Changing Attitudes to Poverty

As the century progressed through the 1870s and 1880s there were several periods of severe depression which led to mass unemployment. This suggested that it was not just moral failings which led to poverty but wider economic conditions. The government found it more difficult to justify their Laissez Faire stance where individuals were responsible for their own welfare and this suggested that a more inclusive policy was needed. 
Reasons for changing Attitudes

[image: image1.emf]In 1869 there was disquiet about the ability of private charity to help the poor. A Charity Organisation Society (COS) was created to try and coordinate the efforts of the charities to help those who needed it most. However, it was becoming obvious that private philanthropy was not able to do more than paper over the cracks and that a properly organised national solution provided by government was needed. Charities also made a difference between deserving and undeserving poor. If the Charity committee decided that someone was deserving then they could be given help as a gift, but if they were undeserving and could be blamed for their condition, then they would get no help. As the decisions were made by middle class people with no idea of how the poor lived, getting help could be a lottery.

The assumption that poverty was the fault of the individual was becoming more questionable. A report from the Macclesfield Relief Association concluded: How almost impossible is it, then, for a working man to be thrifty. He lives from hand to mouth. Directly sickness comes, or a few months of abnormally bad trade, there is nothing to fall back on; and what can our Relief Society do when there are several hundreds in similar plight.
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This was backed up in 1889 when the writer George Sims argued the case for government intervention. There is a penalty for packing cattle too closely together: why should there be none for improperly housing men and women and children? The law says that no child shall grow up without reading, writing and arithmetic; but the law says nothing that children should have air and light and shelter.

Charities were beginning to realise that they could only provide temporary help, but were only ‘manuring the ground in which the social weeds grow’. 
This was summed up by the Reverend L R Phelps in 1901.

Private philanthropy cannot provide a remedy for widespread want which results from broad and general social causes; it ought not be expected to do so; the provision of such remedies is the responsibility of the state and should be accepted as such.

The problem was that although various people were telling stories about poverty, the government could treat them as the exception rather than the rule if it wished. It needed proper scientific evidence to force the government to face the scale of poverty in Britain. 
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This was forthcoming due to the work of two investigators and became one of the main reasons for the change of attitude to poverty. The investigation of Charles Booth showed people the statistical breakdown of people in London, rather than merely giving unscientific opinions. He showed that poverty had causes beyond the control of the poor and therefore their poverty could not conveniently be put down to moral failings.
Seebohm Rowntree conducted another survey in York which broadened the base of the investigations to another city outside London. The realisation that London was not a special case and that if a small English city showed a statistical poverty rate of 28% then other British cities would be in a similar situation and therefore poverty was a national problem requiring a national solution. These reports both alerted the public to the scale of the problem and put it on a statistical basis that was difficult to ignore. 
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Rowntree’s advance on the work of Booth involved the idea of a poverty line below which it was impossible for a family to survive. He was able to show times in a person’s life when they were likely to fall below this line through no fault of their own. He also defined poverty more clearly, noticing a difference between primary and secondary poverty. Secondary poverty occurred when people had enough money to live but used some of it for escapism. These people could be poor but could just about survive by cutting back. When a family got to the stage where it was impossible to cut back further they entered the realm of primary poverty where there was not enough money coming in to buy even the necessities.
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