
Taking the Long View on Pensions 

CENTENARIES invite a stock-taking, and a review of the Old Age Pensions Act 
of 1898 is surely overdue. It occupies a curious place in our national history. 
Often alluded to with pride and widely accorded a special significance, it has 
nevertheless attracted little serious attention. Popular histories and general 
reference works still recycle a few standard lines, much as they have done for a 
century. 'Academic' historians largely ignore the subject altogether — and 
again, this is not really new. But for the last 25 years, research outside of New 
Zealand as well as within has been throwing up challenges to some familiar 
views of the historical place and role of old age pensions. They have yet to be 
absorbed into this nation's tale and it is time to push this along. 

A handful of oft-repeated ideas have long dominated the writing about 1898: 
King Dick's finest work, won against intense opposition, the Old Age Pensions 
Act formed a modest yet crucial break with tradition and gave a world lead on 
the path to social security and the full welfare state. Reeves cultivated this 
approach early on. In his colourful The Long White Cloud, first published in the 
year of the Pensions Act itself, Reeves wrote that 'The measure was [Seddon's] 
own and his greatest feat. He gradually shaped it until he made it what it was and 
long remained, the best of its kind in the world.' ' Condliffe, writing in the 1930s, 
saw the Act as Seddon's 'crowning achievement', which 'marked the end of the 
first era of state socialism and ushered in the humanitarian trend which 
subsequently proved to be the most characteristic expression of New Zealand 
public opinion'} In a short and sometimes sour book of the same era, Beaglehole 
described the pension as 'the sole act of importance for which Seddon was 
individually responsible' and as the basis of his subsequent popularity and 
power — 'the ample rock whereon he stood' ,3 Sutch took a more guarded stand: 

1 W.P. Reeves, The Long White Cloud, 4th ed., London, 1950, p.298. 
2 J.B. Condliffe, New Zealand in the Making. A Study of Economic and Social Development, 2nd 

ed., London, 1959, pp.223^t. 
3 J.C. Beaglehole, New Zealand: A Short History, London, 1936, p.68. 

93 

David Thomson, 'Taking the Long View on Pensions', New Zealand Journal of 
History, 32, 2 (1998), pp. 93-120. 



94 DAVID THOMSON 

'The Old Age Pensions Act of 1898 is not one in which present-day New 
Zealanders can take much pride — it is, however, important as a beginning of 
the non-contributory system.'4 

The post-war years saw the theme of world-beating humanitarianism really 
come into its own. A lengthy report by the Social Security Department in 1950 
captured the new tone well. 'New Zealand', it opened, 'has an unequalled record 
of half a century of progressive social legislation. A small but important start was 
made in 1898 with the Old Age Pensions Act . . . .'5 Its repetitious rhetoric, 
stressing inexorable advance culminating in the Social Security Act of 1938, 
became the norm. The report of the Royal Commission on Social Security in 
1972, for example, is full of such talk.6 McLintock's Encyclopaedia of New 
Zealand (1966) was a little more restrained, if in identical vein. The entry on 
social security begins 'Social Security in New Zealand may be regarded as 
having originated with the passing of the Old Age Pensions Act of 1898 The 
measure was the first of its kind in any British country and was the foundation 
stone of the welfare state.'7 There followed many repeats of the words liberal, 
liberalization, progress and progressive. Writing for a popular audience, A.H. 
Reed saw the Act as Seddon's 'best monument' and as 'the bold beginning of a 
great achievement'. 'Once more, "King Dick" had led the Empire, and his large-
hearted plan, built up and strengthened by others of similar mind in after years, 
was to grow into a great, world-famous social security plan.'8 

Academics, too, could catch the fever. For Condliffe, writing from afar, the 
Old Age Pensions Act of 1898 was now 'the first in an ever-increasing list of 
social welfare measures' and 'the foundation-stone of the Welfare State'.9 

Perhaps more unexpected was Keith Sinclair's effusiveness in a brief pamphlet 
aimed at secondary schools — I still remember it well from my 'School C' days. 
The Old Age Pensions Act, he wrote, marked 'the dramatic beginning of positive 
welfare legislation' and 'the beginning of the Welfare State in New Zealand'. 'It 
is for such deeds that Seddon justly won his high place among our leaders."0 

Elsewhere at about the same time Sinclair was much more cautious as to the 
pension's significance." 

4 W.B. Sutch, The Quest for Security in New Zealand, 1840 to 1966, Wellington, 1966, p.92. 
Sutch notes in his preface that the first eight chapters were written 'in 1939 and early in 1940'. 

5 Social Security Department, The Growth and Development of Social Security in New Zealand, 
Wellington, 1950, p. 17. 

6 Royal Commission of Inquiry into Social Security, Social Security in New Zealand, Wellington, 
1972. 

7 'Social Security', in A.H. McLintock, ed.. An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, Wellington, 
1966, III, p.269. 

8 A.H. Reed, The Story of New Zealand, Auckland, 1945, pp.281-2. 
9 J.B. Condliffe, The Welfare State in New Zealand, London, 1959, pp.284, 298. 
10 K. Sinclair, The Liberal Government, 1891-1912, Auckland, 1967, pp.24-26. 
11 For example, K. Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, revised ed., Harmondsworth, 1969, p. 187. 
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The last quarter-century has witnessed the continued repetition of such 
sentiments in general reference books, a watering down of them in introductory 
histories or school texts and the virtual disappearance of old age pensions from 
the works of academic historians as they have moved on to other things. Familiar 
phrases still appear. The Bateman New Zealand Encyclopaedia (1995) reports 
that 'Pensions for the aged and disadvantaged have been available in New 
Zealand for longer than any other country in the world. The modern welfare state 
could be said to have started with the . . . Old Age Pensions Act of 1898 . . . ."2 

Professional historians making a quick aside to pensions can still repeat the old 
lines: Savage's biographer described the Old Age Pensions Act of 1898 as 
'laying the foundation stone of New Zealand's social welfare system'.13 And 
school history texts can still rerun the old assertions, if now with less gusto: 
'Seddon's measure' wrote Barber in 1989, 'won a reputation as the foundation 
stone for New Zealand's welfare state'.14 

But overall the subject of pensions has fallen from favour. Olssen and Stenson, 
in a text aimed at the seventh-form market, wrote briefly and rather blandly that 
'the introduction of a pension in 1898, though hardly generous, gave to those 
who qualified some measure of economic independence'.15 Their hearts were 
clearly elsewhere — in 'new' topics such as land, Maori, social life, families and 
women. Another school text, The Story of New Zealand (1985), betrays similar 
'new' interests and makes minimal comment on the pension.16 Bohan manages 
to omit the subject altogether, except in a cartoon caption.17 A similar indiffer-
ence is evident in more substantial recent histories of New Zealand. This is not 
all new of course, for a number of authors through the century have managed to 
give 1898 the lightest comment, or no mention at all.18 But that treatment has now 
become standard. Pensions and 1898 get a mention in the Oxford Illustrated 
History of New Zealand, though the emphasis is upon all that was negative about 
the new scheme.19 David Hamer's major study of the Liberals reviews the long 
battle to pass the 1898 Act, then concludes (accurately) that this government was 

12 'Social Security', in G. McLauchlan, ed., Bateman New Zealand Encyclopaedia, 4th ed., 
Auckland, 1995, p.447. 

13 B. Gustafson, From the Cradle to the Grave. A Biography of Michael Joseph Savage, 
Auckland, 1988, p.75. 

14 L. Barber, New Zealand. A Short History, Auckland, 1989, pp.78-79. 
15 E. Olssen and M. Stenson, A Century of Change. New Zealand 1800-1900, Auckland, 1989, 

p.324. 
16 J. Bassett, K. Sinclair and M. Stenson, The Story of New Zealand, Auckland, 1985, p.l 18. 
17 E. Bohan, New Zealand. The Story So Far, Auckland, 1997, pp.60-61. 
18 For example, A. Mulgan, From Track to Highway. A Short History of New Zealand, 

Christchurch, 1944, covered the Liberal social legislation without touching on pensions at all. Oliver 
mentioned pensions, but not 1898: W.H. Oliver, The Story of New Zealand, London, 1960, p. 154. 

19 K. Sinclair, ed., The Oxford Illustrated History of New Zealand, 2nd ed., Auckland, 1996, 
pp. 142-3. 
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not advocating 'anything remotely resembling what later became known as the 
"Welfare State'".20 The interest in welfare issues, and the grandiose claims, had 
gone.21 

The consequence is an unsatisfactory silence. What are we now to make of 
1898 and the subsequent emergence of the 'welfare state', still an undeniable 
central and distinguishing characteristic of our century? Older views no longer 
convince, with their crude nationalism and excessive Whiggish faith in the 
onward march of progress. Much in our past, we now acknowledge, was not as 
we had insisted. And more troubling, inevitable linear progress seems not to be 
the rule of history after all, as the mid-century welfare state is dismantled more 
rapidly than it was built.22 A fresh look at the place of 1898 in the longer sweep 
is needed. 

