RESPECTABILITY AND THE LONDON POOR,
1780–1870: THE VALUE OF VIRTUE

Perspectives in Economic and Social History

Series Editors: Andrew August
Jari Eloranta

Titles in this Series
1 Migrants and Urban Change: Newcomers to Antwerp, 1760–1860
Anne Winter
2 Female Entrepreneurs in Nineteenth-Century Russia
Galina Ulianova
3 Barriers to Competition: The Evolution of the Debate
Ana Rosado Cubero
4 Rural Unwed Mothers: An American Experience, 1870–1950
Mazie Hough
5 English Catholics and the Education of the Poor, 1847–1902
Eric G. Tenbus
6 The World of Carolus Clusius: Natural History in the Making, 1550–1610
Florike Egmond
7 The Determinants of Entrepreneurship: Leadership, Culture, Institutions
José L. García-Ruiz and Pier Angelo Toninelli (eds)
8 London Clerical Workers, 1880–1914: Development of the Labour Market
Michael Heller
9 The Decline of Jute: Managing Industrial Change
Jim Tomlinson, Carlo Morelli and Valerie Wright
10 Mining and the State in Brazilian Development
Gail D. Triner
11 Global Trade and Commercial Networks:
Eighteenth-Century Diamond Merchants
Tijl Vanneste
12 The Clothing Trade in Provincial England, 1800–1850
Alison Toplis

13 Sex in Japan’s Globalization, 1870–1930:
Prostitutes, Emigration and Nation Building
Bill Mihalopoulos
14 Financing India’s Imperial Railways, 1875–1914
Stuart Sweeney
15 Energy, Trade and Finance in Asia: A Political and Economic Analysis
Justin Dargin and Tai Wei Lim
16 Violence and Racism in Football:
Politics and Cultural Conflict in British Society, 1968–1998
Brett Bebber
17 The Economies of Latin America: New Cliometric Data
César Yáñez and Albert Carreras (eds)
18 Meat, Commerce and the City: The London Food Market, 1800–1855
Robyn S. Metcalfe
19 Merchant Colonies in the Early Modern Period
Victor N. Zakharov, Gelina Harlaftis and Olga Katsiardi-Hering (eds)
20 Markets and Growth in Early Modern Europe
Victoria N. Bateman
21 Welfare and Old Age in Europe and North America:
The Development of Social Insurance
Bernard Harris (ed.)
22 Female Economic Strategies in the Modern World
Beatrice Moring (ed.)
23 Crime and Community in Reformation Scotland:
Negotiating Power in a Burgh Society
J. R. D. Falconer
24 Policing Prostitution, 1856–1886: Deviance, Surveillance and Morality
Catherine Lee
25 Narratives of Drunkenness: Belgium, 1830–1914
An Vleugels

Forthcoming Titles
Residential Institutions in Britain, 1725–1970: Inmates and Environments
Jane Hamlett, Lesley Hoskins and Rebecca Preston (eds)
Mercantilism and Economic Underdevelopment in Scotland, 1600–1783
Philipp Robinson Rössner
Conflict, Commerce and Franco-Scottish Relations, 1560–1713
Siobhan Talbott
Drink in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries
Susanne Schmid and Barbara Schmidt-Haberkamp (eds)
Commercial Networks and European Cities, 1400–1800
Andrea Caracausi and Christof Jeggle (eds)
Jewish Immigrants in London, 1880–1939
Susan L. Tananbaum
Consuls and the Institutions of Global Capitalism, 1783–1914
Ferry de Goey
Insanity and the Lunatic Asylum in the Nineteenth Century
Thomas Knowles and Serena Trowbridge (eds)

