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A century ago, social investigators such as Charles Booth [1] and 
Seebohm Rowntree [13] unearthed the seemingly surprising fact that 
more than one in four of the inhabitants of cities like London and 
York regularly experienced poverty. The nation was amazed by 
Rowntree's calculation that 28% of York people lived below a 
'Poverty line' [Box 1] which challenged the maintenance of physical 
efficiency. Even worse off were the 12.5% Booth called 'very poor', 
and the 9.9% Rowntree labelled as sufferers of 'primary poverty', who 
constantly found it impossible to attain the most 'stringent' standard of 
living 'bare of all creature comforts' (see Table 1). Bowley and 
Bumett-Hurst [2] later examined conditions in Northampton, 
Warrington, Stanley and Reading and confirmed that across these 
towns more than one in ten of the population existed in poverty on a 
scale which was 'really appalling'. 

At the very bottom of the human pile, the investigators found the 
'poorest' suffering the most dire hardships. Typically with- out a 
settled way of life, these people used to be termed ‘vagrants', but now 
they are classified among the homeless. Although it is difficult to 
measure the numbers in this group precisely, they constituted at least 
one per cent of the population and many more in bad times. Amongst 
the poorest Booth detected 'many very piteous cases .... homeless 
outcasts .... battered figures who slouch through the streets and play 
the beggar .... with vicissitudes of extreme hardship and occasional 
excess'. Since the poorest people usually lacked a permanent home, 
they are often regarded suspiciously as a potential danger to social 
stability. As a consequence they have been subjected over the 
centuries to a series of Vagrancy Acts, each designed to constrain 
their physical and economic activity. 

In the wake of the socioeconomic changes associated with the growth 
of manufacturing, urbanisation concentrated poverty in specific 
localities. Whereas in the 1500s only 150,000 people in England and 
Wales lived in towns, by 1851 more than half the population of 
17,928,000 lived in centres housing over 2,500 inhabitants. 

Workers remaining in agriculture knew that in exceptionally tough 
times they could resort to the traditional strategies to ward off 
starvation. Domestic cultivation, gleaning from common land, and 
poaching might all provide foodstuffs, but, when these failed, workers 
could turn to their paternalistic master for relief It was only when his 
protection collapsed that they needed to plead poverty elsewhere. 
Industrial workers lacked these basic safeguards against starvation, 
with most factory owners believing that their responsibility for 
employees ceased with the wage packet. Unfortunately urban living 
costs were high and, when factories closed, even the thriftiest worker 
had little put by with which to stave off hunger. For the survival of 
themselves and their family, the industrial unemployed soon had to 
plead for relief in a locality where usually they had few long term 
roots, relatives or friends. 

The Poor, the Very poor 
and the Poorest:

responses to destitution after industrialisation 



Humphries, Refresh 24 (Spring 1997)      two 

 

Official responses 
Throughout history, official responses to the poorest people have 
vacillated between tolerance and repression. Fear of social unrest 
intensified as industry and urbanisation advanced, and, increasingly, 
poor relief was seen as a means by which militancy could be averted. 
Successive poor laws aimed to increase the likelihood that the 
deserving would receive relief through the local rating system. 
Simultaneously, vagrancy legislation has kept pace with government 
determination to constrain the activities of the poorest with no fixed 
abode. The dilemma has always been how to relieve the indigent 
deserving poor while deterring and punishing the able-bodied idle 
ne'er-do-well vagrant. But, as late as 1906, the Local Government 
Board [13] still considered vagrancy a 'very elastic' term, and found it 
quite impossible to decide when a bona fide traveller searching 
fruitlessly for work should be regarded as a vagrant. Similarly, for 
poor itinerants who eventually became a little more self-supportive, 
there was no clear idea about what amount of casual labour permitted 
their promotion out of vagrancy. Decisions concerning destitute 
people have never been made easier by strongly held competing 
perspectives about the causes of poverty [Box 2]. 

People with similar shortcomings to the vagrants of history have 
become known during the second half of the twentieth century as the 
homeless or the 'underclass' [8] while still being potentially subject to 
vagrancy legislation. The common features present -day homeless 
people share with vagrants of the past include: 

 

Table I 

 

The 'Very Poor' in Britain, 1887-1913 

*assumed 'merged into one large city', [2], p.46. 

