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THE POOR AND POOR RELIEF

[The following are pieces written by Alan Macfarlane in the early 1980’s]

DO LES

    Under  this  somewhat anachronis tic title one could consider  the natur e
of  the aid that w as  given to the poor . Fir stly one could consider the
way in which the relief was  channelled -through private charity of an
immediate kind, thr ough private charity setting up a char itable fund,
through the poor rate etc. In fact, channel is the w rong word here, and
indeed it might be that this subject would best be dealt with in a
separate section. What it concer ns  is  the or igins  of  char ity; it would
discuss  s uch things  as  the Jordan thesis that the Pr otestant Ref ormation
led to an incr eas e in pr ivate char itable donations. A car ef ul analysis
of  the wills  w ould help to see how  far this was  true. As 's tate'  char ity
incr eas ed, did pr ivate char ity decrease? Wer e there particular  f unds
set up for the poor  and how  effective w ere they?

   M ore proper ly under  this  heading is the w hole question of the nature
of  w hat w as handed out. I ass ume that the help that was given was
basically limited to f our w ays: food, jobs , housing, money. Ther e might also
be other smaller categor ies  - f or  example medicine (anything else?).
What pr oportion of the aid was given in each of  thes e ways and, in
detail, w hat w as given? For  example, with housing, how  much accommodation
was there over  time in the 'town hous es ', in the wor khous es  and in
county workhouses . Was  ther e any s ystem of  outdoor r elief  to help
with rents or to board out poor children or old people? I n relation
to f ood, what was  given in what quantities , etc. Was  this  help
seen as  topping up a per son's  wages etc., or  as  a subs titute f or  them?
Was there a gr owth in one or mor e of these categories at the expens e
of  the other s? Of  cour se, w e are very hamper ed by the abs ence of 
poor  records  before the eighteenth century; can anything be said
about the period befor e that?

PO OR

 This, as  we know , is a vas t subject and may have to be dealt with in
a separ ate book or section. But it is  clearly theoretically linked to
regulation - providing as lar ge a subject as  the keeping of  the peace,
or  r egulation of the mar ket. It would be pos sible to divide it up in
a number of ways. P arts of it will already have been dealt with els ew her e.
The raising of  money and other items to pay to the poor w ill have been
dealt w ith under revenue. The poor  law off icers , their  function and
deficiencies , will have been dealt with under off ice and under  r evenue.
The actual propor tion of  the population in various w ealth categories,



the number of poor etc., will have been dealt w ith under pr operty. What
we are concerned with here is  the methods by which the various  problems
defined as ' pover ty' w er e dealt with. I ndeed the ver y changing
perceptions of  the problem of  'poverty'  will need to be examined and
the degree to which such pr oblems wer e dealt with by private charity
or  through public r egulation. One is thus looking at the social and
governmental origins of the w elf ar e s ys tem, or how the Old Poor Law 
was developed and w orked in practice.

    One poss ible way to divide up this wor king was to follow the
contempor ary clas sification in ter ms of  the types  of  pers on who
were in r eceipt of poor relief. At pr es ent one can dis tinguish
various  diff er ent categories: the dis abled poor (tempor ary
and per manent, through s ickness etc.) ,the sturdy poor, the old
poor , poor childr en, mother s of bastard children, pr is oners . These
categor ies of recipient wer e then inter sected by another
cr iterion which concer ned the residence of  the person in question
and hence the par is h's  obligation. The four main categories  were:
Earls Colne persons  living in EC, EC persons  now living
elsewhere, other village poor  living in EC, vagrants  and beggars .

     The treatment of each case would f urther be aff ected by another
important cr iterion, namely the perception of w hat s eemed to be
lacking/needed. The main resources  available to thos e in
char ge were: access  to jobs (through apprentices hip, through the
workhouse), acces s to medicine(thr ough fees etc.) , access  to
food ,access  to housing, access to money. The w ay in w hich these
three major cr iteria, as  well as  minor criteria s uch as the
pr evious behaviour of the potential r ecipient, his f amily and
background, what action he had taken to relieve hims elf, ar e of
cour se legion. Ther e is als o the major res ource w hich the
parish of ficer s controlled, the right of s ettlement, or r ights 
to the support of  the paris h. We may look at thes e thr ee
types of category under the s eparate headings of 'recipients',
's ettlement'  and 'doles' .