vwww.pickeringchatto.com/PESH

RESPECTABILITY AND THE LONDON POOR,
1780–1870: THE VALUE OF VIRTUE

by
Lynn MacKay

PICKERING & CHATTO
2013

Published by Pickering & Chatto (Publishers) Limited
21 Bloomsbury Way, London WC1A 2TH
2252 Ridge Road, Brookfield, Vermont 05036-9704, USA
www.pickeringchatto.com
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise
without prior permission of the publisher.
© Pickering & Chatto (Publishers) Ltd 2013
© Lynn MacKay 2013
To the best of the Publisher’s knowledge every effort has been made to contact
relevant copyright holders and to clear any relevant copyright issues.
Any omissions that come to their attention will be remedied in future editions.
british library cataloguing in publication data
MacKay, Lynn, author.
Respectability and the London poor, 1780–1870: the value of virtue. –
(Perspectives in economic and social history)
1. Poor – England – London – History – 18th century. 2. Poor – England –
London – History – 19th century. 3. London (England) – Social conditions
– 18th century. 4. London (England) – Social conditions – 19th century. 5.
London (England) – Economic conditions – 18th century. 6. London (England)
– Economic conditions – 19th century.
I. Title II. Series
305.5’69’09421-dc23
ISBN-13: 9781848932814
e: 9781848932821

∞

This publication is printed on acid-free paper that conforms to the American
National Standard for the Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials.
Typeset by Pickering & Chatto (Publishers) Limited
Printed and bound in the United Kingdom by the MPG Printgroup

CONTENTS

Acknowledgements
List of Figures and Tables

ix
xi

Introduction
1 Borrowing a Warm
2 Mazy Courts and Dark Abodes
3 The Daily Grind
4 Using Charity and Poor Relief
5 Different Temporalities
Conclusion
Appendix

1
19
45
79
105
135
155
159

Notes
Works Cited
Index

167
197
215

This book is dedicated to my mother, Patricia Doreen Magee MacKay, whose
support has been unwavering, and who never once asked me why I hadn’t stayed
at the Treasury Board.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Early stages of this project were funded by the Social Science and Humanities
Research Council of Canada, and I was also fortunate to receive research grants
from Trent and Brandon Universities. I am grateful for this support. I owe a debt
of thanks to many people for their advice and assistance, most obviously to Nick
Rogers, who supervised the original research and who provided quite the best
introduction to the historical profession. Doug Hay was generous with his time
and made many incisive comments on my work. Joan Sangster was untiring in
finding ways to keep me employed during the hiring drought after I finished my
PhD, for which I am still grateful. Audience members and anonymous reviewers
asked thoughtful and thought-provoking questions of the papers and articles
that were part of the development of this project, and I thank them.
I should also like to thank the staff of the Westminster Public Archives, the
British Library, the London Metropolitan Archives and the National Archives
for their assistance and patience. I owe a particular debt of gratitude to my colleagues in the History Department at Brandon, David Winter, Jim Naylor and
Patti Harms, and to Jessica Sheetz-Nguyen and Tish Langlois. Finally, my family
has been supportive of this project for far longer than should have been necessary, and I am grateful.

– ix –

LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES

Figure 2.1: Map of St Martin in the Fields, areas of poverty
Figure 2.2: The wards of St Martin in the Fields

69
70

Table 3.1: Occupational groupings for Westminster and St Martin’s
83
Table 3.2: Dealing and manufacturing male trades common to all years
84
Table 3.3: Female occupations by group and trade
89
Table 4.1: Workhouse admissions of St Martin in the Fields
116
Table 4.2: St Martin in the Fields workhouse high-repeat entrants
124
Table 4.3: St Martin in the Fields workhouse absenters
133
Table A.1: Strand taxation ward rent and income data
160
Table A.2: St Martin’s streets grouped by median rent levels and percentage
having difficulty paying rates
164

