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My, Pize’s Speech ; and Heads of his Bill for the Relief of the Poors

Houske of Coxoxs, 12 February 14596.

A MOTION was made by Mr. Whitbread, and feconded by Mr. Honeywood, for the
fecond reading of the Bill for regulating the Wages of Labourers.

The Chancellor of. the Exchequer, not obferving that gentlemen were prepared to deliver
their fentiments on the prefent bill, could not give a filent vote upon a queftion of fo much
importance, and at the fame time of fo much delicacy. In the interval which had taken
place fince the firft reading of the bill, he had paid confiderable attention to the fubjeét, and
endeavoured. to colle@ information from the beft fources to which he had accefs. The evil
was certainly of fuch.a nature- as to render it of importance to find out 2 proper remedy ;
but the nature of the remedy involved difcuflions of fuch a delicate and intricate nature, that
none thould be adopted without being maturely weighed. The prefent fituation of the La-
bouring Poor in this country, was certainly not fuch as could be withed, upon any prin-
ciple, either of humanity or policy. That clafs had of latc been expofed to hardthips which
they all concurred in lamenting, and werc equally altuated by a defire to remove. e
would not argue how far the comparifon of the fiate of the labourer, relieved as it has been
by a difplay of beneficence never furpafled at any period, with the ftate of this clafs of the
community in former times, was juft, though he was convinced that the reprefentations
were exaggerated. At any rate the comparifons were not accurate, becaufe they did not
¢mbrace a comprehenfive view of the relative fituations. He gave Mr. Whitbread ample
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ON MR .WHITBREAD’S BI'LL. cecix

