
A Plea for Poor Law Reform.* 
THE Poor Law was established to relieve and diminish poverty . It 
was the most humane of our institutions in its origin: in its ad-
ministration it is so harsh and humiliating that most self-respectin CT 

workers prefer prolonged starvation, and many death, to accepting 
the relief it offers. The harshness might be justified if our industrial 
system were such as to secure to every reasonably thrifty person 
the means of providing for old age and misfortune without the aid of 
the Poor Law. But as a matter of fact, low wa.ges and precarious 
employment make it difficult for the laboring class to live even in 
the humblest decency, and utterly impossible for them to save. 

Each day in the year over 940,000 persons in the United King-
dom are driven to accept relief as paupers. In the course of every 
year about two millions of separate individuals are thus relieved. 

At least one in five persons over 65 is a pauper. 
In London alone in 1892 there was an average of 58,145 indoor 

and 45,792 outdoor paupers, over 200,000 separate individuals falling 
for longer or shorter periods into this condition in the course of 
the year. 

One in every eight of deaths in London takes place in a 
workhouse or other Poor Law institution. 

Poor Law administration, since 1834, has aimed at abolishing 
pauperism by deliberately increasing the miseries of poverty. By 
making public relief dishonorable, and disfranchising the receiver, it 
has reduced the number of applicants and relieved the Poor Rate; 
but it has done nothing to root out destitution ; and it has often, in 
saving the ratepayers the expense of relieving a pauper, put upon 
them the expense of prosecuting and punishing a prisoner. 

No distinction in treatment is made between the professional 
idler and the worker who, through accident, sickness, misfortune, or 
depression of trade, is thrown on the rates . No honor, but delibe-
rate dishonor, is assigned to the old age of the poor. No sufficient 
care is taken to ensure that the destitute children of whom the State 
takes charge shall be reared as efficient and self-respecting citizens. 

REFORMS NEEDED. 
I.-Improved Education for Children. 

Over 50,000 children in England alone are in the charge of 
the Poor Law authorities. Their treatment is condemned by the 
fact that many of them grow up to lead pauper lives. They should 
not be taught in workhouse schools, but in the public elementary 

• See also Fabian '£racts Nos. 17 and 20, entitled" Reform of the Poor Law," 
and" Questions for Poor Law Guardians." 



schools; and they should not under any circumstances live in work-
houses. The present practice of placing them out as mere laborers, 
or as errand boys and domestic drudges, should be abandoned. They 
should be well started in life by putting them to some skilled trade. 
They must not be made to feel that their dependence is in any way 
criminal or disgraceful, and they must therefore not be marked out, 
either by dress or in any other way, from the children of more 
fortunate parents. The children of the State must be made a credit, 
not a disgrace, to its citizens. 

11.-The Humanizing of the Workhouse. 
At present the workhouse is too often made a prison. The aged 

and infirm within its walls are not allowed to go out except for a 
day or two in each month: they are deprived of their trifling indul-
gences, clothe<1 in a pauper uniform, and made to feel themselves 
not honorable pensioners, but dishonorable burdens upon the com-
munity. The well-conducted aged poor should be allowed to go out 
on every fine day; they should be clothed in a way not marking 
them out as paupers; they should be allowed their tobacco and tea, 
and permitted to occupy themselves in any way not inconvenient to 
their comrades; and aged married couples should have every facility 
for living together as the law at present allows. The veterans of 
Labor should be made in every way to realise that they are enjoyiug 
the provision willingly made for them by the community which they 
have served. 

111.-State Pensions for the Aged. 
About 160,000 retired civil servants, military and naval officers 

and men, policemen, postmen and others, receive pensions. In all 
these cases the pension is given from the State as a matter of 
right; and the pensioner enjoys, in addition, whatever he may have 
saved out of his pay. But an ordinary wage-earner who has saved 
a little out of his wages, is not allowed to do this. If he has saved 
less thn,n enough to live ou, he must actually spend all his little 
capital before the Guardians will come to his assistance; for until 
he is absolutely destitute the law refuses him outdoor relief. This 
is a hardship all round : it increases the burden of the rates, and 
mR.kes the laborer feel that it is useless for him to practise the 
"thrift" that is preached to him so freely. Every worker directly 
or indirectly contributes, whilst he works, towards the rates and 
taxes. Every citizen should have the right, when he can work no 
more, to a pension from the State-after the age, say, of 65. 