Bill Oliver gave some pointers towards this several years back, in a brief essay 
on the 1890s.23 Welfare reforms by the Liberals, he reminded us, bore striking 
hallmarks of their recent past, at least as much as they were harbingers of what 
was to come. Concerns for discipline, order, respectability and desert — 
'nineteenth century values' as we might call them—were more in evidence than 
were 'twentieth century values' such as personal freedom, humanitarianism, or 
individual rights. Margaret Tennant examined this further in her work on 
charitable aid,24 while the Victorian roots of New Zealand's twentieth-century 
welfare practices were also remarked upon by Linda Bryder.25 And in an 
important study of the operations of old age pensions between 1898 and 1938, 
Gaynor Whyte found that 'old' rather than 'new' ideas dominated in practice.26 

The many exclusion clauses in the 1898 Act were applied with continuing and 
often mounting vigour. The undeserving were sorted busily from the deserving. 
Pension values barely kept pace with, and often fell behind, the rise in prices and 
wages. Rules on the counting of income and assets to determine eligibility for 
a pension were not liberalized markedly, as many have asserted, and the 
proportions of the old who qualified for a state pension shrank between 1900 and 
1930, down to less than 30%. A progressive, humanitarian state, working its way 

20 D. Hamer, The New Zealand Liberals. The Years in Power, 1891-1912, Auckland, 1988, p.66. 
21 This is written before the appearance of Margaret McClure's new book on the history of social 

security, due for publication during 1998. 
22 I am here using the term 'welfare state' in its loose and broad mid-century sense, to encompass 

the highly managed and regulated economy, or free and subsidized public health, education and 
housing services, and not simply in its current, narrow identification with income support benefits. 

23 W.H.Oliver, 'Social Policy in the Liberal Era', New Zealand Journal of History, 13,1 (1979), 
pp.25-33. 

24 M. Tennant, 'Indigence and Charitable Aid in New Zealand, 1885-1920', PhD thesis, Massey 
University, 1981, and Paupers and Providers. Charitable Aid in New Zealand, Wellington, 1989. 

25 L. Bryder, '"A Social Laboratory": New Zealand and Social Welfare, 1840-1990', British 
Review of New Zealand Studies, 4 (1991), pp.37^19. 

26 G. Whyte, 'Old-age Pensions in New Zealand, 1898-1938', MA thesis, Massey University, 
1993. 
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towards the full welfare state, was not in evidence so much as was a very 
nineteenth-century creature. 

It is this that I want to explore more here, in particular by stepping well outside 
of colonial New Zealand. The great majority of middle-aged settlers — those 
from among whom the late-century political leadership was drawn — were not 
born here. Of the 117 Liberal members of the House of Representatives who 
served between 1891 and 1912,35 had been born in England, 19 in Scotland and 
17 in Ireland, and most of them had arrived as adults.27 The 30 born here, moreover, 
had parents who were recent migrants. The world of their formative experiences 
was the Britain of the 1850s, 1860s and 1870s. Moreover, the colonists had a 
complex love-hate fascination with Home. Some things they longed to leave 
behind — class symbols, workhouses, crowded tenements. But there was much 
they wanted to bring, and they defined and measured their new society inces-
santly by reference to the world they had, in important senses, never left. The 
subsequent flow of ideas and information, too, never ceased. Colonists hungered 
for news of Home, watched developments there closely and debated the latest 
ideas of British leaders. They were intensely aware of themselves as part of an 
empire, and of a larger international community of habit and ideas as well. 

Understanding the colonists and 1898 also demands a long step back in time. 
Their formative world may have been mid-Victorian Britain, yet that world was 
also in flux. The lazy, all-too-easy and so very familiar historians' dismissal of 
everything before the period we want to focus upon as simply 'traditional' has 
been very evident in New Zealand history writings, as it is everywhere. It is way 
off the mark, and most especially so in relation to public welfare matters such 
as support of the elderly, which have a long, complex and ever-shifting history 
stretching back through many centuries. More importantly still, mid-Victorian 
Britain occupies a crucial and perhaps very atypical, 'non-traditional' place in 
that long history. Understanding these ebbs and flows is central to understanding 
the emergence of state old age pensions at the end of last century and of the 
twentieth-century welfare state thereafter. 

Our sights will be upon England, though a significant proportion of our settlers 
came from other parts. The justification is more than the eminence of the English 
and English ways in colonial New Zealand. It is that important recent historical 
reassessments, in demography, family and poor-law studies, have been pressed 
further in that country than elsewhere. A scholarly interest in the Scottish poor 
law, which was separate from that of England, has been slower to develop, 
though it is growing.28 Very little has been written on Ireland and the work on 

27 Hamer, pp.49-51. 
28 On the earlier Scottish poor law see R. A. Cage, The Scottish Poor Law, 1745-1845, Edinburgh, 

1981, and R. Mitchinson, 'The Poor Law', in T.M. Devine and R. Mitchinson, eds, People and 
Society in Scotland, I, Edinburgh, 1988, pp. 252-67. The nineteenth-century poor law is discussed 
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continental Europe is patchy. Even so, there is much to suggest that major 
changes in thinking about welfare cut across regional, national and oceanic 
boundaries, in earlier centuries as in our own. 

Whether these more recent assessments provide new views is a moot point. In 
many instances, we are returning to older ideas and ways of thinking about 
welfare, which were swept aside and lost in the twentieth-century rush to 
organize its history around the term 'welfare state'.29 This 'new' view, in brief, 
is that support of the aged poor, and of various other needy groups, has for many 
centuries been a public more than a private or family responsibility; that the mix 
of public and private welfare rights and duties has always been in contention; that 
the resulting balances shift substantially back and forth over time; and that the 
nineteenth century, sandwiched between centuries of large and expanding 
public assistance to the aged, saw a fierce retreat from public provision and a 
mounting insistence upon personal and family obligations to the old. The old age 
pension at century's end marked not some new venture as much as one sign of 
an episodic turn, in this instance back towards a much older way of organizing 
society. Our debates now on superannuation for the twenty-first century suggest 
that a companion cyclical shift in thinking about pensions is under way, exactly 
100 years later. 

Recent demographic research has played a key part in this reassessment. 
Earlier writers on welfare matters—and a good many still—made clear, simple, 
and largely unquestioned assumptions about past population structures. Lives 
were short, and marriages therefore early, birth rates high, families large, and 
elders rare. It followed that the many young could and would support the few old, 
but little of this seems to have been true. 

First, lives in the past were often long, and the elderly numerous. In pre-
modern or pre-industrial populations — the England of two or more centuries 
ago — large numbers of infants died early. Two in every ten infants in England, 
and more elsewhere, would die during the first year of life and just six in every 
ten would reach adulthood.30 But for those who survived childhood, the chances 
of living into mid-life and old age were reasonably good and changed surpris-
ingly little until recent decades. Each 30-year-old in pre-industrial England 

in I. Levitt, ed., Government and Social Conditions in Scotland, 1845-1919, Edinburgh, 1988, and 
I. Levitt and C. Smout, eds, The State of the Scottish Working-class in 1843: A statistical and spatial 
enquiry based on the data from the Poor Law Commission Report of 1844, Edinburgh, 1979. 

29 The observation that once the term 'welfare state' came into use in the 1940s, history was very 
quickly reorganized around it is by A. Briggs, 'Social Welfare, Past and Present', in A.H. Halsey, 
ed., Traditions of Social Policy, Oxford, 1976, p.4. 

30 These figures are from M.W. Flinn, The European Demographic System, 1500-1820, 
Brighton, 1981, pp. 16-17. A useful short guide to recent research and findings is R.A. Houston, The 
Population History of Britain and Ireland, 1500-1750, Basingstoke, 1992. 
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would live an average of 30-35 more years — the same as in the early twentieth 
century. The great health triumph of the last two centuries, in other words, has 
been to get infants through to adulthood. Only in the later twentieth century have 
we entered a new health era, where we lengthen life substantially in the later 
years. 

Elderly persons were in consequence a major presence in pre-industrial 
societies. In sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England, those over age 60 are 
now estimated to have formed around 9% of the national population — a ratio 
not reached in New Zealand until the 1930s, at which point the insupportable 
agedness of the population generated much anxiety.31 During those earlier 
centuries the ratio of elders (60+ years) to younger adults (15-59 years) was 1:6 
or 1:7 — again, ratios not reached in New Zealand till after World War II. 
Moreover, those pre-industrial elderly were spread unevenly between town and 
country, or farming and mining districts. Country towns and smaller cities were 
'retirement centres', with up to 20% and more of elderly persons.32 In short, aged 
populations and the burdens and responsibilities of their support, are not new. 
Nor are arguments about how or how not to aid them. 

In the nineteenth century, by contrast, the elderly became rarer as a 'youthing' 
of population took place. From the later eighteenth century population growth 
accelerated, as mortality levels improved quietly and as fertility rose from earlier 
and more universal marriage and the closer spacing of births within marriage.33 

By 1841, the year of the first national English census to report age fully, those 
over age 60 were 7% of the population and in a ratio of 1:9 with younger adults. 
Those proportions remained unchanged until century's end, when the current 
ageing of population began. And behind those nineteenth-century national 
averages lay extremes of highs and lows. As the new mill and mining towns 
mushroomed and North America and the colonies sucked away large numbers 
of the young, the aged were left behind in rural districts and country towns. There 
they could still form 15% and more of the population, but in the largest cities just 
2% or 3%. Nineteenth-century debates about the welfare rights and obligations 
of young and old, or of family and community, therefore took place in unusually 
'elder-free' times, most especially in the growing urban and industrial areas, and 
this helped a strongly anti-public-welfare mood to take hold. 

31 These estimates on agedness are taken from the major work on English historical populations: 
E.A Wrigley and R. Schofield, The Population History of England, 1541-1871: A Reconstruction, 
2nd ed., Cambridge, 1989, pp.215-19. 

32 Studies of medieval Europe are turning up many examples of very aged populations. See for 
example Z. Raz\,Life, Marriage and Death ina Medieval Parish. Economy, society and demography 
in Halesowen, 1270-1400, Cambridge, 1980, p,150ff. 

