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Divided Society: poverty, housing, politics 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries there was little to help the 

poor.  It was commonly thought that poverty was caused by moral, 

personal or even genetic defects.  Politicians believed in laissez-faire; 

they thought the government should not interfere in people’s lives. 

What help was available to the poor? 

The Poor Law  

The Poor Law (1834) created work houses (or poor houses) to provide 

help for the needy.  The conditions were extremely harsh and it was 

a last resort.  Families were split up, inmates were forced to wear a 

uniform and the diet was extremely poor.  They were feared and 

hated so only about 10% of people who needed relief actually received 

it. 

Self Help 

In 1850 a Scotsman called Samuel Smiles wrote a book called self-

help.  He wrote that the best way to get out of poverty was through 

hard work and effort.  He wrote ‘God helps those who help 

themselves’.  Smiles failed to recognise that poverty was often caused 

by factor’s out with an individual’s control.  Smiles’ book reinforced 

the idea that if you were poor it was your own fault. 

Charity 

Many charitable organisations were formed in the 1900s to help the 

poor.  The Salvation Army, Dr Barnardo’s and the YMCA were all 

formed during this period.  While they did help the poor, they were 

uncoordinated and many poor received no effective help. 

 

 



Why did attitudes towards poverty change? 

Investigations into Poverty 

Towards the end of the 19th century, several writers studied the lives 

of the poor.  Charles Booth wrote Life and Labour of the People in 

London between 1886 and 1903 and Seebohm Rowntree wrote Poverty:  

A Study of Town Life in 1901 about the city of York. 

What did the investigations discover? 

 Rowntree calculated that £1.08 a week was the minimum income 

to keep family above the ‘poverty line’.  Anyone living below this 

was deemed to be in poverty. 

 According to their calculations 30% of the population were living 

below the poverty line. 

 They identified the causes of poverty as sickness, old age, 

unemployment, low wages and large families rather than laziness 

and moral failings as had been previously thought. 

The reports were influential because they used statistics that proved 

poverty was a major problem in Britain. 

Emergence of the Labour Party 

The emergence of the Labour Party after 1900 gave the working class 

a party to represent their interests.  Both the Liberals and the 

Conservatives had to compete with Labour for working class votes, so 

were forced to take the issue of poverty seriously. 

National Security 

The Boer War of 1889-1902 revealed that almost 25% of volunteers 

for the army were rejected on the grounds of ill health.  This figure 

was even higher in cities.  The government was concerned that Britain 

could not protect its empire of win a war if its young men were not fit 

enough to fight because of childhood poverty. 



Genuine Concern 

A new generation of politicians were genuinely concerned about 

poverty.  The Liberal Leader David Lloyd George had been brought up 

in a poor family in Wales. 

 

  

Knowledge and Understanding Practice 

1. What does ‘laissez-faire’ mean? 

2. Why was the help available to the poor ineffective? 

3. What was the poverty line? 

4. What did investigations of Booth and Rowntree reveal as the main 

causes of poverty? 



Liberal Reforms 1906-1914 

The Reforms 

Between 1906 and 1914 the Liberal government introduced a series of 

social reforms to improve the lives of the poor.  Five main groups in 

society were targeted.    

Reforms to help the elderly 

Old Age Pension Act 1908 

The successes of this were: 

 people over 70 with an annual income of £21 to £31 would receive 

a pension (1 to 5 shillings per week) 

 by 1914, 1 million people were receiving a pension 

The limitations of this were: 

 many pensioners had no birth certificate to prove their age 

 those who earned over £31 did not receive anything 

 the pension was not enough to survive on as it was below the 

poverty line established by Booth and Rowntree 

 many died from hardship before they reached 70 years of age 

Pensions were only provided if people: 

 were British and had lived in the UK for 20 years 

 had not been imprisoned in the last ten years 

 had not avoided work 

 had avoided detention under the Inebriates Act in the last ten 

years 

  



Reforms to help the young 

Education (Provision of Meals) Act 1906 

The successes of this were: 

 free school meals were provided 

 this replaced charity involvement 

 local authorities were given grants from the Treasury to fund 50 

per cent of the cost of meals 

 school meals rose from 9 million in 1906 to 14 million in 1914 

The limitations of this were: 

 by 1914, many local authorities were still not providing school 

meals 

 health deteriorated again during school holidays 

 it was costly for the Government 

 

