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Lecture 20
Edwardian Social Reform
Introduction

SLIDE 1
Between 1906 and 1914, the Liberal Government introduced more social reforms than any other government before it. This is a period of  incredible change and political shift in Britain, It is a defining moment in  Britain’s eventual transition from laissez-faire Victorian individualism to universal provision of the welfare state.  Essentially, it is a pivotal moment in the new age of care and consideration of the public by the British state.   
SLIDE 2

So there are three main themes here – 

· Social vs Individual Responsibility
· Who was involved in calling and implementing change?
· Public Health and National Efficiency 

And it is crucial for you to understand - 

· the reasons why the state became involved with social reform in the early twentieth century and just how far reforms represented a departure from Victorian individualism. 

SLIDE 3

First we start with the Victorian attitude to poverty and social welfare, shown best by this short clip from Dicken’s 1843 Christmas Carol. 

For the Victorians, Poverty was an indicator individual moral failings and weaknesses. Indiscipline, idleness and vice were often interwoven into the culturally known reasons for poverty.  This was a period of individualism and self-help where methods of support were usually ill-disguised punitive programs design to oppose a dependency culture; such as prisons or work houses.
SLIDE 4

There was a clear divide here between the have and have nots, while the state remained essentially aloof under the justification that too much welfare would encourage more poverty.  It was the responsibility of the individual not the state to make provision for periods of hardship.  In the limited cases of support provision, the central government had very little to do with welfare provision as these were carried out at local level. However, most often councils did not have sufficient funds. Local expenditure, for instance, increased by 300% between 1880 and 1905 while the number in debt doubled. Local authorities lacked the financial resources to deal with poverty. So if there were to be a concerted effort to deal with social problems it must be at state level and in rare cases where government action was taken, legislation was usually permissive and at the discretion of local authorities if to enforce.
SLIDE 5
Short of Government involvement – a common alternative for social insurance and support were the friendly societies which were semi-formal collaborative savings pools utilised typically by the working class which provided economic support for sick workers, or the wife and children of a deceased worker.  A revolutionary concept, the Friendly societies had similar hallmarks to a union in terms of familial links and preparatory measures for hardships.  
However, much would begin to shift in the Edwardian era,  where a period of unprecedented state intervention in social affairs began. The Liberal Government between 1906 and 1914 moved away from traditional, ‘Classical Liberalism’, which emphasised low taxation, individualism, and minimalist government, and embraced ‘New Liberalism’. 

The up-shot of New Liberalism was a wide range of social policies which brought the state into the lives of people in an unprecedented manner: 

•
 Measures aimed at children, such as free school meals, introduced in 1906. This act allowed local authorities to provide free school meals to needy children.  School meals were made compulsory in 1914 which is a further illustration of the departure from Victorian principles.  
•
Measures aimed at old people included the famous Old Age pension act of 1908. Pensions were to be paid to the over 70s at the rate of 5 shillings per week to those whose incomes were less than £21 a year.

•
Measures aimed to improve the conditions of workers and the trade unions. For instance the 1909 Labour Exchanges Act established the first ever regionally-organised job centres. 
•           Arguably, the most important enactment was the 1911 National Insurance Act. This provided health and unemployment insurance cover for workers in certain industries by automatically deducting 4 pence from their wages and putting it into an insurance fund, with the employer adding a further three pence and the state two pence.
While Liberals continued to advocate individual freedom, increasingly they argued that the poor were not free if they were living in poverty. State intervention, therefore, was justified, so long as it gave the individual more opportunity to shape his or her own destiny, free from the constraints of poverty. Moreover, it was argued that taxes should be raised to pay for schemes which would help those unable to help themselves. This starkly contrasted with Old Liberalism. 

SLIDE 8
The pollical shift that allowed for the forging of a new liberalism and government involvement in social warfare did not arise from a vacuum.  Increasingly throughout the 19th century, voices were raised about the welfare of the British public, concerns about exploitation, and fears for long terms impacts on productivity because of poor public health.   Social investigations by Charles Booth and Seebohm Rowntree were instrumental in changing people’s attitudes and making the middle and upper classes more aware of the widespread issue of poverty. Their work and publications reframed poverty as an economic not moral issue by illustrating the impact of factors outside the individual’s control such as irregular or cyclical employment, low-pay, sickness, and old age.   Rowntree continually repeated  the need for improved wages and clarified that one-third of the population did not have enough income to live a normal healthy life even if they spent every penny wisely.   However, while enlightened, even assessments such as those carried by Rowntree retained elements of moral judgement.  Rowntree distinguished between primary, those literally without enough to meet the bare minimum to survive, and secondary poverty, those with what he considered an adequate income but still experienced poverty as a result their own mistakes such as alcohol, gambling, and large families.
Slide 9 

Charles Booth focused on the housing and home welfare of the poor, demonstrating how constrains of poverty forced individuals to sacrifice health and welfare in terms of accommodation and diet to survive.  Booth and Rowntree’s investigations brought the issue of poverty to the forefront of the political debate, strengthened the belief that something must be done.  Ultimately, Booth and Rowntree proved conclusively that some people were so poor that the Victorian ideal of self-help would never lift them out of poverty, and Booth’s work on geographically impacted poverty and associated social malaise, would change understanding of poverty in Britain for a century.
Slide 10
Women had increasing influence in public life in the late nineteenth century. This was largely due to the extension of the local council electorate. This brought change in the social composition of local representatives and the male monopoly ended, with more and more women elected to school and public boards. As women entered the political arena constructively issues such as family health, women’s rights, and allowance were brought to public and political attention.  The introduction of maternity benefit in 1911 and local maternity clinics after 1914 can draw a direct causation to the role that women had begun to play in active politics and particularly pressure from the Women’s Co-operative Guild.  