33 Introductory surveys of recent work on population dynamics in this era are M. Anderson, 
Population Change in North-Western Europe, 1750-1850, Basingstoke, 1988, and R. Woods, The 
Population of Britain in the Nineteenth Century, Basingstoke, 1992. 
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Another research development of importance here has been computer mod-
elling of past population structures, especially using the techniques of 
microsimulation.34 Though still in its infancy, this promises new insights into the 
possibilities of family support in old age. The problem for historians has been to 
know what living relatives a person might actually have had, at this or that point 
in life, if he or she lived in the eighteenth, nineteenth, twentieth — or indeed, 
twenty-first centuries. Was kin support in old age possible or viable — and might 
it be in the coming century? Microsimulation offers potential answers, by 
creating a model population in a computer, then 'ageing' those individuals 
through all stages of life, meanwhile bombarding them with the rates of 
marriage, births, deaths and so on that we know to have affected real populations 
at various points in time. At any moment the simulation exercise can be stopped 
and stock taken of the numbers of likely living relatives for any chosen 
individual in the model population. 

Most intriguingly, it seems that elderly persons in past times may have had few 
living relatives to whom, even in theory, they might turn for assistance. By 
comparison, the nineteenth century saw kin networks become more extensive, 
as a result of many things — earlier marriage, fewer people remaining single, 
more births and better survival. Twentieth-century persons, too, often have much 
fuller kin networks than did pre-industrial ones, even though birth rates have 
now plummeted — the few relatives born are likely to survive a long time. But 
in pre-industrial times the options for familial sharing were severely constrained 
by demography, and modernization seems thus far to have replaced compara-
tively 'kin-poor' lives with 'kin-rich' ones — one of the many instances in which 
changes have been in the opposite direction to that which has often been thought.35 

Nor can we assume that all relatives, even quite close ones, were available to 
assist the aged. For one thing, pre-industrial England, we have now come to 
recognize, was a highly mobile society, except perhaps for the most affluent.36 

Expectations of leaving the parental home and district in pursuit of work and 
marriage were central to pre-modern life and fundamental to the emergence of 
a capitalist wage economy. So were annual and seasonal migrations, following 
the harvest, the mining seasons or fashion trades. Studies of local communities 

34 For a summary of the technique of microsimulation see J.E. Smith. 'The computer simulation 
of kin sets and kin counts', in J. Bongaarts, T. Birch and K. Wachter, eds, Family Demography: 
Methods and Their Application, Oxford, 1987, pp.261-5, and D. Reher and R. Schofield, eds, Old 
and New Methods in Historical Demography, Oxford, 1993, Part IV. 

35 Evidence on the changing nature and extent of kin networks appears in Smith, 'The computer 
simulation of kin sets and kin counts'; Reher and Schofield; S. Ruggles, Prolonged Connections: the 
rise of the extended family in nineteenth century England and America, Madison, 1987; S. Ruggles, 
'Availability of kin and the demography of historical family structure', Historical Methods, 19 
(1986), pp.93-102; and a special issue on 'History and Ageing' of Ageing and Society, 4:4 (1984). 

36 A good sample of studies of pre-modern migration is reported in P. Clark and D.C. Souden, 
eds, Migration and Society in Early Modem England, London, 1987. 
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repeatedly show high 'turnover rates' between one population census or count 
and another, as individuals, households and whole families came and went. 
Across seventeenth-century England as a whole, between a half and two-thirds 
of a parish's population would move on over a period of ten or 12 years.37 

Movement was often over no great distance, but given the lack of literacy or 
mails and the general poverty of transport, separation put substantial limits upon 
the possibilities of family interaction, let alone of regular support of aged 
relatives. Moreover, there was a great deal of longer-distance movement as well, 
most especially to London, which drew in huge numbers to counter the very high 
death rates in that unhealthy swamp. The North American colonies, too, took 
substantial numbers out of England, especially during the seventeenth century.38 

Beyond physical distance lay another barrier to calling upon family help. In 
every era, each of one's relatives has his or her own competing web of kin 
relations and expectations. The daughter of an elderly woman, for instance, is 
likely also to be the wife of a middle-aged man, the sister or sister-in-law of 
several other mid-life men and women, the mother and perhaps mother-in-law 
of young adults, the daughter-in-law of one or two other elders, and so on. 
Negotiating the resulting obligations is no simple matter and requires firm social 
rules. Those rules of family life in the past have themselves been under 
reassessment, and it is clear that they did not favour the old. 

Alongside recent demographic studies there has also grown a new 'history of 
the family'. This is concerned with many aspects of family life — emotions, 
economics, psychology, religion, law and more—but most especially with what 
we might call structural matters. The driving questions have been how and when 
new families were formed, how they were shaped, who took the initiative, and 
what might be counted as 'family' or 'household'. And again, some familiar 
notions about 'traditional' families are being turned on their head. 

The predominant view had been that 'in the past', that is until the Industrial 
Revolution, 'traditional' families and households were large, complex, ex-
tended, and so able and willing to provide significant aid to old and other needy 
persons. With industrialization Western Europe, and subsequently the rest of the 
world, shifted towards small, isolated, self-contained 'nuclear' families, which 
had weak ties to kin beyond the immediate husband-wife-children unit. In this 
historic move, the elderly lost their former supports, and societies had to invent 
new ones — state old age pensions. 

37 Houston, pp.58-65. 
38 Estimates of migrating numbers, to London and elsewhere, are found in Wrigley and 

Schofield, pp.219-28. Important recent studies of the large transatlantic migration include D. Cressy, 
Coming Over. Migration and Communication Between England and New England in the Seven-
teenth Century, Cambridge, 1987, and B. Bailyn, Voyagers to the West: a passage in the peopling of 
America on the eve of the Revolution, New York, 1987. 
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But historians of the family now recognize that something rather like the 
'modern' nuclear family has been predominant in Britain and elsewhere in 
Northern Europe for many centuries. Some place its emergence around the 
sixteenth or seventeenth centuries, but others look many centuries earlier still, 
perhaps even in the first Christian centuries.39 This social pattern, often known 
as the Northwest European marriage or demographic regime, operated to keep 
population growth low and living standards above a subsistence minimum, by 
preventing a Malthusian clash between too many people and too little food. It 
also perhaps helped foster individualism, independence, mobility, economic 
calculation and risk-taking — the spirit of capitalism in other words.40 The 
emergence of modern capitalist industrial society in Northwest Europe rather 
than elsewhere, it is suggested, was no accident, even though other places 
(notably China) enjoyed technological or resource advantages. The peculiar 
family system and the values which drove it were perhaps crucial to economic 
success and 'the rise of the West'. 

This family system had a number of features.41 Young people, from their early 
to mid-teens, would typically leave home, and live and work away as apprentices 
or production servants—not servants in the later sense of 'lifestyle' domestics.42 

This phase lasted ten or more years, and marriage came late, with average age 
at first marriage in the mid- to late twenties for English men and women. 
Marriages were contracted between independent players — not families — who 
delayed it until they had the resources to sustain a new family and household of 
their own. Non-marriage was common, with a fifth or more of the population 
never marrying: marriage was not automatic or universal but a matter of personal 

39 Those arguing that the key changes occurred around the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
include L. Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-1800, London, 1977. Alan 
Macfarlane argues that the 'modern' family pattern was widespread in England at least by the 
fourteenth century: A. Macfarlane, Marriage and Love in England, 1300-1840, Oxford, 1986. The 
argument that it may date back to late-Roman times is made most fully by J. Goody, The Development 
of the Family and Marriage in Europe, Cambridge, 1983. 

40 The literature on the possible links between demographic structures and the rise of industrial 
capitalist society is now very substantial. The most ardent advocate of this argument has been Alan 
Macfarlane, in The Origins of English Individualism: The Family, Property and Social Transition, 
Oxford, 1978, and more recently in The Culture of Capitalism, Oxford, 1987. Another to make a 
similar argument is W. Seccombe, A Millennium of Family Change. Feudalism to Capitalism in 
Northwest Europe, London, 1992. An excellent, short and readable recent assessment of the possible 
connections between demography, economy, industrialization and more is E.A. Wrigley, Continu-
ity, Chance and Change: The character of the industrial revolution in England, Cambridge, 1988. 

41 A short summary statement of its features — and contrasts with other parts of Europe — is 
J. Hajnal, 'Two kinds of preindustrial household formation system', Population and Development 
Review, 8 (1983), pp.449-81. 

42 The central role of servanthood is explained more fully in A. Kussmaul, Servants in Husbandry 
in Early Modern England, Cambridge, 1981. On the decline of servanthood see K. Snell, Annals of 
the Labouring Poor: Social Change and Agrarian England, 1660-1900, Cambridge, 1985. 
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choice, and the unmarried adult was a full member of society.43 Married couples 
would then live apart from other adults, most especially their own parents or 
siblings, so that the great majority of households were small and simple, or 
'nuclear' (parent-child).44 Households would often include non-relatives, as 
servants or boarders, or, less often, another relative. Fertility was generally 
modest, largely because of late marriage. A typical married woman could 
anticipate no more than about six births and perhaps four surviving children, 
even should both she and her husband remain alive and in good health through 
into their fifties. Many marriages were broken before this. Ties with relatives 
beyond the immediate nuclear unit were attenuated and secondary. The empha-
sis throughout, in marked contrast to a great many human communities, was on 
individual rather than family choice, responsibility, and economic calculation. 

