subsistence for those who were in destitution. So grave, in fact, had become the social condition of whole sections of the wage-earners th a t the desire of the statesmen, as of the philanthropists, came to be, not the disciplining, by the Poor Law, of the common people to regularity of toil—a task 1 We have described thie ** movement for the Reformation of Manners ” in oar HUioty Liqmor I*09*d*g.
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which could now be left to their employers—but the «uwnwng to them of even the barest subsistence actually whilst they were employed, as well as when they were siok or infirm. Unfortunately the means to raise and ensure the standard of life of those who were then the sweated workers was not found. All collective action by the wage-earners themselves was definitely prohibited by th e Combination Acts of 1799-1800. As an alternative to the Collective Bargaining of Trade Unionism, twentieth century experience would have recommended what is now called the Policy of the National M inim um ; and would have suggested, in the interests of the community as a whole, a cautious legislative enforcement, in one occupation after another, of standard minimum wages, standard m a x im u m hours of labour, standard conditions of sanitation and safety, and a common minimum of national education. The enforcement of a legal minimum wage did, as we have seen, occur to the Justices of Suffolk and other counties, and a M inim um Wage Bill was actually introduced into Parliament by Whitbread in 1797 and supported by Fox and Sheridan, only to be rejected, a t P itt’s request, without a division. The economic facts were deemed to be irrefragable. The fanners, like the employers in framework knitting and handloom weaving, could not afford to pay wages on which the workers could exist. The nation had a choice between regulating by law the conditions of employment—thus putting it upon the employers to accommodate their industries to the minimum conditions required in the public interest— or subsidising the employers out of public funds so as to enable their industries to be carried on as they were, and yet permit their workers to live. In the Speenhamland Scale, which Parlia ment in effect sanctioned by the Act of 1796, the nation chose the second of these alternatives—and, as subsequent opinion has held, made a calamitous choice. Yet it was another halfcentury before the alternative policy—th a t of the legal enforce ment of a National M inim um of Civilised Life—even began to be adopted. This policy is, after nearly a century of trial, still halting and incomplete in its application. Even to-day, so little is its operation understood th a t we detect an ever-recurring hankering after the contrary policy. In order to enable wages to be improved along with profits, without the necessary reorganisation of industry, we have proposal after proposal to subsidise out of
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public funds, or by the aid of fiscal impositions, this, th a t and the other industry found to be in difficulties. The Breakdown of Local Self-Government To the reader of to-day the Poor Law administration throughout the eighteenth century, and particularly in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, as we have described it in this volume, will seem almost incredible in its ineptitude. The callous inhumanity, the brutal demoralisation and the heedless cruelty of the workhouses; the ferocity of the punishments still occasionally inflicted on the vagrants, as on the more troublesome of the inmates of every kind of institution; the inadequacy of the provision for even the most innocent and deserving of those fortunate enough to obtain Outdoor Relief ; and the almost complete lack of any intelligent treatm ent of the infants and children, the sick and those of unsound mind, represent, in the aggregate, a deplorable failure, after two or three centuries of experience, to put in operation the policy adumbrated by Sir Thomas More, sketched out by Juan Luis Vives, and actually formulated by Luther, Zwingli and Calvin on the Continent; and by Burleigh and his colleagues in the Elizabethan legislation. Confining ourselves to the English experience, we see th a t the Local Authorities to whioh the administration of the Poor Law was entrusted were—a t any rate when, with the growth of population and industry, the service became one of magnitude—calamitously unequal to their task. The inefficiency of the methods of relief can be paralleled only by the corruption of its administrators. There was no end to the fraud th at was practised. Every workhouse was a centre of embezzlement and almost continuous theft. The Overseers had to be specifically restrained by statute from paying the poor in base coin. The assessments to the Poor Rate were-scandalously unequal, with long-continued omissions from the rate-book of property of favoured individuals. Parish endowments were misappropriated by their trustees, and parish lands quietly annexed by adjacent owners. The attorneys and barristers battened on the costly litigation over settlements which, un abashed, they themselves promoted and perpetuated. The whole business of the removal of the vagrants, and of the poor
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found outside their parishes of settlément, became a mass of sordid corruption. The receipts extorted from the fathers of illegitimate children were systematically embezzled; the food ordered for the workhouse inmates was habitually stolen ; every contract was shamelessly jobbed, and every contractor practised the art, to an extent and with an audacity that is to-day un believable, of giving short measure and inferior quality. In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, when the Poor Rate rose to eight million pounds a year, what at that time equalled the entire public revenue of many a kingdom was the prey of a whole series of squalid depredations. I t would, however, be unfair to judge the Poor Law ad ministration—even that of no more than a hundred years ago— by twentieth-century standards of honesty and efficiency. The parish officers of the first quarter of the nineteenth century were apparently no more corrupt and no less efficient than nearly all the unreformed Municipal Corporations ; and neither of these Local Authorities, as regards jobbery of contracts and appoint ments, can have fallen far behind the various departments of the national administration. We do not feel sure that the masters of workhouses excelled in embezzlement the colonels of army regiments ; or th at the stealing of food in Poor Law institutions was more prevalent than that which Cobbett vainly sought to expose in the feeding of the troops. The workhouses were neither more cruel nor more demoralising than the corporation prisons ; and neither of them were ever quite bo bad as the hulks for convicts maintained by the national government in the Thames and Medway. The fact is that, even a hundred years ago, not only were the requirements of hygiene unrecognised, but the science and art of administration was still so far non-existent that, on any but the smallest scale, neither honesty nor efficiency was possible. The necessary technique had not been devised. There was practically no audit of cash, let alone of stores, materials and products. There was no check on individual accounting. There was, indeed, not even any deliberately con structed system of book-keeping which would automatically reveal what was going on. The very idea of official inspection as a regular instrument of administration had-not been bom. This lack of administrative science and technique was not apparent to the statesmen and the public of a hundred years