RECI PIENTS

    One of the most interes ting as pects  of  the development of the poor
adminis tr ation is  the way in which the poor wer e divided up and
categor is ed. This  r eflected changes in what people conceived to be
the causes of pover ty and the respons ibilities which they f elt towards
the victims of  circums tances. The gener al legis lation as well as  the
detailed treatment of each of  the major  categor ies needs to be s pelt
out. Here I will just divide out the major  categories and w rite dow n off 
the top of my head dis tant memor ies of how  they w ere treated. I will not
follow in any detail the major dis tinction, especially important during
this  period, betw een the 'des erving' and ' undes er ving' , but it might



be w orth inves tigating this  f urther. Basically, the 'deserving' wer e
thos e w ho appeared to have been attempting to manage, and then through
accident etc. wer e crushed. The 'undeserving' w er e those who brought
their poverty on their  heads, so it w as  believed, through their own
behaviour . But the boundaries  shif ted s ubtly as  people were quite
aw ar e that, for example, even thos e w illing to get jobs could not do
so, and that childr en could not be blamed for their parent' s behaviour.

DI SA BLED POO R

   This  category cover s those who thr ough no fault of their  ow n wer e
unable to manage. This  might be a per manent dis ablement, such as 
blindness  or  lameness, or a tempor ary disablement like sicknes s.
Us ually it w as  the res ult of some aff liction to the body, but it might
also be disablement caus ed through loss  of  the means  to a livelihood
through no f ault of  one' s own, principally through f ir e or flood.
What pr ovision was made for  s uch people through our period? How
far was  it r ecognized to be the respons ibility of  the state and of
the local community to look after such people - and how many of them
were ther e? There must be s omething in Jos selin as w ell as in our
records  about such things as blindnes s, insanity, loss es by fire etc.
and how  thes e wer e dealt with. A ls o, pr esumably, in the poor law 
records , there is  s omething about provision for  the sick - f ood,
medicine etc. Is there any evidence as to how eff ective this w as  and
to w hat extent it w as felt to be the respons ibility of  public
of ficer s and how far the pr ivate char ity of individuals, es pecially
the kin and near neighbours ? There ar e six r eferences in our
data so f ar to 'blind'  and it should be poss ible to look under 
other categories as  well. I s there any evidence that the disabled
became destitute and s tarved? Were they  allowed to beg? There  is
some evidence about fire damage in chur ch br ief s. What we are
basically dealing w ith is a pre-insurance, pre-welf are s tate
society: its  tolerance and humanity w ill par tly be estimated in
the way it deals with these problems.

OLD POO R

   I t is often ar gued that old age and pover ty were more or  less 
synonymous f or  a large part of the population in a pre-pens ion
society. It should be possible to estimate how far this is true
and to what extent the problem of 'poverty' is really a dis guised
pr oblem of pensions . What w as  the age of those in receipt of
poor  relief, and what pr oportion of those below  a certain
threshold economically had to go onto poor  r elief . What w as  the
us ual ( modal) age at w hich people went onto relief? Was there a
system whereby the middling and young s uppor ted the old? Was there
any bas ic diff erence between men and women in this r es pect - or
betw een w idows /widower s and unmarr ied pers ons? What kind of 
support did the old poor  need and get. Unf or tunately, we can only
speak w ith any conf idence about the las t par t of the long period -



one wonders, though, how  the old w ere dealt with in the C15 and
C16. Is  ther e any evidence at all? Was it through pr ivate char ity,
the church(bedesmen etc.), through the manor ial s ystem(as  s ome have
ar gued) . Did people tend to r eturn to their native par ish in old
age in or der  to be near a s ource of r elief ?

YO UN G P OO R

  Almos t as pr oblematic as the old were the young, that is to say
the young who thr ough accident had become dependent on the par is h.
The major  categor y her e seems  to have been thos e without a father -
either because he had died (orphans) or  because he w as  unknown
(illegitimates ). To have no f ather  or  mother , thr ough abandonment
or  death, was even wor se. I t
seems to have been ass umed fr om a ver y ear ly stage that the
pr ovision of  s ome kind of livelihood for s uch per sons was  indeed
the res ponsibility of the par ish - and not of the w ider kin.
A consideration of this would take one into the w hole question of
appr enticeship indentures, bastardy orders  f or the maintenance of
children, tuition bonds etc. I don't know whether  the young poor 
were also given r egular payments  of cas h or food, or  had their 
lodging paid f or. I t s hould be pos sible to look at the poor 
records  f or the eighteenth century in order to see w hat w er e the
age of the r ecipients - w er e any of  them childr en and how  were
they dealt w ith? How much r es ponsibility did kin, es pecially
putative fathers, have? Did the young poor  have to r epay
anything. What sorts of trades and occupations were they
appr enticed to?

PO OR MO TH ERS 

    Related to the problem of  poor  children created by the
absence of mar riage, w as  the problem of  their mother s, also
placed in a pr edicament in the abs ence of a hus band. H ow early
was it formally s tated that a man had the respons ibility, even
if  not married, to maintain the woman by w hom he had had a child?
It w ould appear that f rom the very earlies t times  it had been a
duty of  midw ives at the time of deliver y of unmar ried women to
enquire f or the name of the putatitive father, and f rom ver y
early on we have the investigations concer ning bastardy. By the
end of the s ixteenth centur y, if  not befor e, the woman was to
be punished - but also, it would seem, to be supported, by being
put in a house of  corr ection. The exact tr eatment of  s uch w omen, and
the situations  in w hich they wer e treated in such a way can be
investigated. For  example, the w or d ' bastardy' appears  about 70
times in our  data s o f ar , and it w ould be possible to see how
of ten s ome f or m of maintenance order was enf orced - how much
was raised, how it was  paid etc.

