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With the passing of the Reform Acts in 1832, the country became more demanding for reform in
other areas. The first effective Factory Act was passed, the Poor Law was reformed and the abolition
of slavery was finally passed in 1833. 

Early Labor Laws

The Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601 (Elizabethan Statute of Apprentices) 
This act directed that destitute children and orphans should be apprenticed to a trade. Children were often
apprenticed when as young as 3, 4, and 5 years old, with the period of their indenture lasting until they were
21 years old. 

1788 Act for the Better Regulation of Chimney Sweepers and their Apprentices, intended to alleviate
“the misery of the said boys.” 
• Apprentices had to be at least 8 years old; 
• each sweeper was limited to six apprentices; 
• justices of the peace were to decide complaints.
The intentions of the act were largely ignored due to lack of any means of enforcement.

Significant 19th-Century Labor Laws

1802 - The Health and Morals of Apprentices Act. 
• no children under 10 were to be apprenticed
• limited the work of children in textile mills to 12 hours per day 
• required separate sleeping quarters for males and females, and prohibited more than two children

to a bed

1825 - Cotton Mills and Factories Act. 
• Limited the hours of work of children under the age of 16 years to 12 per day, also requiring that the

hours to be between 5 am and 8 pm. Required children be given one half hour off for breakfast and
one hour off for lunch.  

• Owner or mill manager who was also a justice of the peace was forbidden to act as a magistrate and
rule on issues concerning this act.

1833 - Act to regulate the Labour of Children and Young Persons in Mills and Factories. 
• Children under 18 could not work at night (between 8:30 p.m. and 5:30 a.m.), and no person under

18 could work more than twelve hours a day or sixty-nine hours a week. 
• The law also stated that children younger than  9 could not work at all (except in silk mills), and

that no children younger than 11 during the first year, 12 during the second year, or 13 during the
third year after the passing of the act could work more than forty-eight hours a week or nine hours
in a day (adolescents ages 14 to 18 were categorized as “young persons,” not children).

1833 Mills and Factories Act 
• Younger children were to attend school for at least two hours on six

days a week, and holidays for the children and young persons to be
all day on Christmas Day and Good Friday

• The Act gave powers for the appointment of inspectors, because
provisions of previous acts ““were not duly carried into execution ,
and the Laws for the Regulation of the Labour of Children in Factories
have been evaded””. The inspectors were empowered to enter any
factory at any time and to examine therein the children and other
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young persons and to enquire about their condition, employment and education.
• Children under the age of 13 years had to be certified by a physician or surgeon as being “of

the ordinary strength and appearance” of a child of his/her stated age.

This was the first effective factory act since it provided proper enforcement inspectors. It fixed a maximum
48-hour week for children aged 9 to 13 and a 68-hour week for those under 18.

1834 Chimney Sweeps Act 
• forbade the apprenticing of any boy under the age of 10 years
• the employment of any children under 14 in chimney sweeping unless they were apprenticed or on

trial. 
• The apprentices were not to be “evil treated” by their employers, and any complaints of the children

were to be heard by justices of the peace. 
The act was largely ineffective as there were no means of enforcement.

1840 Chimney Sweeps Act prohibited any child under the age of 16 years being apprenticed, and any person
under 21 being compelled or knowingly allowed to ascend or descend a chimney or flue for sweeping,
cleaning or coring.

1842 Mines and Collieries Act was introduced after a Royal Commission had revealed the terrible conditions
in which women and children worked underground. It prohibited the employment underground of women
and children under ten in mines and collieries, and provided for the appointment of inspectors of mines.

1844 - An Act to Amend the Laws Relating to Labour in the Factories. 
• Fly-wheels connected to shafts and other mechanical parts were required to be boxed off or fenced
• the age at which children could be employed was reduced from nine to eight years; limited the

working day of women to 12 hours Young persons and women (now included for the first time)
were to have the same hours

1847 - An Act to Limit the Hours of Labour of Young Persons and Females in the Factories.
The Ten Hours Act, it reduced the permitted maximum hours of work for women and children under 18 to
10 hours per day and 58 hours in any one week.
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The Poor Laws were redefined in 1834 and instituted the workhouses, which combined the senile with
the poor. Broke up families. The new utilitarian poor-laws of 1834 were made by reformers who were
seen as people attempting to control people's minds. 

Due to the severity of the poor laws, there were many protests and
scandals. The most notorious of these was the Andover Workhouse
scandal of 1845 where, it emerged, conditions were so harsh that
inmates had resorted to scavenging for decaying meat from the bones
that they had been set to crush. This case received enormous publicity
and the fall-out from this was considerable. 

Poor Laws and Acts
The Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601 
divided the poor into two groups
• the impotent poor - the sick, elderly, those unable to work - who were to be helped via outdoor relief

or in almshouses. These people were classed as 'would work but couldn't'
• the able-bodied paupers. It was thought that these people 'could work but wouldn't'. They were to be

severely beaten until they realized the error of their ways.
Relief was given in variety of ways, and not all parishes had a poor-house or house of correction. It soon
became obvious that some parishes were more sympathetic towards their poor, and this tended to result in
paupers moving into that area from less generous parishes. To prevent this, parliament passed the ....

1662 Settlement Act which stated that a person had to have a 'settlement' in order to obtain relief from a
parish. This could be secured by:

• birth in the parish 
• marriage (in the case of a woman) 
• working in the parish for a year and a day

If a labourer moved away from his parish of origin in search of work he was issued a certificate of settlement
saying that if the man fell on hard times his own parish would receive him back and pay for him to be
'removed'.