– xi –

INTRODUCTION

Historians are agreed that in the last two hundred years there has been a transformation in social relations: in the late eighteenth century, life was lived largely
in public outside the home, and this was especially the case in plebeian neighbourhoods in cities. Neighbours depended upon one another in the struggle to
make ends meet, lending, borrowing and sometimes simply giving and receiving
assistance; subsistence was a collective endeavour. Reputation in the neighbourhood was crucial, and neighbours judged one another constantly; being thought
respectable was the key to various kinds of assistance. The focus was generally
very short-term; the ability to get through the next week was often the crucial
concern. Finally, there was a greater tolerance of violence, both interpersonal
and against animals. Since the eighteenth century, home has become a sanctuary
and a main locus of leisure time. Families no longer regularly rely on neighbours
in trying to maintain subsistence: men and women are meant to make ends meet
through their own good efforts. Respectability has been redefined and no longer
rests primarily on the judgement of neighbours. The focus has become much
more long-term, and violence is thought shameful and is frequently hidden,
especially if it occurs within the family. As well as the widespread agreement
that such shifts have occurred, there has also been consensus that in the nineteenth century the middle and upper classes promoted such shifts, especially for
plebeian women and men, and that demands for the adoption of new codes of
behaviour and habits of mind were couched in moral terms. It was thought necessary, in short, for plebeian men and women to undergo a moral reformation.
There has been much less agreement concerning the timing of such shifts,
however. Robert Shoemaker, one of the most trenchant, and certainly one of the
most prolific historians focusing on these changes, has argued in a series of articles and in his book, The London Mob,1 that by the end of the eighteenth century
there had been significant changes in plebeian behaviour. He says street disputes,
both physical and verbal, lessened over the course of the eighteenth century, and
the importance of reputation diminished. Shoemaker links these shifts to new
notions of masculinity and femininity that downplayed violence for the former
and encouraged passivity for the latter; to the growth of politeness – especially
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significant for the middle and upper classes; and to an increasing desire for
privacy that lessened the significance of the streets for sociability. Most of all,
however, Shoemaker posits the changing relationship between the individual
and the community as the crucial factor in lessening interpersonal conflict and
violence. He says that for all but the very poorest,
What one said or did in public, or what others said about you, became less important
than what happened behind closed doors, or indeed one’s own individual self-examination. Increasingly, the individual was able to shape his or her own reputation
without reference to the wider public …
A more modern notion of the individual developed … in which identity was
determined by the inner, ‘true’ self, regardless of public opinion.2

