Urban poverty, institutional welfare and survival economics 1723-82

Alannah Tomkins, Keele University

Urban poverty experienced a peculiar set of opportunities and constraints.  Opportunities derived from the variety of welfare offered by institutions (in their broadest sense, not solely or chiefly as punitive structures) including infirmaries, trade guilds, friendly societies and even money-lenders.  Constraints by contrast were social (related to assumptions about urban life, involving attenuated kinship networks, unfamiliarity with parish or charity personnel, and alienating procedures for accessing welfare) and administrative (for example, wherever the laws of settlement were vigorously applied despite the tightly-packed proximity of tiny urban parishes).   In this way, the experience of urban poverty was discrete; this is not to discount the possibility or strength of regional flavour, that Steve King would doubtless protest, or to ignore county influence on urban life.  County dignitaries and aristocratic leaders pervaded urban charitable institutions like infirmaries and injected rural, metropolitan and continental influences. Even so, highly localised characteristics of the urban welfare economy (and recognition of realistic geographical limits on the movement of some poor people) generated a particularly urban milieu for the poor.  Shades of urban-ness naturally gave rise to as much difference between towns as between urban and rural settings, since market towns operated poor-law schemes, for instance, that mirrored those of rural parishes, but rapidly expanding centres such as Liverpool and Manchester were compelled by weight of numbers to innovate, expand and (regrettably, in the process) surrender the task of tracking individuals among the poor.

My research has concentrated on traditional and county towns – communities where it remained feasible to operate the poor law by retaining the parish as the unit of government (and where individual paupers are not lost in the crowd), but where local preferences could give rise to distinct variations in operation.  Here, the quality of urban-ness in each location arises from the unique plethora of competing authorities that carved out a place in the welfare economy. The result was not a tidy network of welfare but a loose assembly of options, where individuals positioned themselves repeatedly to fit official, philanthropic, or casual templates of the ‘deserving’.  Even where two or more organisations made a concerted attempt to work as complementary services, as was the case with the infirmary at Northampton (which actively engaged with parishes from the outset), the results were spotty.  At best the urban poor achieved an attenuated series of contacts with their would-be benefactors or collaborators, visible via the compilation of partial biographies.  These are not the vigorous narratives of the pauper letter, but rather the irregular pulse of poverty’s encounters with officialdom.

