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LETTER II
“ Wo unto them that decree unrighteous decrees, 

and that write grievousness which they have 
prescribed; to turn aside the needy from judgment, 
and to take away the RIGHT from the poor of my 
people.”

Isaiah, chapter x.

SIR,—Having in my last shown the means by 
which the public mind was prepared for despoiling 
the poor of their RIGHT—having shown that similar 
means are now resorted to by men in office for 
perpetuating the delusion and aggravating the 
wrong, I proceed to the consideration of the right 
which has been so subverted. It would be irksome 
to refer to the many acts of Parliament which 
directly admit, or inferentially allude to, the right of 
the English poor to relief in their necessities. The 
principle has been repeatedly laid down in the 
broadest manner by the judges of the land; and as it 
would be absurd to talk of a right which could not 
be enforced, ample means were provided for its 
exercise. The poor man, if refused relief in his 
necessities by the overseer, had a ready appeal to 
the laws of his country, which by a summary 
process could enforce his right.

That such right of appeal was frequently abused, 
is acknowledged, while it is contended that such 
abuse affords no excuse for the abrogation of the 
right itself, that would not apply to all other rights 
which are occasionally abused. The great practical 
fact is, that up to the passing of the Reform Poor 
Law the poor man’s right to relief was as clearly 
under the protection of the law of the land as the 
rich man’s right to his rent. A good title was 
essential to the legal exercise of each of these rights : 
the poor man’s title was his necessity. Even the 
Administration which despoiled the poor admitted 
the right through their organ in the House of Lords. 
The admission was indeed made in a whirlwind of 
vituperation ; still it was made. “The right,” said my 
Lord Brougham, “to share in a fixed fund, is the 
grand mischief of the Poor Laws.” This long-
established right of relief, so denounced, is now 

utterly subverted. The helpless poor, instead of 
having to apply to the overseer in their own parish, 
with the power of appealing against his decision to 
a magistrate, may be driven to an interested board 
of guardians ten miles off, to whose voluntary good 
will and pleasure the sufferers are left for that relief 
to which they once had a legal right.

I have formerly endeavoured to demonstrate the 
odious injustice of this spoliation, but instead of 
going over the same ground, I would rather solicit 
attention to the following judicious remarks, in an 
article on the New Poor Law, contained in the 103d 
number of the Quarterly Review :—

“ The ancient right of the poor of England to be relieved 
in destitution at the cost of their parishes is then so far 
abrogated; they can no longer demand support, even when 
in absolute necessity; they can only ask it as beggars, and, if 
it be refused, they have no available means of redress. The 
ancient laws—laws as ancient as the titles to 9-10ths of the 
estates of the kingdom-compelled certain officers to support 
the poor, and gave the magistrates the power and 
ministerial function of seeing that those officers performed 
their duty. This act compels no one to support the poor; it 
says, that certain individuals may give relief, but does not 
say that they shall give relief; nor does it empower any one 
to see that they do give relief. Is not this a total repeal of the 
poor man’s rights and securities—fights and securities as 
sacred, as ancient, as full‘ recognized by statute, and by 
judicial authorities, as any right to property, to title, or to 
prerogative, possessed by the highest in the laud?”

Such is the broad, uncompromising manner in 
which the right of the poor, and the fact of its total 
abrogation by the Reform Poor Law, were insisted 
on in the Quarterly Review. It is well and truly said, 
that “This act compels no one to support the poor; it 
says that certain individuals may give relief, but 
does not say that they shall give relief: .nor does it 
empower any one to see that they do give relief.” 
But it was urged by the advocates for the bill that 
necessity, the tyrant’s plea, called for the violation 
of the right; that in some parts of England, 
particularly in Kent and Sussex, the magistrates and 
overseers were overpowered by sturdy paupers, 
subjected to insolence and extortion, and prevented, 
by intimidation, from a due administration of the 
law. Such outrages, it was said, proved that the 
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duties intended to be performed by these 
functionaries could only, under such circumstances, 
be safely intrusted to a numerously constituted 
board, from whose decision there should be no 
appeal. Admit-ting all these allegations, admitting 
that the necessities of the case called for some 
special restrictions on the exercises of the right, 
should these restrictions be established as the rule, 
when the alleged necessity has ceased to exist ? 
Should such restrictions become the rule, where no 
such necessity has existed? If so, the innocent and 
the guilty, the present and the future population, 
are to be equally crushed under a sweeping 
proscription, not justified on any general principle, 
but advocated on the plea of certain outrages 
having been committed at some particular time and 
place. Such are the pretences under which the poor 
of England have been despoiled of “ rights as 
sacred, as ancient, as fully recognized by statute, as 
any right to property, to title, or to prerogative, 
possessed by the highest in the land.”

I admit, Sir, that in the progress of states public 
exigencies do arise so over-whelming-as to be 
paramount to all right. But how have these extreme 
cases, which threaten the frame of society, been 
usually provided for in this country ? Not by 
general enactments, intended to take a permanent 
station in the statute book, as applicable to the 
whole kingdom at all times; but by some stringent 
provisions, adapted to the necessities of the case, 
and only to be called into action on the occurrence 
of the exigency which they were intended to meet. 
Volumes of extracts from such enactments might be 
collected, but a late example will sufficiently 
elucidate the course usually taken.

On its being represented that conspiracies 
existed in Ireland, which impeded the due 
administration of the law, an act materially 
trenching on the rights of the subject was passed. It 
was alleged in the recital (3d William lV., chapter 
4th) that a conspiracy existed against the rights of 
property and the administration of the law, and that 
such conspiracy materially impeded the due and 
ordinary course of public justice. To meet this 

exigency the Lord-Lieutenant was empowered to 
take certain stringent measures trenching on the 
general rights of the subject. But it was not enacted 
that these insulters of magistrates, and impeders of 
public justice, should have their rights subverted for 
ever. It was not enacted that the whole peasantry 
should be proscribed for the outrages committed by 
a few. To prevent the necessity of any sweeping 
proscription, the Lord-Lieutenant was empowered 
to declare any county or any portion thereof to be in 
such a state as to require the application of the act. 
These extraordinary powers were only granted for a 
limited period, with a provision that every court 
instituted under the authority of the act “should be 
an open court.”

Here we have legislative provisions for meeting 
an alarming exigency but these provisions are 
limited in their operation, both as to time and place 
The extraordinary power of interfering with 
established rights was only granted for the period 
comprised between April, 1833, and August, 1834, 
and was only to be exercised in places which were 
in such a state as to require the application of the 
law. Such was the respect properly paid to the 
rights of the subject in Ireland during a period of 
massacre and devastation ; while in England some 
local disturbances and abuses have been made the 
pretext for subverting the long-established rights of 
the poor for ever.

The destitute, however excellent their character, 
or undeserved their sufferings, are now to solicit, as 
beggars, relief from a fund on which they had a 
legal claim, older and better than that which can be 
set up by nine-tenths of the present possessors. 
They are now practically withdrawn from the 
protection of the law, and left to the mercy of a 
secret tribunal, the members of which have a 
pecuniary interest in their death, and from whose 
decision they have no appeal.

This daring violation of right is one of the most 
perilous experiments which has ever been made on 
the forbearance of mankind. Some of the wicked 
calumnies by which the public were deluded into 
this act of spoliation have been already denounced ; 
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it remains, in a future communication, to consider 
some other of the pretences set up by those who 
have turned aside the needy from judgment, and 
taken away the right from the poor of the people.

Bridgwater, Jan. 3.