That is, of course, to summarize somewhat sweepingly a large scholarly 
debate. These rules of behaviour did not apply equally in all times and places, 
and the outcomes were in consequence not as neat as might be implied. The rich, 
for instance, married earlier, because the wherewithal came sooner and because 
it was important to protect reputations and inheritances. Families also had more 
say in choosing marriage partners, as too much property rode on it to leave 
selection to the fickle young. Numbers of children tended to be larger in richer 
families, as a result of earlier marriage and perhaps of less breastfeeding, but not 
because of better survival, at least until the eighteenth century.45 The rich also 
tended to keep their unmarried children at home longer, as well as to draw in 
other relatives, because there was less need to disperse children to seek their 
fortunes elsewhere and because they could afford to maintain larger households. 
But we should always be wary of seeing the behaviours of the affluent as typical. 

We should suspect, too, that the marriage and household rules had local 
variants. For instance, in the north of England, where population was less dense 
and wider property rights perhaps lasted longer, less emphasis may have been 
put on individual choice and freedom and more on wider family ties. Certain 
local economies and particular occupations — coalmining is a good example — 
produced larger or more complex households than the average.46 And over time 

43 Marriage age and universality has attracted a great deal of research. For short summaries of 
the literature and findings in this area, see Houston, Anderson, Population Change, and Woods. 

44 Important collections of studies and summaries of the findings, are P. Laslett, ed., Household 
and Family in Past Times, Cambridge, 1972, and R. Wall, ed., Family Forms in Historic Europe, 
Cambridge, 1983. 

45 Contrary to what might have been expected, the better supplies of food and shelter which were, 
presumably, available to the rich did not seem to give them any better protection against early death 
in the medieval and early modern eras. However, from the eighteenth century their life expectancies 
did draw ahead of the rest and have remained well ahead ever since. 

46 An important study of a pre-industrial mining community is D. Levine and K. Wrightson, The 
Making of an Industrial Society: Whickham, 1560-1764, Oxford, 1991. 
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the household rules and their outcomes changed, most obviously during the 
Industrial Revolution, from about 1750 on. But the striking thing remains that, 
seen in a global perspective, Northwest Europe had a peculiar family pattern, 
running back many centuries, which was shared widely across class, place and 
time. 

These family arrangements posed particular problems and risks for a large and 
long-living elderly population. Not to marry, or to have few children and to let 
— nay, expect — them to move away after their own fortunes, we might say, was 
a high-risk, if not recklessly short-sighted preparation for old age: few human 
communities had gone down this path.47 Something has to underwrite the 
substantial personal dangers in a world where family is weak and the aged have 
few familial rights. 

One possibility was that the elderly would have private property and use that 
to lever support from younger persons. This may well have been the case for a 
good many in 'peasant' societies, where most people were rural and land 
ownership (or secure leases) were widespread. In Central Europe, for instance, 
formal written 'retirement contracts' between ageing persons and their succes-
sors in small farms or businesses remained common into the nineteenth century. 
Whether between relatives or non-relatives, these contracts typically ensured 
income, housing, supplies and some services for the old until death.48 But in 
England the phase of a peasant society of wide property rights had passed many 
centuries back, at least in the south and east, and with it the retirement contract.49 

The enclosure movements of Stuart and later periods hastened this 'disposses-
sion' and the growth of a wage economy for the property-less. 

A second possibility might be that the rules of family formation would simply 
be ignored for the old, with the aged in fact being taken in by their children or 
other relatives. But this does not seem to have been normal, though the evidence 

47 Peter Laslett has dubbed this the 'nuclear hardship' problem: P. Laslett, 'Family, Kinship and 
Collectivity as Systems of Support in Preindustrial Europe: A Consideration of the "Nuclear 
Hardship" Hypothesis', Continuity and Change, 3 (1988), pp.153-76. See also R.M. Smith, 
'Welfare and the Management of Demographic Uncertainty', in M. Keynes, D. Coleman and N. 
Dimsdale, eds, The Political Economy of Health and Welfare, Basingstoke, 1988, pp. 108-35, and 
'Transfer incomes, risk and security: the role of the family and the collectivity in recent theories of 
fertility change', in D. Coleman and R. Schofield, eds, The State of Population Theory: Forward 
From Malthus, Oxford, 1986, pp. 188-211. 

48 On European retirement contracts see M. Mitterauer and R. Siedel, The European Family: 
From Patriarchy to Partnership from the Middle Ages to the Present, Oxford, 1982; D. Gaunt, 'The 
property and kin relationships of retired farmers in North and Central Europe', in Wall, Family 
Forms, pp.249-80; orT. Held, 'Rural retirement arrangements in seventeenth to nineteenth century 
Austria', Journal of Family History, 7 (1982), pp.227-54. 

49 The most forthright case for this is made by Macfarlane, Culture of Capitalism, Chapter 1. On 
retirement contracts in medieval England and their subsequent disappearance, see R.M. Smith. 'The 
Manorial Court and the Elderly Tenant in Late Medieval England', in M. Pelling and R.M. Smith, 
eds, Life, Death and the Elderly: Historical Perspectives, London, 1991, pp.39-61. 
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is patchy and sometimes troublesome.50 This was not a world which organized 
its family life noticeably to accommodate the old. Large numbers of elderly 
persons lived with their ageing spouses, and remarriage when a partner died in 
mid- and even later life was common, until the habit disappeared in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.51 Elderly couples would live alone, or with 
non-relatives such as servants. They took in grandchildren to ease pressures in 
crowded younger households and to gain company and some help, though the 
grandchildren were usually very young. They often shared a home with unmar-
ried children, for these were not at all uncommon given the late-parenting, late-
marriage and re-marriage patterns of the time. They might take in a widowed son 
or daughter and grandchildren for a time. But they almost never shared a home 
with another married couple, or only as a temporary measure as newly-weds got 
themselves established. 

Households of widowed or never-married elders were more varied, and so are 
trickier to summarize. In some towns significant numbers lived in institutions, 
whether public poorhouses or charitable almshouses. A proportion simply lived 
alone, or with other elderly persons — a brother or sister, or non-relatives, for 
the public welfare authorities would often bring two or three poor elders 
together, then pay their rent and pensions. Lone elders would live as boarders or 
lodgers to younger households and, intriguingly, a widowed mother or father 
was often described in early listings as a 'boarder' to a child's family. Others of 
more wealth had servants, lodgers or 'companions' to live with them, or some 
grandchildren. Substantial proportions, especially of widowed women, would 
share a home with a child or children, married or unmarried. 

But again, there is little evidence that these arrangements were arrived at 
primarily or even significantly so as to support the aged. Affluent elders were 
more likely to share homes with their children than were poorer ones: the old 
were not welcome if they meant a drain rather than a gain for a poorer young 
household. Resources in shared homes often flowed down rather than up, with 
the elder having housing or income or services which the young did not, and 
therefore wanted to share. The old took in the young, not the other way round. 
Nor does it seem to have been expected that adult children would pass their 
incomes over to the parents with whom they lived. An indication of this is that 
public authorities paid daughters or daughters-in-law to nurse ageing parents. 
The younger relative, in other words, was paid out of taxes to be an agent of the 

50 The primary research technique is family reconstitution, or the creation and analysis of 
multiple family genealogies for whole villages. The work is laborious and expensive and in 
consequence only a few dozen reconstitutions have been completed. A recent detailed account of the 
work is E.A. Wrigley et al, English Population History from Family Reconstitution, 1580-1837, 
Cambridge, 1997. 

51 On remarriage see J. Dupaquier et al. Marriage and Remarriage in Populations in the Past, 
New York, 1981. 
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public in the discharge of the public's, not the family's, welfare responsibili-
ties.52 And as the 'young-old' became the 'old-old', and so generally poorer and 
less able to contribute, they were more, rather than less, likely to live alone. A 
central rule is clear throughout: adults had much stronger obligations down the 
generations to their children than upwards to their parents. 'A lonely old age was 
. . . the lot of most of the labouring poor' concludes Paul Slack in his study of 
Tudor and Stuart society.53 

A third response to the vulnerability of the old in such a world might be 
substantial transfers of money from young relatives to older ones even though 
living apart, or of care from relatives living close by. This argument is made by 
many who resist any implication that past families were 'uncaring', and it is 
inherently appealing and plausible. Nevertheless, direct evidence for it is 
minimal, before the unusual nineteenth century. Young children and teenagers 
did hand over money in the early years after leaving home, though that would 
be to middle-aged rather than elderly parents. Adult children, with aged parents, 
seemed not to do so, but instead prepared for their own coming marriages and 
young families. Linda Pollock's extensive analyses of parent-child relations 
between 1500 and 1900, for example, turned up much evidence of strong 
emotional bonds, but little of material aid from children to parents — there was 
much more of the reverse.54 In his intriguing study of the diaries of the Reverend 
Ralph Josselin, which Josselin maintained regularly for almost 40 years from 
1644, Alan Macfarlane found many signs of intense emotional bonds between 
parents and children, and of money flowing from older to younger family, but 
little from younger to older. Relatives beyond children figured little in Josselin's 
world, though he had many of them.55 The 'tyranny of distance', as already 
noted, was important in a technologically primitive and yet highly mobile 
society: regular income transfers, even if desired, would not be easy. It remains 
possible that, despite the mobility, relatives did nevertheless cluster in close 
proximity and so might trade care and aid, but strategies to research this have yet 
to be devised. 