IV.-Public Aid for the Sick. 
Every sufferer from serious illness should be entitled to free 

treatment in hospital. In London nearly two-thirds of our hospital 
accommodation is maintained from public funds, although the citi-
zens have practically no control over 1t and do not even know that 
they contribute to it otherwise than by private voluntary subscrip-
tion. The existing distinction between the so-called voluntary and 



the rate-supported hospitals ought to be abolished, and the whole 
public provision for the sick and insane placed under an elected public 
authority. ' 

The provision for the sick should be separated entirely from the 
Poor Law administration. 

V.-Reform of the Casual Ward. 
The casual wards have encouraged a class of habitual vagrants, 

who make no attempt to better their condition. Habitual casuals 
and demoralised loafers should be sent to a reforming labor colony, 
where they could earn their subsistence by the performance of some 
useful work. Willing workers of good character, when the uncertainty 
.of employment under our present industrial system forces them to 
resort to the casual ward, should be helped to find employment. 

VI.-Improvement of the Administrative 
Machinery. 

Reform of Poor Law machinery is much needed, especially m 
London. For the election of Guardians an elector has from one to 
six votes, according to his rating. An occupying owner has votes 
both as owner and occupier. Thus one person often has twelve 
votes. The legislative reforms immediately needed are:-

1. Abolition of plural voting; no person to have more than 
one vote. 

2. Disfranchisement on acceptance of Poor Law relief to be 
abolished. 

3. Elections to be triennial and by ballot on a combined 
County Council and Parliamentary register. 

4. Removal of the remaining £5 rating qualification for 
Guardians. 

5. Exclusion of the present ex-officio Guardians (Justices of 
the Peace). 

The Boards of Guardians should sit at times when workers can 
attend. A Poor Law Council should be elected triennially for the 
whole of London, to have supreme control over all asylums, work-
houses, and, so long as they are retained, the Poor Law schools. In 
its hands should be the fixing of a Poor Rate for the whole 
metropolis, thus doing away with the present gross inequality 
between rich and poor neighborhoods. 

A Royal Commission is now sitting to enquire into the condition 
of the aged poor. Now is the time to press forward demands for 
reform. 

Befo1•e the election for Guardians comes on, get from the 
Fabian Society the "Questions for Poor Law Guardians," and 
form your judgment of the fitness of the candidates by the 
answers they return. Wherever possible, run Democratic 
candidates. 

-----------
The figures in the above are obtained from Local Government Board Reports, 

C 6725, p. vi.; C 6745, pp. 378, 376, 380; C 6801, p. 4; and "Pauperism and Old 
AgQ Pensions," by C. Booth, p. 130. 



FABIAN SOCIETY .-Tho Fabiau Society cousiijts of Socialists. A state-
moot of its Rules, etc., aud tho followiug publications can be obtained from 
tho Secretary, at tho Fabiau Office, 276 Strand, Londou, W.O. 

FABIAN ESSAYS IN SOCIALISM. 
(30th Thousaud.) 

Library Edition, 6/-; o1·, cli1·cct from the SecrctMy jo1· Cash, 4/6 (postage, 4td.). 
Cheap Edition, Po.por cover, I/-; plain cloth, 2j- . At all booksellers, or post 

froo from tho Socroto.ry for I /- o.ud 2/- rospoctivoly. 
FABIAN TRACTS. 

I. - Why are the Many Poor? 100th thous. 4 pp., G for 1d.; 1/- por 100. 
s. - Facts for Socialists. A survey of tho distribution of iucome and tho con-

dition of clo.ssos iu Englo.ud, go.thored from officio.! returns, o.ud from the 
works of economists and statisticians. Gth odi tiou ; revi11ed 1893. 55th 
thousand. 16 pp., 1d.; or 9d. per doz. 

7.- Capital and Land. A similar survey of the distributiou of property, with 
11 criticism of the distinction sometimes so t up between Land aud Capital 
as inij trumeuts of production. 4th ed.; revised 1893. 16 pp., 1d.; or9d. doz. 

