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Poverty and the British State, c.1815–50


Study Sources 1–6 below and then answer Question 1 parts (a) and (b) in the question paper.


  SOURCE 1
  (From H. Bishop’s report on the state of the Oxford Workhouse in 1833.  This is from the report 


of the Royal Commission into the operation of the old Poor Law.)


  The workhouse is not an object of terror.  There is at present a guardian who craves popularity.  
He goes out to the gangs of men that are occasionally set to work and will order the men to go 
to the workhouse and get bread, cheese and beer, in addition to their pay.  Recently, eight men 
engaged in cleaning a ditch did not do the work which could be done by just two men.


  SOURCE 2
  (From part of a letter from the Poor Law Commissioners to the Guardians of the Chelsea 


Workhouse, May 1843.)


  The Poor Law Commissioners regret to learn that their assistant commissioner, Mr Hall, on 
visiting the Chelsea workhouse, found there was throughout a lack of order and cleanliness.  
Several large fires provided in the female wards made them far too hot.  Extra articles of food 
are freely brought into the workhouse.  A strict diet should be prescribed for the inmates of the 
workhouse.


  SOURCE 3
  (From a letter to a Poor Law Inspector, signed by eight paupers in the Bethnal Green Workhouse, 


London, in 1850.)


  We, your humble servants the Inmates of the above workhouse, humbly ask for your protection 
from the cruelties practised upon us by the Master.  Because we cannot break enough stone per 
day, we have this last three weeks been kept on bread and water, not having any meat but on 
Sundays, and have become very weak.  The stones are so hard, that men who have been used 
to get their living by breaking them cannot do the task.  We are not allowed a day’s liberty to 
look for employment, so we have no chance of taking our families out of the workhouse.


  SOURCE 4
  (From the Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, published in 1834 and reporting 


on the operation of the old Poor Laws.)


  We have seen that in every instance in which able-bodied labourers have been denied relief, 
except in a well-regulated workhouse:


  1. Their industry has been restored and improved
  2. Thrifty habits have been created or strengthened
  3. The permanent demand for their labour has increased
  4. Their wages have increased.


H31030A 2 


Line


1


5


10


15


20







  SOURCE 5
  (From N. Gash, Rural Unemployment, 1815–34, published in 1935.)


  The body of evidence put together by the Commissioners for Enquiry into the administration 
of the old Poor Law found that it provided the farmers with a large labour reserve from which 
they could draw in the period from April to September.  But after harvest a large proportion 
of labourers, anything up to 60% if we may judge from the Sussex records, were put out of 
employment and left to pass the winter on parish relief.


  SOURCE 6
  (From Mark Blaug, The Myth of the Old Poor Law and the making of the New, published in 


1963.)


  No matter which nineteenth century authority historians consult, the same conclusions emerge.  
These authorities state that the Old Poor Law demoralised the working class, promoted 
population growth, lowered wages, reduced rents and increased the burden on ratepayers.  The 
more the Old Poor Law relieved poverty, the more it encouraged the poverty that it relieved.
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Question 1

(a) Use Sources 1, 2 and 3.

 How far do these sources support the view that the treatment of the poor in workhouses under the 
new Poor Law was far harsher than under the old?

 Explain your answer, using these three sources.
(20)

(b) Use Sources 4, 5 and 6 and your own knowledge.

 Do you agree with the view that, in the ways it operated in the period 1815–34, ‘the more the 
Old Poor Law relieved poverty, the more it encouraged the poverty that it relieved’ (Source 6,
lines 29–30)?

 Explain your answer, using these three sources and your own knowledge.
(40)

(Total 60 marks)

TOTAL FOR PAPER 1C: 60 MARKS 

Start your answer to part (a) on page 3.  Start your answer to part (b) on page 8.
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