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The Elizabethan or ‘Old’ Poor Law: created 

by two statutes ‘For the Relief of the Poor’ 

1598 and 1601

• every one of England’s approximately 

10,000 or more parishes was mandated to 

create a parish fund

• financed by a local tax on property 

• to support the local poor all year round if 

necessary, not just in times of dearth

• orphans, widows, the old and disabled and 

the unemployed all covered in principle. 



‘The Poor Law’ c.1660-1834

• Four interlocking institutions of local 

governance, mandated by central govt

• Poor Laws

• Justices of the Peace

• Settlement Laws

• Parish Registers



English Levels of Poor Law Relief

• 1696 (Board of Trade returns) : Poor Law 
funds sufficient for 6 months support for 
10% of whole population

• 1783-5 (Parl. Enquiry) 10% of whole 
population for  one year

• 1802-3: 1 million (11% total population) on 
Poor Law (93% ‘outdoor relief’)

• Source: Richard Smith (Brooks World 
Poverty Institute Working Paper 56) 



Evidence for Poor Law 

effectiveness for Population Health

• Cambridge Group for the History of 

Population 4% sample (404 parishes) 

found no evidence of national or regional 

famine crisis mortality after 1623/4, over 

150 years before any other countries of 

Western Europe were free from famines



Abram De Swaan, A. (1988). In 

Care of the State, pp.21-36

• By requiring the parish to levy an 
adequate poor rate from its property 
owners, an unstable pre-Reformation 
arrangement of voluntary collective 
charity, dependent on wealthy individuals’ 
sense of religious obligation and so 
subject to the free rider problem, was 
superseded  by a system of obligatory 
taxation for all wealth-holders in the parish 
and for every parish in the land



Did the Poor Law ‘crowd-out’ civil 

society and philanthropy?

• Fiscal incentives for local elites to 
minimise welfare liabilities for the poor by 
enabling them to achieve independence:

• Apprenticeships for orphans

• Schools for Poor Scholars

• Almshouses for the elderly

• Cottages for the poor

• Support for single mothers with cost 
recovery from fathers



Paul Slack, From Reformation to Improvement: 

Public Welfare in Early Modern England, Oxford 

1988)

• The Old Poor Law: ‘the most striking example of 

the state and the community interacting 

creatively without one crowding out the other’.

• ‘England seems to have been able more easily 

than other countries to enjoy the benefits of both 

a flourishing corporate and voluntary sector and 

a powerful central authority and legal system, 

without the second smothering the first’. (p.161)



Tom Nutt, ‘The Child Support Agency and 

the Poor Law’ Historyandpolicy.org website

• Study of Sowerby, West Yorkshire; and 

Chelmsford, Essex, surviving Poor Law records 

1818-29 show:

• 25-38% gross PL expenditure Sowerby; 10-15% 

Chelmsford for unmarried mothers (similar 

amount per child as for an elderly claimant)

• 84% cost recovery rates from non-resident 

fathers in West Yorkshire; 34% in Essex

• CSA recovery rates 2004-5: 40-70% 





Source: D.E. Schremer, Ch.V in The Cambridge Economic History of Europe, Vol. VIII, p.362











A.S. Wohl, Endangered Lives. Public Health in 

Victorian Britain (Methuen 1983)







Source: D. Baines and R. Woods, ‘Population and Regional Development’, ch.2 in  in R. Floud and P. 

Johnson, eds, The Cambridge Economic History of Modern Britain 1850-1939 (Cambridge 2003), p.28.
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