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the patients b ing transfi rred Lo th workhouse in Galway city, 
which was adapted to function as the county hospital. In 
Longford, the Granard and Ballymahon unions were abolished 
and their workhouses closed, while the Longford workhouse was 
converted into a county home. Monaghan saw the closure of 
three county hospitals and the conversion of the workhouse into a 
county home (BARRINGTON; COLEMAN; GARVIN). With the 
establishment of the Irish Free State, the county plan was 
extended across the country. The Local Government Act of 1925 
legalised a county rate for poor relief and medical purposes and 
formally abolished boards of guardians everywhere except 
Dublin, replacing them with Boards of Health and Public 
Assistance. The majority of workhouses were converted into 
county homes or hospitals. The former provided institutional 
relief for the aged and infirm and for chronic invalids, with 
additional provision being made in some cases for groups such as 
lunatics, epileptics, unmarried mothers and children. 

In devising and implementing the restructuring of county 
government, the interests of the poor and sick received little 
consideration. The disruption to poor law administration in 1920-
22 had a largely negative impact on the poor. In County Offaly, 
for example, the Birr board of guardians suspended outdoor 
relief payments in January 1921 due to lack of funds (DALY 
1998). The closure of hospitals and workhouses meant that many 
people had to travel further in order to access welfare services, 
and to deal with unfamiliar officials. A few people did benefit, 
however. In County Waterford the weekly outdoor allowance of 
the elderly was increased from 2s 6d to 5s in J anuary 1922 
(KINEALY 1992). Even after the return of political stability there 
is little evidence to suggest that the new arrangements were a 
significant improvement on those operating under the poor law, 
although this was in part a consequence of the economic depres­
sion affecting Ireland in the decades immediately following 
independence which would have imposed a strain on any welfare 
system. As KINEALY (1992, p. 593) observe , while independent 
Ireland 'now had its own system of poor relief, the transition 
made little difference to the quality of r lief which paupers 
received nor did the number of people in receipt of poor relief 
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drop significantly'. Both systems, old and new, were 'designed to 
deal aln1ost exclusively with relief of poverty rather than with its 
causes' . Standards of health care and institutional care provided 
by local authorities in the 1920s and 1930s left much to be 
desired, supplying what FERRITER (p. 112) has described as 
'continuity in neglect'. 

(f) The poor law in Northern Ireland 
The fact that poor law boards survived in Northern Ireland until 
1948, well after their demise in both independent Ireland and 
Great Britain, reflects the inherently conservative nature of the 

orthern Ireland administration. Even in Northern Ireland, 
however, the impact of social welfare reforms, such as the intro­
duction of old age pensions, meant that workhouses were increas­
ingly occupied by the aged and infirm, the sick, the insane and 
children. On the last Saturday in March 1938, the Belfast 
workhouse contained 2,114 people, of whom 1,460 were in the 
infirmary. Of the 654 inmates in the main house, only 23 were 
able-bodied adults (FARRELL). Attempts were made to integrate 
the new insurance-based social welfare benefits with the poor law 
system. Under the Unemployed Insurance Act of 1931, for 
example, poor law boards operated as public assistance commit­
tees. Poor law guardians, however, remained faithful to poor law 
principles, seeing themselves as guardians of the public purse and 
public morality. Applicants were regularly removed from the 
outdoor relief lists in 1930s Derry, for example, for spending their 
relief payments on gambling, drinking or attending football 
matches (DURNIN). The rigid adherence of Northern Ireland 
guardians to traditional views of poverty and welfare was to bring 
them into conflict with central government. 

The economic depression of the 1920s and 30s placed a 
considerable strain on poor law resources particularly in the 
major cities. Structural unemployment left growing numbers 
dependent on the poor law, either because they were uninsured , 
or because their insurance contributions had been exh austed. 
Since the able-bodied were not entitled to outdoor relief, 
unemployed workers were expected to enter the workhouse. 
Following protests by unemployed workers in Belfast in 1923-24, 
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the Belfast Board of Guardians was persuaded to apply for an 
order under the 1898 Local Government Act authorising the 
provision of outdoor relief on account of the exceptional levels of 
distress in the city. Emergency relief was still being provided in 
1927. Anxious to reduce the cost to local ratepayers, the 
guardians decided to cease payments to anyone who had been 
unemployed for over a year. As a result 235 recipients were 
removed from the outdoor relief lists. This decision caused 
considerable irritation within the Northern Ireland government. 
The Ministry of Home Affairs condemned it as 'contrary to the 
modern conception of social service', and reminded the 
guardians that they would be 'open to grave censure if it could be 
laid to their doors that, as a result of omnibus decisions, they had 
allowed individual deserving cases to be unprovided for' .8 The 
guardians were unmoved and the government was eventually 
forced to empower the ministry to override the wishes of local 
boards and order the payment of outdoor relief in districts experi­
encing exceptional distress. 