In the nineteenth century important changes became apparent, though the 
older family patterns were not abandoned. Households grew larger and more 
complex, family ties tightened and spread, the elderly became increasingly 
likely to share homes with their children, and the 'rise of the extended family' 

52 Examples of this have been found widely. See for example P. Sharpe, 'Literally Spinsters: a 
new interpretation of local economy and demography in Colyton in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries', Economic History Review, 44 (1991), pp.46-65. 

53 P. Slack, Poverty and Policy in Tudor and Stuart England, London, 1988, p.85. 
54 L. Pollock, Forgotten Children: parent-child relations from 1500 to 1900, Cambridge, 1983, 

and A Lasting Relationship: parents and children over three centuries, London, 1987. 
55 A. Macfarlane, The Family Life of Ralph Josselin, A Seventeenth Century Clergyman, 

Cambridge, 1970. 
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was under way.56 Many things contributed to this. People began marrying 
earlier, by two to three years on average, and the proportions never marrying 
dropped to one in ten or less: changing economic opportunities for women and 
children, together with a rising popularity of marriage, aided in this. The 
numbers of births per married woman rose in consequence. Older forms of live-
in service were dying out, especially in farming, and fewer children now left 
home in their teens to live and work away. The rush to urban areas threw 
individuals and families on to their own resources, and in finding scarce jobs, 
housing or help with childcare in chaotic new cities, relatives increasingly 
pooled their resources and looked to their own.57 Housing shortages forced 
people to double-up and they chose relatives when they had to 'huddle'. Rising 
literacy, together with technological and institutional changes — the railway, 
regular cheap mails, the post office and banking networks, and later the telegraph 
and telephone—meant that dispersed families could keep in touch more readily, 
or transfer money. Growing affluence was also important, more especially in the 
second half of the century. (The signs that standards of living for the majority 
were improving before the 1850s are weak and debatable.58) Better incomes and 
expanding housing meant that growing numbers now had the means to keep their 
children at home, avoid sending wives and daughters out to work, take in a niece 
or nephew, or shelter an ageing parent, bachelor uncle or spinster aunt. 

Two other developments of the nineteenth century were also critical. One was 
the spread of a set of values that stressed the importance of strong and extensive 
family ties. 'Respectability', that enormously powerful goal in Victorian life, 
demanded that one be hard working, independent, thrifty and sober. But it also 
meant taking responsibility for and pride in one's own family, both immediate 
and more distant, and seeing that none fell into a dreaded dependence on 
outsiders. The successful displayed this by being able to take in relatives.59 A 

56 The term is from Ruggles, who makes a strong case for the increased size and complexity of 
nineteenth-century and, especially, of early-twentieth-century, households. Others to provide 
summaries of evidence on this include M. Anderson, 'Households, Families and Individuals: some 
preliminary results from the national sample from the 1851 census of Great Britain', Continuity and 
Change, 3 (1988), pp.421-38; R. Wall, 'Elderly persons and members of their households in England 
and Wales from preindustrial times to the present', in D. Kertzer and P. Laslett, eds, Aging in the Past: 
Demography, Society and Old Age, Berkeley, 1995, pp.81-106. 

57 The leading exponent of this view is M. Anderson, Family Structure in Nineteenth Century 
Lancashire, Cambridge, 1971. Recent additions to the study of industrial areas include M. Dupree, 
Family Structure in the Staffordshire Potteries, 1840-1880, Oxford, 1995. 

58 The 'standard of living' debate has been raging for 150 years — did industrialization and 
urbanization bring rising or falling standards of living for the majority? Current conclusions are that 
there is no evidence of much improvement before about 1850, and a good deal of evidence of some 
declines. After 1850 incomes rose, though housing standards for many continued to lag behind the 
rise in purchasing power for other items. Useful surveys include P. Mathias and J. Davis, eds, The 
First Industrial Revolutions, Oxford, 1989, and P. Hudson, The Industrial Revolution, London, 1992. 

59 This case is made most notably by Ruggles, Prolonged Connections. 
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second signal change last century, to be explored shortly, was the deliberate 
collapsing of public assistance to the poor and needy. Families drew closer 
together, perhaps as never before, because people increasingly valued such 
behaviour, faced new pressures towards it, had the means to achieve it, and 
because alternatives to it were breaking down. 

One further means of underwriting the risks to the aged of a nuclear family 
regime could be outside assistance: individuals may know that they can turn to 
the wider community, not relatives, in time of need. This is what has happened 
increasingly in the twentieth century and it seems to have been the way for many 
centuries, aside from the odd nineteenth. Public assistance has attracted growing 
attention from historians in the last 20 years, in part as our societies have become 
wary of or disenchanted with the mid-twentieth-century welfare state, and in part 
as we have come to realize how distorted our understanding of the history of 
public welfare has been, following its 'capture' by the unusual nineteenth 
century.60 This 'new' history of the poor law in particular is central to any attempt 
to place old age pensions in historical context. 

The standard twentieth-century view of public assistance prior to the welfare 
state has been uniformly negative, if not something stronger still. Before the 
welfare state, with its guaranteed rights to aid, there was private charity or public 
poor relief. Both were unreliable, arbitrary, meagre and demeaning and came 
with many strings attached. Poor relief was viewed with especial distaste or 
horror, with images of forcible incarceration in Dickensian workhouses pre-
dominating. But recent historians, perhaps because more distant personally from 
the poor law, have taken a kindlier view, myself included. Some even talk of the 
poor law as a form of mini-welfare state, which bears good comparison with its 
twentieth-century successors. Not everyone is so persuaded of course: the result 
is lively scholarship.61 

One stream in this recent work has focused on the policies and practices of 
local charity and poor-law agents down the centuries. The poor law evolved from 
the later Middle Ages, as former monastic and manorial support for the poor 

60 There is a substantial body of recent work on the English poor law. Excellent short guides to 
this and the changing interpretations of the poor law which are emerging include P. Slack, The 
English Poor Law, 1531-1782, Basingstoke, 1990 and J.D. Marshall, The Old Poor Law, 1795-
1834, 2nd ed., Basingstoke, 1985. There is no comparable survey work on the later nineteenth 
century, though a new book in the field is awaited with great interest: L. Hollen Lees, The Solidarities 
of Strangers: The English Poor Laws and the People, 1700-1948, Cambridge, 1998. 

61 Slack, The English Poor Law, for example, provides a good summary of recent writings about 
the Old Poor Law which emphasize the extent and sophistication of pre-twentieth-century welfare 
systems. A recent good example of the argument against seeing the poor law in too rosy terms is P. 
Thane, 'Old People and their families in the English past' in M. Daunton, ed., Charity, Self-interest 
and Welfare in the English Past, London, 1996, pp. 113-38. Another is S. King, 'Poor Relief and 
English Economic Development Reappraised', Economic History Review, 50 (1997), pp.360-8. 
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broke down and as the wandering landless multiplied. Some of their needs in the 
early modern era continued to be met by large charities, now in the form of the 
feoffee or endowed foundation. By this means, personal wealth was invested in 
perpetuity to generate income to pay pensions, to give less regular aid by way 
of food, clothing or fuel, and, most strikingly, to provide shelter for the ageing 
in almshouses. Very large sums were endowed and the resulting pensions and 
almshouses maintained significant minorities of the old. But by the eighteenth 
century leaving one's wealth for the poor had passed from fashion. The annual 
subscription charity which replaced it, and became the pre-eminent Victorian 
form of charity, did little to assist the old.62 

This left the poor law a growing importance. Various laws to establish rates-
funded support for — and policing of — the poor were passed during the 
sixteenth century, before being codified in the famous Elizabethan Poor Law Act 
of 1601. That law remained in place until 1948, with only minor modification, 
most especially in 1834, and this remarkable continuity has encouraged the view 
that the realities of poor-law operations must have been similarly uniform across 
time. We now recognize this was not so. Instead, the statute left much to 
changing judicial interpretation and local discretion. By law each parish had to 
appoint poor-law officers, collect poor-rates from property holders, and disperse 
the money to the 'impotent'. By that same law very few obligations were placed 
on the relatives of each destitute person.63 But just how those public and private 
duties were understood and discharged was open to continual contest. 

A number of things have become apparent about this. The poor-law machinery 
certainly did evolve over time, with procedures becoming more standard and 
records better kept. But in much else decisive movement in any particular 
direction is less evident. Arguments about who was owed what by the community 
were endless and repetitious: in the later medieval period, for instance, there was 
intense concern to separate the 'deserving' from the 'undeserving', just as there 
would be again in the later seventeenth and nineteenth centuries.64 The language 

62 The literature on Victorian philanthropy is now extensive. Good examples include D. Owens, 
English Philanthropy, 1660-1960, Cambridge Mass., 1965; F. Prochaska, 'Philanthropy', in F.M.L. 
Thompson, ed.. The Cambridge Social History of Britain, 1750-1950, Cambridge, 1992, II, pp.354-
93; B. Harrison, 'Philanthropy and the Victorians', in his Peaceable Kingdom: Stability and Change 
in Modern Britain, Oxford, 1982, pp.217-59; and G. Finlayson, Citizen, State and Social Welfare 
in Britain, 1830-1990, Oxford, 1994. The elderly are strikingly absent among the beneficiaries of 
the nineteenth-century charities discussed in these works. 

63 These legal requirements are examined in D. Thomson, '"I am not my father's keeper": 
Families and the Elderly in Nineteenth Century England', Law and History Review, 2 (1984), 
pp.265-86. 

