
Victorian England 

A quarter of the entire population of Victorian Britain was living in poverty. 40% of the country’s wealth 

was owned by 5% of the population.  

 

The Poor Law and Workhouses 

 The Poor Law was the way that the poor were helped in 1815. The law said that each parish had to look 

after its own poor. If you were unable to work then you were given some money to help you survive. 

However, the cost of the Poor Law was increasing every year. By 1830 it cost about £7 million and 

criticism of the law was mounting. 

 The money was raised by taxes on middle and upper class people, causing resentment. They 

complained that money went to people who were lazy and did not want to work.  Critics also suggested 

that allowance systems made the situation worse because they encouraged poor people to have 

children that they could not afford to look after.Another criticism of the old Poor Law was that it kept 

workers' wages low because employers knew that wages would be supplemented by money provided 

by the Poor Law. 

 In 1834 the Poor Law Amendment Act was passed by Parliament. This was designed to reduce the cost 

of looking after the poor as it stopped money going to poor people except in exceptional 

circumstances. Now if people wanted help they had to go into a workhouse to get it. The poor were 

given clothes and food in the workhouse in exchange for several hours of manual labour each day. 

Families were split up inside the workhouse. People had to wear a type of uniform, follow strict rules 

and were on a bad diet of bread and watery soup. Conditions were made so terrible that only those 

people who desperately needed help would go there. 

 

Industrial Revolution 

 Victorian England was a time of great technological development.  The steam train was invented and 

machinery became used much more in factory production and commerce.  This left many people 

jobless, as machinery had replaced them.  To look for work, people were forced to flock to the major 

cities, such as London and Birmingham.  Here, demand for jobs was high, so pay was low.  Families 

were forced to live in squalor, often sharing houses with several other families in order to make ends 

meet. 

 London became the most advanced city in the world.  It had the highest business out put, the most 

rapidly growing population and ever expanding city walls.  However, despite the fact that London in 

itself was a world power, the actual city was in ruins.  The enormous amount of factory production 

meant that there was a constant black smog of smoke that hung over the city, poisoning the air.  



Buildings were grimy.  Streets were crowded and over populated.  There was no sanitary sewage 

system to cater for the massive influx of people and thus, disease was rife. 

 

Thomas Malthus 

 An economist named Thomas Robert Malthus, a wealthy man, argued in his Essay on the Principle of 

Population (1798) that population growth would always outpace food supply resulting in unavoidable 

and catastrophic poverty and starvation.  

 In his pamphlet "The Crisis," Malthus supported the Poor Laws and the workhouses, arguing that any 

man unable to provide for himself had no right to live, much less participate in the development of 

society. 

 Rev. Thomas Malthus cautioned against intervening when people were hungry because he believed it 

would only lead to an untenable population size. 