PRIS ONERS 



  A category of per son w ho posed a pr oblem of a kind w hich is
concealed in our society were 'poor prisoner s'. P ris ons tended
to be r un as  institutions w hich had to make thems elves  pay - and
even though one might not have asked to enter s uch an
expensive hotel voluntar ily, this did not pr event warders  and
gaolers  f rom extr acting payments  f or food and lodging. Since
many of  the pr isons  were also filled with debtors , people w aiting
tr ials for non-cr iminal off ences  etc., they did not neces sarily
have the connotations they have today. Such people, es pecially
men, were unable to earn a living and could therefor e fall upon
the charity of  their neighbours. Were ther e any s uch cases in
Earls Colne, one wonders ? Looking under  the wor d 'pr is oner'  in
our present word-list gives s ome 27 ref er ences (including
'prison') . I t would be interesting to look at these - and any
gr aphic accounts of  the pover ty it caus ed, as in the case of
Robert Partr idge, Rose's  husband. Are ther e any r eflections  of 
this  in the poor accounts?

STURDY PO OR

  The ter m ' sturdy'  was a contemporar y one and is  us ed to cover
the res idue - that is all the people who w ere ' poor'  but for 
whom ther e w as  no obvious r eason f or their  inability to s ur vive.
In the absence of  disability, age, impr isonment etc. contempor ar ies 
were of ten mys tif ied that people s hould still be poor; as  today
ther e w er e f ierce battles between those who blamed it on the
attitude of the individual( lazy, thriftles s, etc.) and thos e
who placed the reas on in wider r easons beyond the control of
the individual - a s lump in the economy, unemployment caus ed
by technological change, the movement of prices , the cost of
a large f amily etc.

     It w as early r ealized, probably
well before the off icial realization in the savage s tatutes  of 
the ear ly sixteenth century, that there were structural r easons
for pover ty which meant that per fectly fit adults  of  both s exes
were of ten unable to manage. It was no use just w hipping them
and telling them to get on with the job - the jobs  did not
exis t or paid too little to s uppor t them. There thus  aros e that
system whose vast cons equences w e see around us  in the dole
queues, s upplementary benef it etc. etc. It s hould be
poss ible to see how  far this group gr ew , w hether the problem
was par ticular ly gr eat in cer tain years , w ho the people w er e,
what they received etc.  This  is  the heart of the matter.
Accidental poverty, or  poverty caused by youth and age, is
to be f ound in all societies and is, in the end, something
which people could accept. It was the grow th - if there was
a gr owth - of per ennial pover ty of  willing w orker s w hich was
the great pr oblem. There ar e some who w ould argue that the



cr eation of such a group was an absolute pre-requisite for
industr ialization - f or  it w ould supplement the wage
earners  in producing the industr ial proletar iat. But no-one
has really s tudied in gr eat detail its creation and
the ways in which contempor ar ies  tried to deal with it.
Ther e is a good deal on the general level about how
things like pr ices, population, enclosure etc. caused the
pr oblem, but the working out of these general pressures
at the local level des er ves  investigation.

SETTLEM ENT LAWS

   The tr eatment of  thos e classified as  'poor' would depend on the
respons ibility felt for them by the villager s. These r esponsibilities 
were fair ly clear ly laid down in the continuing legislation about
settlement w hich will need to be s ummar ized. An examination of  the
settlement and removal information needs to be under taken to s ee how
this  worked in pr actice. Were ther e dis putes  over  settlement w ith other
parishes and how were these r esolved? The word 's ettlement'  occurs
some 111 times  in our data so far - s o there is  obviously a gr eat deal
here. We need an analysis of the diff er ential treatment of the poor 
according to w hether they w er e: Earls  Colne per sons living in Earls  Colne,
Earls Colne persons  living in other par ishes (how wer e they aided?);
people having settlement elsewhere but living in Ear ls  Colne; those
who wer e class ified as  ' vagrants ', that is  tempor ary w ander ing poor 
pers ons  w ith no obvious settlement. H ow  large a problem w as  the las t
gr oup? And how  were they dealt w ith - w hipped and s ent on their way or
what? A nd what sign is  ther e of kin r es ponsibility?

   I t may well appear that one of the very s triking features of the
system was the acceptance of res ponsibility on the par t of unconnected
strangers  - i.e. f ellow  villagers  - r ather  than kin. I n mos t s ocieties
it w ould be the kin who would sustain the poor. H ere, alr eady, ther e is
a sense of generalized obligation. How ear ly do w e detect this ?