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ago—h waa, indeed, than only in process of being thought out at Bentham’s writing-table in what is now Queen Anne’s Gate. What inspired the almost continuous succession of attempts at Poor Law reform between 1817 and 1830, and what eventually drove the Government to take the matter in hand, was the unmistakable evidence that the task of dealing with the poor had, in all but the smallest rural parishes, far outgrown the parochial machinery. It was not merely that nine-tenths of the 15,000 parishes and townships were too small to maintain any properly regulated institution. This difficulty had been partly surmounted (though in only about an eighth of them) by the formation of a couple of hundred Unions, either under Local Acts, or, in the latter decades, under Gilbert's Act. Nor was the difficulty entirely that of entrusting the work to the unpaid and annually appointed Churchwardens and Overseers. In the last decade of our period this was to some extent overcome (though in only about one-seventh of the parishes and townships, and these the larger ones) by the appointment of a permanent officer, the salaried Assistant Overseer, from whom a higher standard of service gradually came to be expected. Where the Poor Law machinery failed most g la rin g ly was, first, in the division of authority between Vestries and parish officers, on the one hand, and (as we have described at length in The Parish and the County) the Justices of the Peace and the Court of Quarter Sessions on the other, among whom there was seldom for long any agreement as to the consistent application of any relief policy ; and secondly in the absence of any Central Authority, able to promulgate and enforce uniformly throughout the whole kingdom any common policy whatever. It was this division of authority that most perplexed the minds of Poor Law reformers, whom we see, in successive decades, continually passing back wards and forwards between Parish and Hundred and County ; now superimposing on the Churchwardens ancT Overseers a statutory Union, with its Guardians or Directors or Trustees or Governors of the Poor, but still retaining in existence the parish officers, and not depriving the Justices of any of their powers ; and then going to the other extreme in advocating an entirely independent Corporation of the Poor, superseding Overseers and Justices alike. But apart from local rivalries of jurisdiction, the incidenoe of the financial burden of the relief of destitu-
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tion became, with the development of manufactures and foreign commerce, so grotesquely unequal, and so flagrantly unfair to most of the 15,000 separate parishes and townships as positively to tem pt their officers to the evasion of pushing the vagrant, or the incomer, across the parish boundary. If the national exchequer was not to meet the cost of a national service, at least there might have been some national contribution in aid of the local ratepayers. Few and far between weTe those whose imagination went so far as even to hint at the necessity of a new Government Department, which should constrain to a common policy both parish and county, and which might have led to the Grant in Aid.1 Yet nothing but such a superior control could provide continuously even a knowledge of what was being done throughout the kingdom, or permit of any systematic inspection ; and such a nationally enforced uniformity of Poor Law policy, with an independent inspection and audit was, as we can now see—whether in respect of settlement, vagrancy, the relief of the able-bodied, workhouse administration, or any equalisation of the burden—absolutely indispensable to efficiency. I t seems, in fact, in our own day, almost absurd to seek to estimate the degree of success or failure of a nation-wide ad ministration in which the very elements of efficiency were so completely lacking. Here ends our account of three centuries of the Relief of the Poor in a Framework of Repression—a system afterwards called “ The Old Poor Law T\ which it has been assumed that the Royal Commission of 1832-1834 brought finally to an end. How far this assumption is borne out by the facts of the last hundred years we shall examine in the second volume of this work. We 1 Thomas M&ckay, in his Third Volume of Nicholls' History of the English Poor Law, 1900, (pp. 28-30), notices only two previous suggestions of a oentral Commission or Board for Poor Law administration. The first is in Observations on the Present State and Influence of the Poor Laws, founded on Experience and a Plan proposed for the Consideration o f Parliament by which the affairs of the Poor may be better regulated, by Robert Saunders, 1799 ; a copy of which is in the library of the Ministry of Health, and an abstract of which was republished in 1802. In 1802, and again in 1806, a national “ Board of Pauper and General Police ” was proposed by Patrick Colquhoun in his The State of Indigence and the Situation of the Casual Poor in the Metropolis explained . . . with suggestions showing the necessity of an establishment of Pauper Police . . . applicable to the Casual Poor, 1802 ; and A Treatise on Indigence, exhibiting a general view of the resources for productive labour, with propositions for ameliorating the condition of the Poor, eto., 1806.
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buiy “ The Old Poor Law ” with the cynical maxim in which the author of The Fable of the Beet summed up its spirit : “ The poor have nothing to stir them to labour but their wants, which it it wisdom to relieve but folly to cure “ Every one but an idiot”, declared the less cynical but more self-complacent Arthur Young half a century later,1 “ knows that the lower classes must be kept poor, or they will never be industrious ! ” 1 A Tour through (ht Bait of England, by Arthtrf Young, 1771, toL iv. p. 301 ; see Religion and At Rite of CapiUditm, by R. H. Tawney, 1926, p. 270.
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