Education (Administrative Provisions) Act 1907 

The successes of this were: 

 school children received three medical inspections during their 

school years 

 school boards could act against parents who sent children to 

school in poor condition 

 free medical treatment was given to school children after 1912 

The limitation of this was: 

 free treatment was not available until 1912 - even then, many local 

authorities did not provide it 

 



Children's Act (The Children's Charter) 1908 

The successes of this were: 

 children were banned from begging 

 penalties were given to shops for selling tobacco or alcohol to 

children 

 juvenile courts and borstals were established to separate adult 

and child offenders 

 the death sentence was abolished for children 

The limitations of this were: 

 little success with alcohol and tobacco, even today 

 the Children's Charter did little to deal with the causes of 

juvenile crime 

Reforms to help the sick 

National Insurance Act (Part 1) 1911 

The successes of this were: 

 provided compulsory health insurance for workers earning under 

£160 per year 

 paid 4 pence, the employer paid 3 pence and the state paid 2 

pence - to provide sickness benefit of 9 shillings 

 if ill, was paid 10 shillings (for up to 13 weeks) then 5 shillings 

(for an additional 13 weeks) 

 was offered free medical treatment 

 was offered 30 shillings for maternity benefit 

The limitations of this were: 

 after 26 weeks' absence from work, benefits were lost and the 

Poor Law had to provide for the worker 

 there was no provision for the worker’s family 



 many found that the contributions actually made poverty worse 

as they were paid less 

 

Reforms to help the unemployed 

Labour Exchanges Act 1909 

The successes of this were: 

 there were offices to help the unemployed find work 

 by 1913, 430 labour exchanges were operating 

 by 1914, 3,000 people a day were being provided with work 

The limitations of this were: 

 it was not compulsory for employers to register vacancies 

 it was also criticised for only finding temporary and low paid 

work, so did not reduce poverty 

 

National Insurance Act (Part 2) 1911 

The successes of this were: 

 after one week, an insured worker losing their job would receive 

7 shillings a week, for 15 weeks 

 to receive this - workers paid 2.5d per week, employers paid 2d 

per week, state paid 3d per week 

 many trades were involved, e.g. shipbuilding, mechanical 

engineering, construction, iron founding, sawmilling - the scheme 

was compulsory for these trades. 

The limitations of this were: 

 cover was only provided for a limited time depending on 

contributions -after this, the Poor Law had to be used 

 if the worker was fired for bad conduct, no benefit was provided 



 there was no provision for the worker’s family 

 insurance was only available in certain trades and only insured 

about 2 million workers 

 it became too expensive for the Government after World War 

One 

Reforms to help the working classes 

The Workmen's Compensation Act 1906 

The success of this was: 

 all employees could now receive compensation for injuries 

sustained at work 

The limitations of this were: 

 in theory this was good, but it was difficult and costly to prove 

the liability of employers 

 many cases could not be brought to court without trade union 

support 

The Coal Mines Regulation Act 1908 

The success of this was: 

 the maximum working day for miners was set at eight hours 

The limitation of this was: 

 it only applied to miners, not other workers 

The Trade Boards Act 1909 

The successes of this were: 

 it set up boards to negotiate a minimum wage in box-, lace-, chain-

making and tailoring trades 

 this benefitted 200,000 workers 

The limitation of this was: 

 no attempt was made to define what the 'minimum wage' was 



The Shops Act 1911 

The successes of this were: 

 shop workers granted a weekly half-day holiday 

 the maximum working week for shop workers was set at 60 hours 

 washing facilities were to be provided in every shop 

The limitation of this was: 

 it was only a half-day holiday, not a full day 

 

How successful were the Liberal reforms? 

Some argue that while they were a step in the right direction and 

helped to ease the problems of poverty, but did not solve them.  

Many people were still living below the poverty line defined by 

Rowntree. 

However, others argue that the reforms were important in ending 

the ‘laissez-faire’ attitude of the government.  For the first time 

the government was introducing laws to improve the living standards 

of the people. 

 

Social Impact of the Second World War In Britain 

Despite the best efforts of the Liberal government between 1906-

1914, there was still a significant problem of poverty in Britain 

between the First and Second World Wars.  These problems were 

made by worse by a global depression triggered by the Wall Street 

Crash which caused industry to decline and created high levels of 

unemployment.  The outbreak of WW2 and the new wartime coalition 

government brought the issue of poverty to the fore once again. 

