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The New Poor Law and Local Society in
Nineteenth-Century England: The Anti-Poor Law
Movement in the Huddersfield Area

by
Koyma Takashi

Recent scholarship on the New Poor Law has emphasized ‘continuity ”
in the local poor law administration before and after 1834, and has
pointed out the important role of the Anti-Poor Law Movement in com-
pelling the Poor Law Commissioners to allow discretion to boards of
gurdians in the industrial North. This paper focuses on the Huddersfield
area, a stronghold of this movement in the West Riding, and attempts.
to interpret the impact of the New Poor Law on this locality.

After reconstructing the course of the Anti-Poor Law Movement in
this area, this paper flrst suggests that intimate social networks in the:
workplace contributed to the cohesion of this movement. Second, in
lIocal politics, the Tory-Radical ‘alliance’ between R. Oastler and the
Huddersfield Radicals played a catalytic role in strengthening the soli~
darity of the anti-poor law groups.

Lastly, the ratepayers’ interest in economy and the demand for poor
relief had been balanced by flexible relief practices under the Old Poor
Law and this local and reciprocal norm influenced the majority of the
population. The impact of the New Poor Law consisted in the fear and
unrest aroused by its representation as a frightfully alien and immoral
threat to the abovementicned norm. This representation of the New
Poor Law as a threat to the established order centered on its plan for
central control and the workhouse system.
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