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 - An Act for the Amendment and better Administration of the Laws
relating to the Poor in England and Wales (4 & 5 Will IV c. 76) aimed to deter the able-bodied but provide
a refuge for the ailing and the helpless. It was based on the belief that the deserving and the undeserving poor
could be distinguished by a simple test: anyone prepared to accept relief in the repellent workhouse must be
lacking the moral determination to survive outside it. The other guiding principle of the new regime was that
conditions in the workhouse should never be better than those of "an independent labourer of the lowest
class". Workhouses were intended to replace all other forms of relief, e.g. by stimulating thrifty habits to
provide for sickness, bereavement and old age.
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A popular 19th-century adage was:
 “Husband and wife are one person under the law, and that person is the husband.”

Selected Domestic Laws and Acts
Until 1823, a man or woman couldn't legally marry without his or her parents’ consent until they were 21. At
NO time during the 19th century could you marry your deceased wife's sister, although marrying cousins was
common.
At marriage, the wife lost all powers over money that she had, and most land. A husband couldn't sell or
mortgage it, but he could derive any income from rents. A wife couldn't threaten legal action or even write a
will without her husband's consent. Until 1891, a husband could legally confine his wife, or easily commit her
to an institution. On the other hand, if the wife committed a crime, the law considered the wife to be acting
under the husband’s influence, and in addition any debts she ran up would be his responsibility. 

Until the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857, divorces were the exclusive concern of the church of England.
They were nearly impossible to get under any circumstances. 3 exceptions:
• A vinculo matrimonii - Meant marriage a nullity from the beginning due to insanity, impotence, married

a sister, etc. Ruskin's marriage.
• a mensa et a thoro (from table and bed) - Couldn't remarry but could live separately in cases of

adultery, sodomy, extreme physical cruelty
• Parliamentary divorce - the kind Bounderby suggests: very expensive. Only 90 of these before 1857.

Infant Custody Act of 1839 - Until then, children solely property of the father. If wife took children, she
could be imprisoned. In 1839, under what was commonly known as the Sergeant Talfourd's Act, allowed
women to petition for custody of their children, in the event of separation or divorce, if the women had not been
guilty of marital misconduct, which would render then unfit for motherhood BUT, only for children under the
age of seven. The law read: "During the lifetime of a sane father, the mother has no rights over the children...the
father may take them and dispose of them as he sees fit." NOTE: Sir Thomas Noon Talfourd (1795-1854) was
a lawyer, author, and member of Parliament and a supporter of Dickens' crusade for copyright protection.
Dickens dedicated Pickwick to Talfourd
Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 courts finally had the power of divorce. From this point on men could
divorce on the grounds of adultery. Women, however, had to prove adultery AND either incest, rape, sodomy,
bestiality, bigamy, extreme physical cruelty, or two year's desertion. 
The Contagious Diseases Act (1864) allowed the forcible physical examination of any woman suspected of
being a prostitute in a  military town, on no more evidence than hearsay -- and even that much proof was
unnecessary. During the 1860s Harriet Martineau and Florence Nightingale worked together to force Parliament
to repeal the Act, but it wasn’t repealed until 1886..
Married Woman's Property Act of 1870 - Allowed women to treat as their own money they were willed or
made through investments.
Infant Custody Act of 1873 - Father could give custody of children to wife and it was recognized by courts.
Married Woman's Property Act of 1882 - Gave woman rights to all property acquired on her own and right
to do with it as she pleased, gave her right to sue in respect to the property, and make contracts. 
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Thomas Robert Malthus: Born 1766, son of a gentleman, his father a friend of
Hume and Rousseau. Educated at Cambridge. Became first professor of political
economy in English speaking world. Died 1834. 

(1798) An Essay on the Principle of Population.
He attempted to explain how, as he saw it, the population growth was quickly outstripping the available food
supply. In a manner as detached from emotion and as scientifically objective as he knew how, he attempted
to illustrate how providing for the poor was a direct circumvention of the natural order of things, and how,
by providing for and maintaining the poor, society was only increasing the problems of overpopulation. The
problem for many people was, however, that he was just a little too detached and scientific. Malthus made
a number of hard-hearted statements, in both the 1798 essay and the revised version that appeared in 1803:
 
< He explained that it was beneficial to society for the poor to starve in that "difficulties attending the

rearing of a family acts as a preventive check, and the actual distresses of some of the lower
classes, by which they are disabled from giving the proper food and attention to their children,
acts as a positive check to the natural increase of population."

< "redundant population...must be repressed by occasional famines," Scrooge says this.
< Children of the poor are, "comparatively speaking, of little value to society, as others will

immediately supply [their] place." 
< Illegitimate children ..should never be entitled to parish assistance.

Many of the literati swiftly reacted:

< Samuel Taylor Coleridge "this abominable tenet"
< William Godwin, who called Malthus "that black and terrible demon that is always ready to stifle the

hopes of humanity" (Shelley's father)
< William Hazlitt, who said "Unless Mr. Malthus can contrive to starve someone he thinks he does

nothing"
< Thomas Carlyle "this dismal science"
< Friedreich Engels ""This vile and infamous doctrine, this repulsive blasphemy against man and

nature"
As well as William Wordsworth, Thomas Hood, P.B. Shelley, and Dickens:

John Stuart Mill and Harriet Martineau, did see some value, however.