64 A fascinating account of the early poor law is B. Tierney, Medieval Poor Law: A Sketch of 
Canonical Theory and its Application in England, Berkeley, 1959. For a recent local study of the 
interworkings of medieval charity and poor relief, see M. Rubin, Charity and Community in 
Medieval Cambridge, Cambridge, 1987. A recent survey of work on the poor law in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries is Slack, Poverty and Policy. 
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and concepts involved in welfare debates were complex and often sophisticated 
from very early on. Little was added as the centuries passed, so that the rhetoric 
employed and solutions offered in each 'new' wave of welfare reform were often 
lifted, unwittingly, from an earlier round. Contradictory objectives were tangled 
within all poor-law policies and actions — to care humanely for the needy, to 
force them to work, to preserve moral standards, to protect individual freedoms, 
to enforce public order, to reward approved behaviours and to punish others, to 
maintain the family, or to guard the innocent. Similar policies have been tried 
and tried again — indoor or institutional relief instead of outdoor or 'in your own 
home' benefits, payments in kind rather than in cash, 'work for the dole' versus 
a handout, repayable loans, work creation schemes, public wedding dowries for 
the unmarried mother, guaranteed minimum family incomes and many more. No 
obvious 'progress' was apparent from brutal towards gentle programmes, from 
indifference towards concern for the poor, miserly towards generous support, or 
from repressive towards 'enabling' attitudes. 

The second stream in this recent poor-law history is concerned to measure 
what was done. Given that debates about the rights and duties of individuals, 
families and communities did not change much across the centuries, it becomes 
important to assess what might actually be happening, beneath the level of talk. 
In counting who got what, when, from whom or for how long, we might perhaps 
discern the 'real' values in force. The problem here is that keeping numerical 
records was largely a nineteenth-century fascination. It was born quite suddenly 
in England in the 1830s, and means that the analyses which might be done after 
about 1840 are of a quite different nature and order from those for the years 
before.65 Another difficulty is that consciousness of age, and so the regular 
recording of it, was also a nineteenth-century development, by and large. 

Even so, a long-run timetable of shifts in public provision for the old and others 
is emerging from work in the two streams. This suggests that the poor law has 
been a major provision for the old for several centuries, in ways rather familiar 
to us in the present century. Levels of support for the aged have, however, waxed 
and waned through the years: other needy groups such as the unemployed, 
single-parent families and unwed mothers have also been widely accepted as 
public charges at various times, though thinking and action towards these groups 
oscillate violently across time.66 The seventeenth century was broadly one of 
hardening attitudes towards public assistance for the poor, while the eighteenth 

65 On the development of statistical record-keeping, see M. Cullen, The Statistical Movement in 
Early Victorian Britain, New York, 1975. 

66 These arguments are developed in D. Thomson, 'Welfare and the Historians', in L. Bonfield, 
K. Wrightson and R.M. Smith, eds, The World We Have Gained: Histories of Population and Social 
Structure, Oxford, 1986, pp. 355-78, and 'Welfare of the Elderly in the Past: a family or community 
responsibility?', in M. Pelling and R.M. Smith, eds, Life, Death and the Elderly: Historical 
Perspectives, London, 1991, pp. 194-221. 
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century saw a marked relaxation in reaction. By the later eighteenth century 
public expenditure to assist the poor absorbed substantial proportions of total 
national income, not unlike the proportions spent on public welfare in this 
century, and most was being given as cash outdoor relief. Unemployment relief 
work, guaranteed job schemes, and minimum family income programmes, 
known by the name of 'Speenhamland' assistance, were operating across large 
swathes of the south and east of England by the 1790s, and could make the 
majority of persons in a district into 'welfare dependants' ,67 Arguments for state 
old age pensions were made widely, in pamphlets and parliamentary debates and 
were taken seriously.68 

But from the early nineteenth century a powerful reaction set in to what came 
increasingly to be seen as a ruinous dependence on public assistance and this was 
to dominate thinking on welfare to the century's end. Many things drove this 
shift, some long-standing, others new. Opposition to the 'undeserving' or work-
shy was always present, and growing reports of idle and insolent men 'on the 
parish', or of unmarried women having children to get yet more assistance, 
played upon this perennial unease. Opposition to paying high rates was also 
ever-present and in the nineteenth century became linked to arguments about the 
disincentive effects for the economy of large public welfare expenditures. Fears 
of a pampered and unruly underclass were heightened by revolutionary experi-
ences across the Channel in the 1790s. Rapid population growth and the resulting 
high seasonal under-employment added to anxieties about the moral ill-effects 
of a welfare culture. So did the unchecked and unplanned eruption of new cities 
and factory towns. Most important of all was the rise of classical economics, 
which, in its cruder popular forms, stressed the need for an unfettered market, 
minimal regulation, free trade, self-help, individual rather than collective 
responsibility and the removal of labour market impediments such as wage 
subsidies and poor relief.69 

The consequence was a century-long retreat from the belief in a significant 
public duty towards the needy. The poor, previously objects of pity and concern, 
became 'paupers' whose dependence on the ratepayers marked a dangerous 

67 The last years of the 'Old Poor Law', from about 1790 to 1834, have continued to attract a good 
deal of detailed attention. Recent works include P. Dunkley, The Crisis of the Old Poor Law in 
England, 1795-1834: an interpretative essay. New York, 1982; G.R. Boyer, An Economic History 
of the English Poor Law, 1750-1850, Cambridge, 1990; and D. Eastwood, Governing Rural 
England. Tradition and Transformation in Local Government, 1780-1840, Oxford, 1994. 

68 On ideas about the poor and poor relief, see J.R. Poy nter, Society and Pauperism, English Ideas 
on Poor Relief, 1795-1834, London, 1969, and G. Himmelfarb, The Idea of Poverty: England in the 
Early Industrial Age, London, 1984. 

69 'Victorian values' have attracted much attention, especially after Margaret Thatcher spoke 
positively in their support. Useful accounts include E.M. Sigsworth, ed., In Search of Victorian 
Values: Aspects of Nineteenth Century Thought and Society, Manchester, 1988; and G. Himmelfarb, 
The Demoralisation of Society: From Victorian Virtues to Modern Values, New York, 1995. 
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moral failing in themselves and in the community that would support them thus. 
Driving people off relief and on to their own or their family resources became 
both a moral and an economic necessity. It was under way by the 1820s and 
gained much momentum in the 1830s with the publishing of the 1834 Poor Law 
Report and the subsequent passing of the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act. This 
marked off the Old Poor Law from the New, though in fact the Act changed the 
basic statute only slightly. Most importantly, the New Poor Law introduced 'less 
eligibility', or the principle that any public assistance had to be less attractive 
than the lowest paid work, and 'the House', or the principle that assistance to the 
able-bodied (essentially the non-elderly) be given only by way of entry into a 
prison-like workhouse.70 

These new rules aroused intense opposition from a population long habituated 
to much more generous outdoor relief, and to a recognized social if not clear legal 
right to it. For years a good many of the non-poor sided with the poor in angry 
reaction. Anti-New Poor Law riots, burnings, workhouse sackings and personal 
attacks were not uncommon.71 Even so, the reformers persisted. Unemployment 
relief to men was tackled first and from the later 1840s very little was given. Nor 
was this relief to re-emerge as a public undertaking until state unemployment 
insurance was introduced early this century.72 Unmarried mothers were another 
early target group and aid to them shrank, though it was never so easy to cut as 
was that to working-age men.73 

But the numerous and widely-pensioned elderly presented quite another 
problem and the reformers proceeded much more slowly in this regard. Their 
Report of 1834 had found, as they had expected, that public assistance to the aged 
was widespread, that most took the form of weekly cash pensions, that belief in 
a right to this was deeply entrenched, and that families neither did much to assist 
the old financially nor felt that they had a duty to do so.74 The logic of the 
reformers' arguments meant that this must be attacked and destroyed — the 
expectation and assurance of a pension in later life sent all the wrong messages 
about personal thrift or family responsibility. Nevertheless, they also recognized 
the extreme anger and likely public disorder that would arise from a direct assault 
on established arrangements for the old. They therefore trod carefully, avoided 
criticism of (or indeed any comment upon) provisions for the old, and at times 

70 The workhouse has attracted considerable attention: see in particular M.A. Crowther, The 
Workhouse System, 1834-1929: The History of an English Social Institution, London, 1983. 

71 See for example N. Edsall, The Anti-Poor Law Movement, 1834^f4, Manchester, 1971. and 
J. Knott, Popular Opposition to the 1834 Poor Law, London, 1986. 