Io.- Figures for Londoners. 20th thous. 4 pp., G for ld.; 1/- per 100. 
I2.- Practicable Land Nationalization. 4. pp., G for ld.; or 1/- per 100. 
I3.- What Socialism Is . 80th thous. 4. pp., 6 for 1d.; or 1/- por 100. 
I4. The New Reform Bill. A draft Act of Parliament pro,•icliug for Adult 

Suf!ro.go. 15th thous. 20 pp., 1d.; 9d. doz. 
IS.- English Progress towards Social Democracy. By SIDNEY \Vgrm. 1d. ; 

Dd. per doz. 
I6. A Plea for an Eight Hours Bill. 4 pp., 6 for 1<1 .; 1/- por 100. 
I7. Reform of the Poor Law. By SmNgY WJoJBB . 20 pp., 1d.; 9d. por doz. 
I9. - What the Farm Laborer Wants. 4 pp., G for l cl.; or 1/- per 100. 
20.- Questions for Poor Law Guardians. 4 pp., 6 for 1<1.; or 11- per 100. 
21.- Questions for London Vestrymen. 4 pp., 6 for 1d.; or 1/- per 100. 
22. The Truth about Leasehold Enfranchisement, gives reasons why Soci-

alihtR oppose tho proposal. 4 PI?·• G for lcl.; or 1 '- por 100. 
23.- The Case for an Eight Hours Bill. 1(\ pp., ld.; or 9d. por doz. 
24.- Questions for Parliamentary Candidates. (i for ld.; or 1/- por 100. 
25.- Questions for School Board Candidates. 6 for lcl.; or 1/- per 100. 
26. Questions for London County Councillors. 6 for 1cl.; or 1/- por 100. 
27.- Questions for Town Councillors. 4 pp., 6 for '1d.; ot· 1/- p r 100. 
28.- Questions for County Councillors (Hural). 6 for 1d.; or 1/- per 100. 
29.- What to Read. A List of Books for Sooio.l Hoformers. Contn.ins ,tho best 

books o.nd blue-books rolo.tiug to Economics, Socio.lism, Labor 1\Tovomonts, 
Poverty, otc. 2nd ed.; revisocl18DS. Paper cover, 3d. each; or 2/S per doz. 

38.- A Welsh Translation of No.1. 4 pp., G for 1d.; or 11- por 100. 
39.- A Democratic Budget. 16 pp., lcl.; or 9d. por doz. 
40.- The Fabian Manifesto for the General Election of I8g2 . 16 pp., ld. 

each; or Dd. por doz. 
41.- The Fabian Society : What it has done and how it has done it. 

By BERNAnn SHAW. 32 pp., 1d. onch; or !Jd. por doz. 
42. Christian Socialism. By the Hov. S.D. IIEADLAM. 16 pp., 1d. 9cl. por doz. 
44.-A Plea for Poor Law Reform. 4 pp. G for 1d. ; or 1/- por 100. 
45· The Impossibilities of Anarchism. By G. BERNARD SHAW. 28 pp., 2cl. 

oo.oh; or 1/G por doz. 
46. Socialism and Sailors. By H. 'r. liAr.L. 16 pp., ld. oo.ch; or 9d. por doz. 
47· - The Unemployed. By JOHN BURNS, 1\I.P. 20 , , , , , 
48. Eight Hours by Law: A Pmctical Solution of tho Right Hours Problem. 

16 pp., lcl. oo.oh; or 9cl. por doz. 
49.- A Plan of Campaign for Labor. Containing tho sub ·tanco of tho Fabian 

Manifesto entitled "'ro your Tout~, 0 Igraol t " (Fortnightly Ret•icw, NoY. 
lSDS) ; with propo~o.ls for Ln.bor Roprosoutation. SG pp., 2d. 11G por doz. 

FABIAN MUNICIPAL PROGRAM (Tracts Nos. 30 to 37). 
I. The Unearned Increment. 2. London's Heritage in the City Guilds. 
3· Municipalization of the Gas Supply. 4· Municipal Tramways. 5· Lon-
don's Water Tnbute . 6. Municipalization of the London Docks. 7· The 
Scandal of London's Markets. 8. A Labor Policy for Public Authorities. 
J•jo.oh 4 pp. 'rho eight in a red cover for 1d. (9d. per doz.); or scpo.rately 1/- por 100. 

The Set post free 2/J· Bound in Buckram post free for 3 '9. 
Manifesto of English Socialists. Issued by tho Joint Committee of Sooialbt 

Bodies. In rod cover. 8 pp., !d. oo.ch; or Del. per doz . 
Pn.rrolR to tho vo.luc of 10,- o.nd upwowds, post free. 