Although the poor law was well established in pre- 
industrial England and Wales, the concentration of poor 
insecure people grew as structural change in the economy 
compounded the problem of social dislocation. When 
factories closed the Establishment became concerned 
about leaving the easing of collective hunger to the whim 
of charity. In developing obligatory systematic support for 
the poor through taxation, a new socioeconomic structure 
developed in England and Wales (but not in Scotland) 
which was quite different from the laissez-faire approach 
generally adopted by national institutions. State 
involvement in supporting the indigent via compulsory 
poor rates became part of the English heritage. The 
chronically sick, crippled, aged and widows with young 
children were increasingly maintained in 

their nearby workhouse when the local landlord was no longer willing 
to support them. In addition, frail parishioners well enough to look 
after themselves in their own cottage, and the able-bodied worker 
considered deserving of relief while recovering from temporary 
injury, received a few shillings dole weekly in cash or kind to help 
sustain themselves outside the work- house.    Central authorities have 
persistently taken measures to stifle this 'outdoor relief, but local 
pressures have ensured that in practice it remained by far the most 
used form of statutory support for the poor. The persistent question 
facing the authorities 

• sleeping rough 
• begging 
• casual work 
• unpredictable mobility  
• petty crime 

Official responses to vagrancy have involved simplistic classifications 
about what in reality is a diverse mixture of individuals. Potentially 
subject to being charged under any one of the cascade of vagrancy 
laws promulgated through the centuries have been petty ne'er do 
wells, honest out-of-work labourers, hardened criminals, uprooted 
villagers, abandoned women with children, the physically disabled 
and the mentally disturbed. Destitute itinerates have frequently been 
charged as rough crime-bent vandals, ignoring the fact that many 
were merely distraught, hungry and without work. Long term, the 
effect of loosely labelling impoverished travellers as criminals and 
subjecting them to degrading punishments such as public flogging, 
branding, pillorying, and even execution, imposed an unwelcome 
stigma on all poor strangers and reinforced a public fear of unattached 
visitors to their parish. 

• shelters 
• lodging houses 
• soup kitchens 
• imprisonment 
• mental instability has been how best to deal with poor visitors to a parish who found the 

need to apply for relief while well aware that their slightest false step 
made them liable to a charge of vagrancy. 

The important 1824 Vagrancy Act (5th George IV, c.83) aimed 'for 
more effectual Suppression of Vagrancy and the Punishment of idle 
and disorderly Persons and Rogues and Vagabonds.' It repealed earlier 
statutes and, although since followed by a catalogue of lesser laws, 
remains the yardstick on vagrancy. The 1824 Act followed the pattern 
of its predecessors in having catch-all provisions for a disparate group 
of rootless people, but went crucially further by also addressing itself 
to 'every suspected Person....' Onus was now on destitute people to 
explain their good intent, a requirement contrasting infamously with 
the fundamental assumption of English law: that a person is innocent 
until found guilty. 

A decade later the seminal 1834 Poor Law Amendment attempted to 
rationalise relief by combining parishes into larger 
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Charitable responses 

 

lodgings were often every bit as bad as in the worst casual wards, but 
they had no harassing policeman or beadles, and no work task to 
complete the following morning which would interfere with the 
chance of finding a paid job that day. 

Those who believed in unhindered free-market doctrines considered 
Poor Law support to be socially dangerous because it allegedly 
encouraged idleness and weakened the character of recipients. T.R. 
Malthus' ideas about the poor contributing to their own poverty [7] 
were used to argue that it was an unacceptable burden for the public to 
be expected to sustain those who could not bother even to contrive a 
roof over their own head. In an era in which the virtues of 'self help' 
[12] such as thrift, diligence, and individual respectability attracted 
great popular support, it seemed reasonable to assume that any person 
needing constantly to turn to others for help must be morally corrupt. 

Nevertheless, although the middle-classes usually managed to avert 
their gaze from the intimate details of nearby degradation, there 
gradually developed a wider acceptance that people could occasionally 
suffer blameless misfortune which warranted sup- port and guidance 
from their betters. Uneasy consciences began to recognise that wealth 
and status carried moral responsibility for the condition of the poor. 
Opponents of parish relief argued that rather than supporting the poor 
through mandatory taxes, it was preferable to allow mankind's natural 
generosity to flourish by encouraging the non-poor to become 
accountable for those who they decided were in need. These 
voluntarists emphasised how their approach possessed the inherent 
advantage of accumulating enrichment for the soul of the gift-provider 
while simultaneously providing material succour to the recipient. 
A whole miscellany of charities was spawned during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries; each attempted unilaterally to respond to 
their particular concern with little reference to others around them,. In 
London alone 279 charities were founded during the first half of the 
nineteenth century, and a further 144 were established during the 
1850s. Many were religiously inspired, but others had secular origins. 
Some directed their alms to the immediate needs of the 
underprivileged, while 

 

‘unions'. Years of confusion followed as local officials complained 
about lack of central guidance concerning how best to deal with 
itinerant applicants. Whitehall answered by insisting 
that each union workhouse should contain a special 
'casual' ward for the temporary relief of poor travellers. 
Even when the unions had been pushed into providing 
specific 'casual' accommodation, many remained 
disreputable with official inspection reports drawing 
attention to their 'disgraceful condition' and lack of 
hygiene. For what frequently turned out to be the 
privilege of sleeping on bug-ridden straw and receiving 
the most basic supper and breakfast, the destitute 
traveller had to complete four hours of physical work, 
usually breaking stones, unpacking old ropes, or 
chopping wood. The scant level of nourishment 
available to the rootless poor, coupled with lack of 
hygiene, made them potentially dangerous contributors 
to epidemics of infectious or contagious disease, and 
did nothing to enhance their acceptance by the general 
public. 