72 Discussed in K. Williams, From Pauperism to Poverty, London, 1981. 
73 See K. Snell and J. Millar, 'Lone-parent families and the Welfare State: past and present', 

Continuity and Change, 2 (1987), pp. 3 8 7 ^ 2 2 . 
74 The Report of HM Commissioners for Inquiry into the Administration and Practical 

Operations of the Poor Laws, London, 1834. A useful edition with introduction is in S.G. and E.O.A 
Checkland, eds, The Poor Law Report of 1834, Harmondsworth, 1974. 
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in the 1830s and 1840s actively reined in the more enthusiastic of local relief 
administrators who from time to time did try applying the new principles to the 
aged.75 

Through the 1840s and 1850s, when statistical records first permit a reason-
ably comprehensive assessment of relief to the aged, around one-third to one-
half and more of all in their seventies or eighties were in receipt of regular weekly 
poor-law pensions across the south and east. Women commonly went onto the 
pension — the term used universally — somewhere in their early to mid-sixties, 
men a few years later, and remained on it to death. Pensions seem to have been 
paid regardless of whether the elder lived alone, with other elders or with 
children, and 'extras' for medical or other reasons were frequent. The standard 
weekly sums were around 3s. for a single elder and 4—6s. for a married couple, 
though larger amounts are often noted. Three shillings then represented about 
40% of adult male full-time labouring wages — much like the state old age 
pension through the present century.76 The position is less clear in the north of 
England, where the records are thinner. Students of these parts argue that relief 
there was never on the scale of that found further south: my own studies suggest 
that it could be.77 

How this compared with earlier times is hard to tell, but there is a good deal 
to indicate that these figures and sums are not drawn from a period of unusually 
high or wide payments. In many areas the arrival of the New Poor Law in the 
1830s brought cuts in overall public welfare spending to a half or a third within 
ten or so years and it seems unlikely that the ageing, especially the 'young-old', 
were not touched by this. Further, a number of local studies on earlier eras have 
found substantial regular assistance to the aged, on a scale comparable to that 
being reported here for the mid-nineteenth century.78 

Much less open to question was a decisive change from the 1860s, when New 
Poor Law principles were at last applied more directly to the elderly.79 Various 

75 The actions and thoughts of the central poor law authorities are detailed in their annual reports, 
published in the British Parliamentary Papers each year from 1835. 

76 These subjects are developed more fully in D. Thomson, 'Provision for the elderly in England, 
1834-1908', PhD dissertation, University of Cambridge, 1981, and 'Decline of Social Security: 
Falling State Support for the Elderly since Early Victorian Times', Ageing and Society, 4 (1984), 
pp.451-81. That work has been the subject of much debate, though most remains in unpublished 
doctoral dissertations. A summary appears in Thane, pp.113-38. 

77 A new summary of these arguments is due out shortly: S. King, Poverty and Welfare, 1700-
1870, Manchester, 1998. 

78 See for example essays by Wales and Brown in R.M. Smith, ed., Land, Kinship and Lifecycle, 
Cambridge, 1984. 

79 Discussions of this turn from the 1860s are found in E. Hennock, 'Poverty and Social Theory 
in England: The Experience of the 1880s', Social History, 1 (1976), pp.67-91; M. Rose, 'The Crisis 
of Poor Relief in England, 1860-1890', in W. Mommsen, ed., The Emergence of the Welfare State 
in Britain and Germany, London, 1981, pp.50-70; M. Mackinnon, 'English Poor Law Policy and the 
Crusade Against Outdoor Relief , Journal of Economic History, 47 (1987), pp.603-25; and R. 
Humphreys, Sin, Organised Charity and the Poor Law in Victorian England, London, 1995. 
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explanations have been given for this 'crusade against outdoor relief as it was 
called and, since most outdoor relief by the 1860s went to the old, the crusade 
was in essence against public provision for the aged, though it was never put that 
baldly. I suspect the main factor was the relentless logic of the anti-welfare case: 
severe restrictions on aid to the non-elderly, so that they would learn to care for 
themselves and each other, but ready and regular assistance to those same 
persons once they passed age 65 or so, was always inconsistent and so hard to 
defend. By the 1860s, with New Poor Law thinking and laissez-faire economics 
firmly in place, with memories of earlier more relaxed ways and rights going 
cold, and with a growing belief that everyone was now affluent enough to take 
care of their own, the reform programme could be carried a stage further. 

The outcome was a powerful campaign against the remaining outdoor relief, 
that is, a covert attack upon public assistance to the aged, which ran from the 
early 1870s to century's end. This may seem odd, for we are much more used to 
seeing that period as witnessing a new liberalism and the birth of socialism, when 
hardline laissez-faire thinking was replaced by arguments for active govern-
ments with growing social consciences. But that is to read history backwards and 
to blow out of proportion the first hints of things that would later prove more 
significant. Socialist and New Liberal ideas were growing in the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century, but they found no place in the thinking of those who ran 
the poor law. The poor law instead became more firmly dominated than ever by 
the anti-welfare ideas that had been 'new' half a century before. 

The arguments made late in the century against continuing with outdoor relief 
were intensely moral, though the attraction of 'saving the rates' was also touted 
routinely. Dependence on the public was morally corrupt and repugnant, and all, 
rich and poor, therefore had a duty to end this 'pauperism'. Any drop in pauper 
numbers, however achieved, was considered good, and annual relief numbers 
and expenditures were given the closest attention. The case was led from 
London, by the leading officials in the central poor-law administration, by a 
number of MPs and clergy and most especially by the new Charity Organisation 
Society, established there in 1869 and soon found throughout the country and the 
English-speaking world.80 Its name may mislead modern readers: it existed to 
'organize' charity, that is to curtail charitable giving, to enforce close scrutiny 
of all who sought assistance, to pressure relatives to give relief to the needy and 
to end the poor law, except for its workhouses. 

80 A standard, rather uncritical history of the Society, its activities and ideas, is C.L. Mowat, The 
Charity Organisation Society, 1869-1913: Its Ideas and Work, London, 1961. A newer and better 
one is J. Lewis, The Voluntary Sector, the State and Social Work in Britain. The Charity 
Organisation Society/Family Welfare Association since 1869, Aldershot, 1995. A highly critical 
commentary appears in Humphreys. For an overview of late-nineteenth century ideas about poverty 
and welfare, see G. Himmelfarb, Poverty and Compassion. The Moral Imagination of the Late 
Victorians, New York, 1991. 
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The results for the elderly are documented in various official reports, but not 
until more recently in historians' research.81 Overall, the proportions of the aged 
who received any public assistance halved between the 1860s and the end of the 
century. Some districts cut the numbers aided by 90% or more, by simply 
freezing existing relief lists and admitting no more people to them. Payments 
also fell in size, to an average of about 2s. per week for a single elderly person, 
so that where relief had once been enough to live on, if very modestly, this was 
no longer possible — or intended. The terms 'pension' and 'pensioner' were 
dropped from all official usage, because of their connotations of 'right' and 
'desert', and were replaced with 'pauper' and 'pauperism', a pauper being 
someone who was not merely poor and needy but one who had fallen so low as 
to ask for public help, thus losing 'respectability' for self and family. Total public 
spending on the old, as a fraction of national income, slipped to perhaps one-
quarter of what it had been at mid-century. Meanwhile, charity support for the 
elderly, never significant in the nineteenth century, seems to have fallen still 
more under pressure from the Charity Organisation Society. 

And most strikingly, family and 'friends' were pressured as never before to 
take financial responsibility for their elderly, by threats to their social standing 
if an aged relative was seen to be taken into the dreaded 'House', and by regular 
recourse to the courts. The 1601 Poor Law Act had contained a short clause, 
making sons and unmarried daughters liable under certain circumstances for 
financial assistance towards a parent, if that parent sought and was granted poor-
law relief. This was a very limited familial obligation and it was narrowed even 
more in the eighteenth century by a number of legal rulings.82 It had seldom been 
acted upon until the last decades of the nineteenth century. At that point poor-
law officers throughout the country began, at the urging of the central authorities 
and the anti-welfare reformers, to publish local relief by-laws. These set out what 
assistance people could and could not expect, and made clear that all relatives 
of those seeking public assistance could expect to be taken to court for an order 
of regular maintenance payments towards the elder as a matter of routine. Both 
poor-law and local court records make clear that this happened in large numbers 
of cases, but not before the 1870s. A new view of family and collective 
responsibilities was being enforced and the expectation of public support in old 
age, as a right, took a severe battering, though it never quite died. 

The nineteenth century, in short, brought major changes for the aged. The 
English elderly had long depended on their own private property, some continu-
ing employment, charity for a few, a bed in an almshouse or perhaps a public 

81 See Thomson, 'Provision for the Elderly', and J.R. Fogerty, 'Growing Old in England, 1878-
1948', PhD dissertation, Australian National University, Canberra, 1992. 

82 Thomson, '"I am not my father's keeper'". 
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poorhouse, limited income support from family, and tax-funded poor-law 
pensions for the bulk of the non-propertied. But last century several of these 
supports fell or were cut away, leaving the old increasingly exposed. Laissez-
faire economics and an associated morality stressing individual and family 
responsibility were central to this. Demographic shifts also helped, by shrinking 
sharply the proportions of the old in the burgeoning urban areas where much of 
the new thinking was forged. So did an apparent rise in general affluence and the 
growing numbers of kin, which bolstered the claim that all now could look to 
family rather than others in time of need. A decline in self-employment and part-
time jobs of the sort once available to older men and women may also have 
occurred, as larger workplaces and more formal employment relations and work 
routines replaced a smaller and more intimate work-world. 

And as the century drew to its close, these 'elder-unfriendly' processes 
intensified. 'The problem of the aged poor', which loomed quite suddenly as a 
political issue across many countries from the 1880s, was not simply a sign of 
new sensitivity to a previously-tolerated level of distress among the old.83 Nor 
was it a mere product of rising expectations, but rather a manifestation of 
growing difficulties in later life which were a creation of the nineteenth century 
and particularly of its anti-public-welfare stress. One response might have been 
to revert to earlier ways and bring back substantial poor-law pensions on a 
regular basis. But the century-long attack upon the poor law in increasingly 
moralistic and demonizing terms had made this impossible and the search for 
some alternative basis for public support of the needy was under way. It would 
occupy Western societies for many decades and involved forgetting or rewriting 
a good deal of history as communities sought to put distance between the poor-
law era and an emerging world of citizens' welfare rights. 