Shoemaker concludes that as distinctions between the public and private spheres
became more rigid, reputation less important and the neighbourhood ability to
police it less efficacious, the street crowd ‘lost its central place in London public
life’, so that ‘By the end of the eighteenth century the age of the mob was over’.3
Underlying these shifts was urban growth, which, according to Shoemaker, ‘radically altered patterns of public social interaction in eighteenth-century London.
Owing to the rapid pace of population growth, economic change and social
mobility, a new kind of urban environment was created in which relationships
formed in neighbourhoods and on the streets became less important than those
forged in less public contexts’.4
In concentrating on various kinds of street activities occurring throughout
the century, Shoemaker brings his readers close to the tenor of plebeian life.5 He
also insists, quite rightly, that plebeian Londoners were not mere passive recipients of new cultural notions and values trickling down from on high.6 That said,
however, there are some fundamental problems with the trajectory he describes.
First, for all he insists that all classes contributed to shaping the cultural shifts
he identifies, it is often not clear in the book which class Shoemaker is discussing – generic Londoners appear regularly. Nor, as Nick Rogers has noted, does
Shoemaker adequately explain the plebeian agency he posits. As Rogers points
out, ‘Gestures toward the decline of neighbourhood and its consequent effect
upon public reputations remain gestures. To make the case a richer social geography of London is required’.7 Finally, the evidence does not seem to bear out
claims that these shifts had taken place for most plebeian people by the end of
the eighteenth century.
John Carter Wood has studied particular aspects of these shifts, and the
timeframe he posits differs from Shoemaker’s. Focusing especially on plebeian
violence in nineteenth-century England, Carter Wood charts the ways in which
two dominant mentalities of violence interacted through the century: what he
terms the ‘civilizing’ (language idealizing ‘rationality and self-restraint’) and the
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‘customary’ (‘Originating in an older social context, legitimating direct physical
confrontation, appealing to less restrained notions of propriety’8). According to
Carter Wood these mentalities became identified respectively with the middle
and working classes, although by the 1870s, he says, all but the roughest sections
of the working class had ‘adopted various elements of Victorian respectability’,9
resulting in a wide penetration of the ‘civilising’ ethos, as Jon Lawrence put it in
his review of the book.10 Lawrence criticizes Carter Wood for being overly schematic, particularly in overemphasizing the hegemony of the civilizing mentality
in the middle class. For all its sensitivity to customary culture and the importance of spatiality, Carter Wood’s book inadequately explores the ambivalences,
adaptations and instances of resistance in various sectors of plebeian London to
what been called the middle-class civilizing mission.11 One of his most important influences is the work of Norbert Elias,12 whose notion that social change
begins at the top of society and then trickles out and down through subordinate
ranks seems to deny agency to the majority and does not adequately recognize
that adoption, co-option, adaptation or rejection of new codes of behaviour
may result at least in part from factors internal to subordinate classes. In Elias’s
version of change, when the majority does reject elite discourses, it seemingly
becomes little more than a retrograde force blocking the path to civilization.
This diminishes the humanity of the majority and runs counter to the whole
impetus of social history in the past four or five decades. For all these reasons,
then, Elias’s analysis seems rather a poisoned chalice for historians, in spite of the
nuanced attempts by people like Carter Wood to use it.13
A third period on offer for the transition from customary codes of behaviour
is the decade of the 1930s. During this ten-year span more than a million families moved from inner-city neighbourhoods to the glory of home ownership in
the suburbs. A recent BBC Four documentary, relying on the work of Martin
Pugh and Richard Overy among others, echoed the claims historians have made
for the late eighteenth century and the 1870s: in the 1930s ‘Daily life became
centred on the home and family rather than on the street and the extended community’.14 Indeed, salient features of the customary neighbourhood were still to
be found in some 1950s neighbourhoods – Willmott and Young’s examination
of Bethnal Green being the best-known study of these – and Philip Abrams’s
work on even later decades still found in places a ‘densely woven world of kin,
neighbours, friends and co-workers, highly localised and strongly caring within
the confines of quite tightly defined relationships’.15
Clearly there is no consensus concerning the timing of this shift that in the
long run all agree took place. This study argues that in many sectors of plebeian London, customary forms of thought and behaviour persisted far longer
than often supposed; that neighbourhood reputation upon which respectability
rested remained crucial; that collective resources for maintaining subsistence