 

 

 



The effects of the Second World War on poverty 

Bombing 

The German Air Force targeted big industrial cities in Britain.  Both 

rich and poor were affected.  Over 61 000 civilians lost their lives 

and over 4 million homes were destroyed.  Even Buckingham Palace 

was bombed.  Wealthy people were now forced to rely on the 

government for help and rich and poor people found themselves 

shoulder to shoulder in air raid shelters.  More people were happy 

for the government to intervene in social issues as a result. 

Rationing 

Rationing was introduced to make sure that food and fuel was 

shared out equally.  Rich and poor people were affected equally. 

Evacuation 

Children from the cities were evacuated to the countryside to make 

sure they were safe from bombing.  People in the country were 

horrified at the poverty they witnessed among the children they 

homed.  They gained a much better understanding of poverty and 

demanded something should be done. 

 

The Beveridge Report and the Five Giants 

In 1942 the coalition government asked Sir William Beveridge to 

produce a report to show how a welfare state could be created.  He 

had been a key advisor to the Liberal government when they passed 

their reforms between 1906 and 1914.  A welfare state is one which 

looks after its people ‘from the cradle to the grave’, i.e. from birth 

to death. 

He identified major problems which he called the Five Giants of 

poverty.  He argued that all five had to be tackled if Britain was to 

get all of its citizens out of poverty and hardship. 

 

 



These were: 

 Want – a lack of money 

 Disease – illness and poor health 

 Squalor – poor quality housing 

 Ignorance – a lack of education 

 Idleness – unemployment 

 

Labour Reforms – the Welfare State, 1945-1951 

At the end of WW2 Labour 3on a landslide election and the new 

Prime Minister Clement Attlee planned to create a welfare state 

that would tackle all ‘Five Giants’. 

Social Security 

To tackle want the Labour government passed three acts: 

 National Insurance (Industrial Injuries) Act 1946 

In return for weekly contributions, the government would 

provide benefits for anyone injured in the workplace who could 

not consequently earn a wage. 

 National Insurance Act 1946 

A contributory scheme which entitled workers to 

unemployment, sickness, maternity and widows’ benefits, a 

retirement pension and a funeral grant. 

 National Assistance Act 1948 

The previous reforms were only for people in work, but the 

government wanted to create ‘a safety net’ for those who 

could not afford to contribute to National Insurance.  People 

could apply for further benefits if National Insurance did not 

cover their needs. 

 

 

 



Criticisms of National Insurance 

 Due to rising prices and wages after the war, welfare benefits 

in 1948 were only 19% of the average wage, not enough to lift 

people out of poverty. 

 Too many people were therefore forced to apply for national 

assistance. 

Health 

To tackle Disease, Labour created the NHS in 1948.  It had three 

main principles: it should be universal, comprehensive and free at 

the point of use.  This meant it would be available to everyone, would 

cover any medical problem and would be funded by taxation, not by 

charges for treatment. 

In the first year of the NHS millions benefitted from free glasses, 

prescriptions and dental care.  The biggest criticism was its cost.  

By 1950 the NHS was costing £358 million a year and taxes only 

paid for a fifth of this.  In 1951 the government was forced to 

abandon the principle of ‘free at the point of use’  and introduce 

charges for false teeth and glasses. 

Despite this, the NHS has been described as ‘the single greatest 

achievement of the welfare state.’ 

Housing Reform 

Overcrowding and slums had been a problem before the war and 

this was worsened by the destruction of around 700 000 homes in 

bombing raids. 

Despite a shortage of building materials and labour force, the 

government built 200 000 homes a year between 1945 and 1951.  

However, even this was not enough as the post war baby boom years 



saw a rapid increase in population and demand for housing.  A 1951 

report showed that there 750 000 fewer houses than were 

required. 

Was the Labour government successful in creating a welfare state? 

Some historians have criticised the reforms, arguing that poverty 

was not eradicated as outlined by William Beveridge. 

Others have a much more positive view of the Labour government’s 

successes.  Given that Britain was nearly bankrupted by the Second 

World War, they argue that Labour introduced a set of long lasting 

reforms which promoted a fair society.  While poverty was not 

eradicated, help was provided to those in need and the general living 

standard of the poor was raised. 

 

 

 

Knowledge and Understanding Practice 

1. Which acts did Labour pass to solve the problem of Want? 

2. Why can it be argued that Labour’s social security reforms were 

ineffective? 

3. What was the biggest criticism of the NHS? 

4. Why did the demand for housing grow after the war? 