Unemployment was to become the cause of even greater 
conflict in the 1930s when discontent over entitlement to, and 
levels of, outdoor relief prompted protest marches and demon­
strations in Belfast and Derry. In the summer of 1932, the 
Outdoor Relief Workers Committee called all those employed on 
relief works in Belfast out on strike, and organised a series of 
demonstrations including an invasion of the workhouse by 300 
single men. Serious violence erupted on 10 October 1932, when 
armed police broke up a demonstration that had been banned by 
the authorities. The resultant rioting left one man dead and over 
30 people injured. Under pressure from the government the 
Belfast guardians agreed to a substantial increase in rates of 
outdoor relief, which would be paid in cash rather than kind, as 
well as relief for single men and women . living on their own. In 
Derry, by contrast, the authorities were able to contain popular 
militancy by banning marches and arresting the leaders of the 
unemployed, allowing the guardians to resist any significant 
concessions. Indeed, in 1933 the board adopted a policy of 
making all outdoor relief payments in kind. The following year 
the government transferred the assessment of the destitute 
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uncmplo d from th guardian-run public assistanc committees 
to n , l r at d a istan boards, thus redu ing pr ssur on the 
poor law t m and a ing tension between central and local 
go\' rnm nt. The poor xperienced little improvement in their 
situation, howev r. When responsibility for the uninsured poor 
wa returned to poor law boards under the 1937 Poor Law 
Aii1endment act, which authorised the granting of outdoor relief 
to ingle, able-bodied unemployed, the majority of poor law 
boards simply ignored the act (DURNIN). 

Both the retention of boards of guardians in Northern Ireland 
and the response to the outdoor relief protests have been inter­
preted as products of the divide and rule strategy adopted by the 
Stormont administration. DEVLIN argues that the government 
used the provision of social security to reward its own supporters 
and maintain pressure on the Catholic minority. Ministers forced 
the Belfast guardians to accede to the protesters demands in 1932 
because the guardians' parsimony 'threatened the immediate 
goal of the hierarchy - the division of Protestant and Catholic 
working classes - and ultimately their strategy of retaining control 
of the state apparatus'. CLIFFORD has vigorously challenged this 
interpretation, pointing out that inequalities in poor relief were 
as much due to structural factors as to sectarianism, and insisting 
that the concessions won by the protesters were a victory for social 
action. 

The poor law system was finally swept away in Northern 
Ireland as part of the reorganization of local government adminis­
tration and health services that took place between 1946 and 
1948. Northern Ireland followed Britain in establishing the 
Beveridge welfare state with universal benefits and free to all 
health services, but the welfare system introduced in Northern 
Ireland was more restrictive than that in Great Britain, with a 
more centralised administrative structure. This gave a greater role 
to appointed bodies and thus to professional and religious organi­
sations (FAHEY & McLAUGHLIN) . Boards of guardians met for 
the fin al time in July 1948, when they were instructed by the 
Ministry of Health and Local Government to pres rve all paper 
and documents as 'a re ord of the valuabl work done by poor 
law administration ' (DURNIN, p. 554). This instruction helps to 
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explain why the records of poor law unions in Northern Ireland 
are so much more extensive than those for unions in indepen­
dent Ireland. Safeguarding the records of a disliked and discredit­
ed system came low on the Free State government's list of 
priorities. 



CONCLUSION 

Th poor law had a significant impact in Ireland. Both directly 
and indirect! it affected people 's lives, and the localities in which 
they r ided, in ways that many other pieces of early nineteenth­
century legislation did not. Over the period of its existence the 
sy t in evolved in response to external events, most notably the 
Fa1nine, to changing social attitudes, and to initiatives, such as the 
introduction of medical relief, that were generated from within. 
Efforts to introduce more wide-ranging reforms at the beginning 
of the twentieth century were hampered by political and religious 
divisions that prevented critics of the existing system from uniting 
behind a common programme of reform. The poor law never 
acquired popular legitimacy, but by the end of the nineteenth 
century it had acquired some degree of popular acceptance. 

The broad outlines of Irish poor law history are well estab­
lished. The main features of the relief system have also been 
delineated. We have some sense not only of who the recipients of 
relief were but of how they used the system. We know · which 
groups of people were most likely to seek relief, and at what stages 
of their lives. There are, however, many aspects of the poor law 
that we do not understand. Ireland is largely absent from the 
historiography of the new English poor law and of European 
welfare. Yet a comparative framework is essential for any systemat­
ic analysis of welfare practices, whether within the United 
Kingdom or beyond. Further research is needed on the decision­
making process generally and on issues of entitlement and eligi­
bility in particular, as well as on the process by which the poor 
sought relief. We have only a vague awareness and even vaguer 
understanding of regional variations in relief practices. It would 
appear that poor law guardians in the north of the country were 
more in sympathy with the principles of less eligibility and the 
workhouse test than their colleagues in the south, and were 
slower to take advantage of their powers to grant outdoor relief 
and r ct labourers' cottages. It remains unclear whether this was 
a result of the r ligious geography of the north, or of social and 
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economic factors, or a combination of these. Having explored 
local experiences during the Famine years, local history now has a 
particular role to play in identifying the regional characteristics of 
poor relief in both the pre- and the post-Famine periods. 

The poor law continued to influence welfare practices in 
Ireland even after the administrative structures it had created had 
been swept away. The poor in independent Ireland might have 
been spared the humiliation of the workhouse but they had no 
right to assistance and in demonstrating their entitlement to relief 
were still required to meet moral as well as financial criteria. 
Welfare states are presently under considerable pressure in 
Ireland and Britain, and questions of eligibility and access are 
once again under debate. Without an understanding of the poor 
law system and the historical development of poor relief, this 
debate will lack a crucial dimension. 



, Quoted in GEARY, p. 155. 

:! Quoted in WALSH, p. 25. 

1 Quoted in HAINES, p. 444. 

1 Quoted in GRANT 1990, p. 37. 

-, Quoted in O'MAHONY, p. 58. 

NOTES 

,; Quoted in 6 MURCHADHA 1998, p, 195. 

, Quoted in CROSSMAN 2006a, pp. 136-7. 

1 Quoted in FARRELL, pp. 85. 
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