4

Respectability and the London Poor, 1780–1870: The Value of Virtue

remained popular and necessary; that a short-term focus remained the norm;
and that violence remained accepted. There was, in fact, no single date at which a
transformation in social relations can be said to have occurred for plebeian London as a whole. At different times, different sectors adopted, adapted, resisted,
manipulated or rejected various strands of the new discourse extolling privacy
and individual responsibility. In order to make sense of this very complex situation, a systematic framework of analysis is helpful, since it is in the nature of
cultural transformations to be complicated. While making no claim to chart the
transition being examined to its fruition, this study hopefully will help establish
a more systematic approach to understanding such change.
To this end, four factors have been identified that helped customary culture
remain resilient: spatiality, economic uncertainty, the extent and nature of the
social safety net, and finally, the lack of mobility. The importance of spatiality
has, until recent years, perhaps been under-appreciated by historians. As Edward
Soja has noted, geography became marginalized in critical social thought in
the nineteenth century, and space came to be seen ‘as dead, fixed, undialectical,
immobile, while time was seen to be filled with richness, fecundity, life, dialectic’. Throughout his work, Soja has opposed ‘space blinkering historicism’,16 as he
calls it, but he also notes that while space helps shape social beings, people also
make and remake physical spaces.17 The spatial configuration of neighbourhoods
– the type of housing and its arrangement along streets, courts, yards and alleys
– was crucial in promoting or discouraging the kind of private, self-sufficient
family life being touted by middle- and upper-class reformers in the nineteenth
century. As will be seen, the spatiality of plebeian neighbourhoods in central
London was not conducive to the new demands. When economic uncertainty
is widespread, especially when resulting from fairly long-term patterns and
structures of employment, people frequently hesitate to embrace discourses that
may well make subsistence more difficult to maintain, or which cannot deliver
on what they promise. As David Green has shown, economic security in many
of the trades found in the central part of the capital was decreasing during this
period, making cultural experimentation yet more risky for many plebeian Londoners.18 The chief instrument of state social assistance at this time was the poor
law. During the nineteenth century, both this system and philanthropy were
reformulated to reflect and achieve priorities and values the middle and upper
classes thought necessary. Both changed in ways that limited their usefulness
to plebeian Londoners. As Martin Bulmer has observed, ‘Self-help networks at
the local level were a realistic response to low incomes, economic adversity and
unpredictable domestic crisis. In the absence of state support for the relief in the
home of illness, old age or unemployment, the “safety net” for most families was
the neighbourhood itself ’.19
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The final factor, lack of mobility, resulted from the absence of widely accessible cheap public transportation before the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
Even with its establishment, however, plebeian women and men were still often
tied to the neighbourhoods of central London. Men had to be able to work on
very short notice when a job turned up; women needed to be able to access credit
at shops where they were known. As George Sims said of the central London
poor in 1883, ‘There are thousands of these families who would go away into the
suburbs, where we want to get them, if only the difficulty of travelling expenses
to and fro could be conquered. They herd together all in closely packed quarters
because they must be where they can get to the dock, the yard, the wharf, and the
warehouses without expense’.20 Acting together, these factors combined to help
the web of customary cultural responses remain resilient and plausible for many
plebeian Londoners between 1780 and 1870. Given that the last of these factors
– cheap public transportation – in the time period of this study is important
through its absence, the focus of examination will be on the first three. Identifying factors that permitted customary cultural practices to retain their appeal
does not mean they wholly determined such preferences. Rather, such factors
should be seen as creating conditions of plausibility: helping to convince people
that particular behaviours and priorities – particular discourses – offered practical help and the greatest chance of success in the business of maintaining life.
Saying that different sectors of plebeian London dealt with the new notions
of social relations at different times is not to deny the existence of class. Rather,
neighbourliness of the sort that will be discussed in this study played a crucial
role in the development of class, although admittedly, it was not a necessary and
sufficient condition automatically producing class solidarities. The argument of
this book builds on the work of Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly, and David Green.
As Lis and Soly acknowledge, neighbourliness, and the street life in which it was
embedded, could provide ‘mutual support and consolidation’ that might diffuse
the potential for class conflict, encouraging people to endure conditions better
resisted. Moreover, given that plebeian London was composed of innumerable
strata often shading one into another, whose occupants assiduously defended
their status, neighbourliness could easily lead to intra-class conflict and dissention. Nevertheless, Lis and Soly also point out that ‘the vitality and conviviality
of much working-class street life could cement a sense of shared identity and
common interests among the ... class’, and this in turn had the potential to promote class solidarity. Thus, neighbourliness could be a crucial enabling factor:
as Lis and Soly note, ‘Cultural practices like gossip, blame, public ridicule and
street demonstrations remained focused on preventing forms of internal differentiations that could harm solidarity’.21 Neighbourliness also made it possible to
raise street crowds quickly in order to address a variety of grievances – actions
that cannot simply be dismissed as pre-political mob fury, as Edward Thompson
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and a host of followers have shown. Rather, in environments in which alternative
forms of action were difficult and limited, crowd tactics, as James C. Scott has
insisted, did not reflect popular incapacity for more ‘advanced’ forms of action,
but were the result of conscious, realistic assessments of political constraints.22
Neighbourliness also played a role in more formal responses to authorities and
employers. Whether or not it is seen as a kind of precursor to mature class consciousness does not negate the role of neighbourliness as a continuous enabling
factor. Among male artisans, the most politicized sector of the working class,
solidarity to be sure centred on the workplace, but as Green has shown, it also
‘meshed imperceptibly with working-class residential communities. The pub,
house of call, friendly society and trade unions were primarily local institutions that reinforced the close spatial links between workplace and home’.23 For
casual workers, propinquity was also crucial. These workers had to be known
by employers and to be close at hand to take up any work opportunities that
arose. Consequently, while they moved often, these people rarely moved out of
a neighbourhood. As Green has noted, ‘structures of information and assistance
were highly localized and reinforced the role of the neighbourhood in workingclass life’ so that ‘the working-class community overlapped closely with that of
the workplace’.24 Green concludes that propinquity
provided a local setting for the construction of dense, social networks in which neighbours and fellow-workers were one and the same. Those who offended against the
trade, by refusing to join the union, for example, or acting as a blackleg, ran the risk of
alienating both workmates and neighbours alike.
This pattern of residential propinquity had much to do with the solidarity of
working-class communities, and specifically with the close associational life of artisans.25