As equally important was the rise of the Labour Party established in 1900 and Working-Class Unions.  Thought the right to vote was still limited with full male emancipation since nearly two decades away at the start of the 20th century, the Labour Party enjoyed the support of many working and middle class individuals keen to have their voices heard.  However, many working-leaders and unions did not support all of the reforms called for or implemented and remained suspicious about the implications of state intervention in people’s lives.  Still, reform was very much the watchword of the Labour Party, especially for unemployment, pensions, and free education to allow the brightest working-class children to compete on equal terms with those who were receiving private education. 
With many of these reforms established or at least considered by the Liberal government at the turn of the century, contextual questions can be asked of actual benevolence of the ruling Liberals under Lloyd George.  Debates exist as to what extent these actions were undertaken under the ground of political expediency rather than social awareness.  To stop the rise of the Labour Party, Liberals, in the words of Liberal Chancellor, needed to ‘kill socialism with kindness’.  
Slide 11

Not so much of a ‘if you can’t beat em, join em’  and more of a ‘nipping it in the bud’.  The liberal pursuit of social improvement policies implies a recognition of shifting cultural attitudes and a desire to get out in front before being left behind.   Which is almost exactly what they did.  After all, many of the reforms were concerned with the rights of workers, trade unions and public health– such as the Workmen’s Compensation Act, the Trades Dispute Act, and vitally, the 1911 National insurance Act.
Slide 12
National Efficiency

The Boer War in the late 1890s had raised fears about Britain’s poor military performance. There were humiliating setbacks in numerous battles. The principal concern was the deteriorating physical condition of the average private soldier.   In 1901 panic mounted due to the number of British Men who failed the enlistment medical, over one third of volunteers proved unfit for military service.  Not only did Britain face an issue in fielding a strong fighting force but the deplorable physical condition of the working-class male led to questions on his work efficiency, arguably a much more serious problem for the survival of the Empire.  Just over a decade later men in their thousands handed their bodies over to the British military, bodies were turned into fighting units following a decade of improved health care and social support.  While the issue of public health for the impoverished continued resulting in a significant number of refusals at the enlistment medical check in 1914, the rates of refusal were better than at the turn of the century, demonstration clear improvement in British public health over the course of a decade of reforms.  
Of course, the other issue here in terms of efficiency is the economic implications of the British population’s health.  The very same people being assessed and refused were the primary work force at the heart of the British Imperial manufacturing, production, and distribution empire and industries which now had major competition from the expanding economies in America and Germany.  To keep up, British employers become receptive to new thoughts on improving productivity including the provision for a better educated, healthy workforce would improve economic performance. It was no coincidence that Germany, a young country, having only established itself in 1871, had introduced state welfare in the 1880s and as a result was outperforming Britain in many sectors with a more educated and healthier workforce. Put clinically, it is possible to argue that social welfare and public health only became an issue worthy of political resolution, when the impact of current state of public welfare was shown to have a consequence upon the power and economic might of the British Empire.  Indeed, Edwardian social reform reflected a growing realisation that intervention was the best approach to improving public welfare, the question remains however if the motivation for these initiatives was more economic than moral, as many of the early acts and reforms had been focused firmly on the production and manufacturing populous in the 19th century.   Furthermore, before we enable the total elevation of the Liberals to sainthood, it should be recognised that reforms were not intended as a comprehensive or uniform system of welfare provision. Rather, they involved targeting discrete parts of the problem of poverty, maintained the means testing methods of assessment from the Poor Laws, and with much of the legislation, especially concerning children, kept control local and voluntary, maintaining aspects of the key Victorian policy that meant the central government ‘facilitated’ rather than ‘insisted’. 

Slide 14 – Conclusion
· Social vs Individual Responsibility
· State and Political Changes in attitude and action which improved key areas but still in many cases left local authorities holding the ball.
· Who was involved in calling and implementing change?
· Collaboration of voices, including new class and gender voices, yet, new does not always mean progressive, as even social reformers still maintained elements of Victorian moral attitudes.
· Public Health and National Efficiency
· As a rapidly developing self-aware society Britain’s population increasing invested within the improvement and maintaining of the country and empire.  Yet, while the Liberal reforms were essential and benevolent, alternative views allow us to question both the effectiveness and the motivations for the improvements implemented in the early 20th century. 
Slide 15 – 

· Thanks for watching, go to the padlet board to find out about the puppies.  
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