New Zealand's settlers shared fully — nay, excessively — in all this and it 
formed the crucial background to their own struggles towards old age pensions 
at century's end.84 Even more firmly than their fellows in Britain, the colonists 
were driven by the dream of 'getting on' — of gaining respectability and 
independence through hard work, self-reliance, thrift and family effort. Among 
many things, this led them from the outset to reverse the centuries-old statutory 
responsibilities of family and community, much as only a few of the most radical 
anti-welfare reformers were dreaming but never daring at Home. Under a series 
of increasingly tough Maintenance of Destitute Persons laws, running from 
1846 well into the twentieth century, all responsibility for the needy was placed 

83 Charles Booth did most to draw attention to the problems of the aged late last century. See in 
particular C. Booth, Pauperism and the Endowment of Old Age: an argument, London, 1892, The 
Aged Poor in England and Wales, London, 1894, and Old Age Pensions and the Aged Poor: a 
proposal, London, 1899. 

84 This story is the subject of D. Thomson, A World Without Welfare: New Zealand's Colonial 
Experiment, Auckland, 1998. 
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firmly upon an expanding range of relatives — none of it upon anyone else.85 In 
1846 the children of a destitute elder were made liable for his or her support: in 
1877 brothers were added, in 1894 grandchildren, and in 1910 sisters. At each 
revision, too, the courts' powers to enforce maintenance orders were extended. 
No mention was ever made of a right to public or non-family assistance. There 
was to be no poor law, the most objectionable feature of which in settlers' eyes 
seems to have been the mass 'pauperism' (we might now say 'welfare depend-
ence') that must follow any such right.86 

Reality is never so obliging of course, although for some decades the oddities 
of migration meant that New Zealand had very few elderly or others from the 
usual needy groups. Situations soon arose in New Zealand which the poor law 
had evolved to meet — settlers fell sick, had accidents, abandoned families, 
failed to find work or drank to excess, and family was often not around. Yet, 
despite this, the colonists remained strikingly resolute in their experiment with 
'a world without welfare'. They expected government to provide jobs on public 
works schemes, or hand out land cheaply to help set people up on their own. They 
encouraged individuals to give aid to deserving neighbours who were failing 
temporarily and through no moral fault of their own, but to stand firm otherwise. 
And they accepted, reluctantly and with many misgivings, the need for some 
public assistance to the most desperate — charitable aid, or a minimal poor law 
of sorts.87 

But by the standards of the poor law in England, even at its end-of-century 
nadir, charitable aid here was a decidedly messy, niggardly and personally 
intrusive affair and it became more so with time. Legislation on charitable aid 
came slowly and late, gave no definition of what charitable aid was, made no 
mention of a right to anything, and left it largely to local authorities to determine 
what might or might not be done. Public expenditure on charitable aid measured 
as a fraction of per capita national income, was tiny by comparison with that in 
England. So was the portion of assistance given as outdoor or 'in your own 
home' relief, rather than as indoor relief in an institution. Through the centuries 
there had always been a tension between these two. Poor-law 'beneficiaries', 
their sympathizers and many lower-level poor-law officials favoured outdoor 
relief and, more especially, straight cash payments over goods in kind. Oppo-
nents of a generous poor law always pushed for indoor relief — public relief 
should be so unattractive as to drive all but the most desperate off it. Through the 
nineteenth century England swung towards indoor over outdoor relief, but New 
Zealand went much further still. By century's end the bulk of all charitable aid 
spending here was on indoor relief and, when outdoor relief was granted, very 

85 ibid., pp.22-26. 
86 This became very evident in the parliamentary debates on charitable aid. See for example Reid, 

in New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), 1877, 24, p.73, and Ballance, ibid., p.94. 
87 The most substantial study of charitable aid is Tennant, Paupers and Providers. 
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little cash was handed out. Few received any public assistance as a result. In 
Otago in the 1890s, for example, where charitable aid was perhaps more 
developed than anywhere else, the proportion of the elderly who received indoor 
relief was around half of the English levels. Those on outdoor relief were less 
than a quarter the proportions in England and the amount of goods given to each 
was also comparatively low.88 

All this gave New Zealand an intense version of the wider 'problem of the aged 
poor' in the 1880s and 1890s. Quite suddenly, New Zealand acquired an elderly 
population — the numbers doubled each decade. Where support of the aged had 
previously been a minority matter and few families actually had elderly 
relatives, it fast became something that touched many voters directly. The 
economy at the same time was not performing well, wages were falling (though 
so were prices), employment was erratic and unemployment often high. These 
difficulties affected both the ability of the mushrooming elderly population to 
fend for itself, and younger family members to pay support. Colonial thrift 
proved not to have developed nearly as far as had been assumed, with only tiny 
minorities of the aged belonging to a friendly society or trade union benefit 
programme, having life insurance or a private pension, or belonging to an 
employer's benefit scheme. Property ownership was widespread, but still left 
large numbers with little or nothing.89 And yet the arguments against broadening 
public assistance were still strengthening in many quarters, families were being 
taken to court in growing numbers to enforce maintenance payments to the old, 
and spending on charitable aid remained tight. 

New Zealanders, in brief, were in a bind. The pressures to do more for the 
elderly were many, mounting and felt widely, at least by the 1880s. But to do the 
obvious and the historically-rooted—to grant public pensions to the poorer third 
or half of the population in later life—threatened to cut deeply across foundation 
beliefs of their new society. The outcome was a long, slow and troubled search 
for a way to protect a vision of themselves as the self-made and self-reliant and 
yet meet a real and growing need. That search was under way at least by the later 
1870s, as is evident in the lengthy and often quite thoughtful and sophisticated 
debates about reform of charitable aid, though these led nowhere. Among the 
most vehement opponents of extending charitable aid or granting a right to it 
were the 'liberals' John Ballance and Robert Stout, who would have loathed the 
suggestion that they were founders of the twentieth-century welfare state.90 The 
search continued with Harry Atkinson's proposals of 1882 for compulsory 
savings for old age. Atkinson's aim was to preserve the colonial welfare 
experiment, not steer the country towards our twentieth-century ways. For a time 

88 Thomson, World Without Welfare, pp.83-103. 
89 ibid., pp.34-81. 
90 NZPD, 1877, 24, pp.94-96 and 155-7. 
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the search then slowed, even as the problems of the old grew: economic 
depression through the 1880s and early 1890s brought a drive to cut and limit 
government, not to expand public undertakings. 

Debates about an old age pension were intense and prolonged through the mid-
1890s. A number of things now seemed to favour the proposal. The Liberal 
government had expanded the role of government in many new directions. The 
country' s and the government's revenues were improving. 'Advanced thinkers' 
internationally increasingly favoured direct government support of society's 
weaker members. Several Old World countries were nudging closer to introduc-
ing pensions and New Zealanders feared for their ' world leader' status if they did 
not act fast.91 And a new basis for public pensions had been found and seemed 
to be gaining acceptance. This was that the pioneers, who had slogged in rough 
conditions to build the nation's wealth, had in effect been contributing their taxes 
and labour to a national insurance scheme and were now simply to be given their 
rightful return.92 The argument involved no hint of charity, or the poor law. 

Even so, there were still a great many misgivings to be overcome on all sides. 
There was no simple split between conservative and liberal, town and country, 
or middle and working class on the pensions question. The costs were a worry 
and alternative means of funding the pension occasioned much argument. So did 
the issue of pensions for all or only some. But the most difficult matters went 
deeper: how to preserve as much as possible of the colonial moral vision, with 
its emphasis on a society of the hard-working, thrifty, self-reliant, responsible 
and so successful. 

The outcome, as many have noted, was a decidedly meagre and morals-bound 
pension, with a strong emphasis upon distinguishing between the deserving and 
undeserving. By this measure New Zealand made a very modest provision for 
a minority of the old, preserved a good deal of its nineteenth-century dream and 
took the country a good way back towards the much longer poor-law tradition, 
though this was seldom acknowledged. The maximum weekly pension, equiva-
lent to about one day of male labouring wages, was low by comparison with the 
pensions introduced in England a few years later, and very small relative to poor-
law pensions in the mid-nineteenth century or earlier. The numbers paid out 
(about 30% of the aged) were again modest by Australian or British standards 
through the early decades of this century and low by the levels of the earlier poor 
law. The moral character stipulations in the 1898 Act, which were policed 
vigorously for a time, had few parallels in either the poor law or subsequent 

91 This anxiety to 'be first' and so preserve New Zealand's status as a world leader in social reform 
was repeated many times in the parliamentary debates on old age pensions from 1896 to 1898. See 
for example Hogg, NZPD, 1896, 95, p.646; Seddon, NZPD, 1897, 100, p.61; and Gilfedder, ibid., 
p.71. 

92 That argument was very evident in the debates from 1896: see for example Seddon's opening 
address, NZPD, 1896, 95, p.625. 
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British pensions legislation. This was a decidedly New Zealand measure, born 
of the strong colonial reaction to a poor law, and the practical and intellectual 
tangles such opposition got the society into when a significant elderly population 
emerged and had to be catered for. 

It was not until the second half of the present century that New Zealanders, like 
others, moved beyond the long poor-law tradition, with pensions to every elder 
regardless of income, property or moral character, then with pensions of rising 
value relative to the income of the non-elderly. That still continues, though this 
episode in the history of support for the old has yet to last any longer than the 
several other periodic swings between public and private responsibilities. The 
signs are now gathering that a reversion towards something less expansive and 
historically more standard is once again well under way. Mid-twentieth-century 
historians, of welfare as of so much else, liked to stress how much history moved 
on and the past was left behind. End-of-century ones are struck by continuities 
and how much comes round and round. 
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