A multiplicity of identities within plebeian London was available as people
defined themselves and their status against one another. Nevertheless, a number
of features of the discourse on customary popular culture were shared by various
plebeian aggregates, and there was at times an awareness of common interests
– or at least an identification of common enemies – that could transcend particular plebeian collectivities. Class, in short, was a Janus-faced concept, in one
direction facing outward, calibrating relations with other classes, and in the process helping continuously to shape and reshape a shared plebeian identity based
on neighbourhood and work solidarities. Facing the other direction, inward
within labouring communities, class was a finely graduated hierarchy that could
lead to roiling discontent and acrimony between and among plebeian people.
The notion that class does not possess a unitary definition borrows from the
insights of David Cannadine, but rejects his insistence on the greater valency
of the hierarchic: that is, the social world of Britain as a whole encompassing ‘a
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carefully graded ordering of rank and dignity, in which each layer melded and
merged almost imperceptibly into the next’, being ‘a seamless web’.26 This kind of
privileging seems necessarily to eviscerate class as a meaningful analytic concept.
Rather, in understanding class it is necessary to attempt to maintain a Janiform
counterpoise, in this case to see plebeian Londoners as copemates in both its
contronymic meanings: at once as partners and as antagonists.
In positing this understanding it is necessary to consider the relationship
between language and class. Certainly, in the wake of the linguistic turn the
importance of language has to be acknowledged, but this does not mean that it
wholly produces class. The moral reform discourse was available throughout the
nineteenth century, but for much of the period it met with dogged resistance,
or at best provisional and temporary acquiescence from a number of plebeian
collectivities. Not until structural factors like the labour market, the spatial
arrangements of housing and neighbourhoods, a more useful social safety net
and cheap public transit had been reconfigured did the discourses of moral individualism gain currency. As Eley and Nield observed,
Poststructuralism has been at its most productive when forcing us to confront the
complex machineries of meaning through which poverty comes to be understood, all
the complex modalities of its social and cultural construction … That we now need
to approach poverty as a discursive formation is for us beyond dispute. However, that
does not exhaust all the registers of possible or necessary approach.
For example, can the poststructuralist register deal sufficiently with the question
of how people enter the condition of being poor, with the processes that produce
and reproduce poverty as well as those that discursively secure such a condition of
being? …
Discourse may provide the limits of our ability to talk about things, but discursive constructions cannot exhaust the world’s field of precultural or noncultural
settings and actualities.27

This study explores the plausibilities structured by language, but also those
emanating from non-cultural settings, insisting on the retention of ‘the more
structuralist register of analysis’ that characterized social history.28
Before turning to the focus and context of this study, it is necessary to explicate
several central terms: ‘respectability’, ‘resistance’ and ‘the poor’. Respectability is
a slippery notion and has been interpreted variously by historians. It has not
often been seen, however, as a plebeian resource to be deployed against the upper
classes – as a weapon of the weak, to use Scott’s evocative phrase. Certainly, in
trying to explain why plebeian men and women chose to adopt a respectable
way of life, a number of historians have focused on its relationship to class and
status, asking whether it promoted or weakened class solidarity. Both Geoffrey
Best and F. M. L. Thompson, for instance, insisted that notions of respectability
cut across class boundaries, promoting greater consensus in nineteenth-century