Destitute travellers applying to casual wards were 

only some of those tramping the country. Others 

avoided the regimented unwelcoming ignominy          
of the workhouse by scratching together a few  
pennies odd jobbing or pleading for sufficient 
alms to stay in a common lodging house when  
the weather was too bad to sleep rough outside.  
Sanitary conditions in these rundown 

 

Halfpenny Dinners for Poor Children in East London 
 Illustrated London News, 26 March 1870
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virtue of their frequently itinerant lifestyle, are unlikely to have 
effective advocates and tend to be dislocated from the formal 
political system? How can an improvement in the condition of the 
'underclass' be achieved? 

For historians of social policy one interesting question is 
whether if charitable provision had been organised more 
efficiently, and perhaps coordinated at a national level, 
government confidence might have been greater, and the need for 
state intervention less urgent. Attempts to rationalise the 
distribution of nineteenth century charity included a determination 
to improve the lot of the poor by introducing social practices 
which would modify their 'wayward' attitudes. Could such 
strategies have really been more successful than those which 
sought first to improve the miserable environment in which most 
of the poor lived, and enhanced their education, health and social 
facilities? 

Interestingly, despite the diversion of the national lottery, the 
significance of voluntary organisations has reemerged in the 
contemporary context. The notion of charity (including lottery 
disbursements) as a source of support for the poor has seemingly 
been revived, perhaps motivated in part by recent changes in 
public policy which have sought to contain public expenditure 
and renewed nineteenth century notions of punitive strategies to 
'deter' poverty (eg. in restrictions imposed on unemployment 
benefits and single parent allowances). Today's obsession with 
social problems and their implications for public safety have a 
strong resonance with nineteenth century concerns. If the poor are 
not always to be with us, it is all the more important that we 
ensure our comprehension of the history of destitution and charity 
is accurate. 
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Table 2: Charitable and Poor Law Relief 
annual averages 

philanthropists with larger sums to spare indulged in more overt 
beneficence such as name-plated public amenities. 

As the century progressed, groups like the Charity Organisation 
(COS) campaigned vigorously that the integrity of poverty-stricken 
people was being transgressed by haphazard charity which, although 
well-intentioned, was intrinsically evil, mischievous and abhorrent 
because of its careless indiscrimination. These would-be organisers 
urged volunteers to apply structured methodology to investigate, 
coordinate and control all disbursements. With the whole-hearted 
backing of the Royal family and the social elite, the COS propagated 
the doctrine that, for their own good, each applicant's case should be 
examined meticulously by their betters to determine whether they 
were genuinely deserving of support, and, if they were, what amount 
and form of assistance should be supplied. [5] 

When recently the Charities Aid Foundation found that most people 
in Britain gave nothing or, at best, less than ZI each month to charity, 
there was a flood of criticism comparing this present -day meanness 
with the alleged open-hearted generosity of the Victorians. A 
commendable massive voluntary redistribution of our forefathers' 
wealth was said to have occurred through their charitable gifts to the 
needy. This seemed to con- firm a commonly-held impression that 
unstinting generosity on the part of the wealthy in past generations 
provided charity to the poor which far outweighed the statutory 
provision. [9] More recently doubts have been expressed about 
whether voluntary assistance to the impoverished during the 
nineteenth century was, in reality, as generous as had widely been 
believed. (See Table 2) [4] 

The 1909 Royal Commission [14] found some areas of Britain 
virtually devoid of charity. Even where charity was relatively 
abundant, high-handed inconsistencies were rife, with no mutual 
understanding between charities or with local guardians. The 
Commissioners concluded that there was no possibility whatsoever of 
abolishing Poor Law relief in favour of charity. These serious 
concerns from the past raise the question whether today's lack of 
sympathy amongst better-off people towards the underprivileged was 
not also characteristic of earlier generations. 

Conclusions 
During the last century, the economic and social progress which has 
been achieved has been immense: a much larger proportion of 
national income is devoted now to welfare support and services than 
ever before. And yet the problem of impoverished people remains: if 
anything, homelessness and abject poverty seem to be on the increase 
as inequalities in income deepen. We are faced with the question 
whether there must always be a problem of poverty. Is it the case that 
the welfare solutions implemented so far are ineffective? Could the 
state ever expect to meet the needs of the weakest groups in society, 
who, by 

 