credit for his good intentions in bringing the prefent bill into Parliament, though he was
afraid that it’s provifions were fuch as it would be impolitic, upon the whole, to adopt ; and
though they were adopted, he believed that they would be found to be inadequate to the
purpofes which they propofed.—The authority of a very eminent calculator, Dr. Price, had
been adduced to fhew the great advance that had taken place on every article of fubfiftence,
compared with the flow increafe of the wages of labour. DBut the ftatement of Dr. Price
was erroncous, as he compared the eérnings of the labourer, at the period when the com-
parifon is inftituted, with the price of provifions, and the earnings of the labourer at the
prefent day, with the price of the fame articles, without adverting to the change of circum-
ftances, and to the difference of proviliops. Corn, which was then almoft the only food of
the labourer, was now f{upplied by cheaper (ubftitutions; and it was unfair to conclude, that
the wages of labour were fo far from kecping pace with the price of provifions, becaufe-
they could no longer purchafe the fame quantity of an article, for which the labourer had
no longer the fame demand. The fimple queftion now to be confidered was, whether the
remedy for the evil, which was admitted in a certain extent to exift, was to be obtained by
giving to the Juftices the power to regulate the price of labour, and by endeavouring to
eftablifh by authority, what would be much better accomplithed by the unaflifted operation
of principles ? It was unneceflary to argue the general expediency of any legiflative inter-
ference, as the principles had been perfeltly recognized by the honourable gentleman him-
{clf. The moft celebrated writers upon political economy, and the experience of thofe flates
where arts had flourifhed the moft, bore ample teftimony of their truth. They had only to
inquire, therefore, whether the prefent cafe was ftrong enough for the exception, and whe-
ther the means propofcd were fuited to the object intended ! The honourable gentleman
imagined that he had on his fide of the queftion the fupport of experience in this country,
and appealed to certain laws upon the ftatute-book in confirmation of his propefition. He
did not find himfelf called upon to defend the principle of thefe ftatutes, but they were
certainly introduced for purpofes widely different from the obje of the prefent bill. Tley
were enaéted to guard the induftry of the country from being checked by a general combi~
nation among labourers ; and the bill now under confideration was introduced folely for the
purpofe of remedying the inconveniences which labourers fuftain from the difproportion
exifting between the price of labour and the price of living. He had the fatisfaltion to
hear the honourable gentleman acknowledge, that if the price of labour could be made to
find its own level, it would be much more defirable than to affefs it by arbitrary ftatute,
which, in the exccution, was liable to abufe on the onc hand, and inefficacy on the other. If
the remedy (ucceeded according to the moft fanguine expeations, it only eftablithed what
would have been better effeted by principle; and if it failed on the one hand it might pro--
duce the fevere oppreflion, and on the other encourage the moft profligate idlenefs and ex-
travagance. Was it not better for the Houfe then to confider the operation of general prin-
ciples, and rely upon the effeés of their unconfined excrcife? Was it not wifer to reflect
what remedy might be adopted, at once more gencral in it’s principles, ana more compre-
henfive in it’s object, lefs exceptionable in it’s example, and les dangerous in it’s appli--
cation? 'They fhould look to the inftances where interference had thackled induftry, and
where the beft intentions have often produced the moft pernicious effeéts. It was indeed:
the moft 2bfurd bigotry, in afferting the general principle, to exclude the exception; bug
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trade, induftry, and barter, would always find their own level, and be impeded by regula-
tions which violated their natural operation, and deranged their proper cffle&. This being
granted, then he appedled to the judgment of the Houfe, whether it was better to refer the
matter entirely to the difcretion of a magiftrate, or to endeavour to find out the caufes of
the evil, and, by removing the caufes, to apply a remedy more juftifiable in it’s principle,
more ealy in the execution, more cfleCual in it’s operations, in fine, more confonant to
every maxim of found and rational policy. ‘The evil, in his opinion, originated, in a great
meafure, in the abufes which had creptinto the Poor Laws ofthis country, and the compli-
cated mode of exccuting them. The Poor Laws of this country, however wife in their ori-
ginal inflitution, had contributed to fetter the circulation of labour, and to fubftitute a fyl-
temn of abufes, in room of the evils which they humanely meant to redrefs, and, by engraft«
ing upon a defetive plan defeltive remedies, produced nothing but confufion and diforder.
‘T'he Laws of Settlements prevented the workman from going to that market where he could
difpofe of his induflry to the greateft advantage ; and the capitalift, from employing the
perfon who was qualified to procure him the beft returns for his advances. Thefle laws had
at once increafed the burdens of the Poor, and taken from the colleQtive refources of the
State, to (upply wants which their operation had occafioned, and to alleviate a poverty which
they tended to perpetuate. Such were the inftitutions which mifguided benevolence had
introduced, and with fuch warnings to deter, it would be wife to diftruft a fimilar mode of
condut, and to endeavour to difcover remedies of a different nature. The country had not
yet experienced the full benefit of the laws that had already been paffed, to correct the errors
which he had explained. From the attention he had beftowed upon the fubjeét, and from
the inquiries he had been able to make of others, he was difpofed to think we had not gone
yet far enough, and to entertain an opinion that many advantages might be derived, and
much of the evil now complained of removed, by an extenfion of thofe reformations in the
Poor Laws which had been begun. The encouragement of Friendly Societies would contri-
bute to alleviate that immenfe charge with which the Public was loaded in the fupport of
the Poor, and provide by favings of induftry for the comfort of diftrefs. Now the parifh-
officer could not remove the workman, merely becaufe he apprehended he might be bur-
denfome 5 but it was neceflary that he fhould be 2&ually chargeable. But, from the preflure
of a temporary diftrefs, might the induftrious mechanic be tranfported from the place where
his exertions could be ufeful to himfelf and his family, to a quarter where he would become
a burden without the capacity of being even able to provide for himfelf. To remedy fuch a
great firiking grievance, the Laws of Settlement ought to undergo a radical amendment.—
He conceived, that, to promote the free circulation of labour, to remove the obitacles by
which induftry is prohibited from availing itfelf of its refources, would go far to remedy the
evils, and diminifh the neceflity of applying for relicf to the Poor’s Rates. In the courfe of
a few years, this freedom, from the vexatious reftraint which the laws impofed, would fuper-
fede the objet of their inftitutions. The advantages would be widely diffufed, the wealth
of the nation would be increafed, the poor man rendercd not only more comfortable but
‘more virtuous, and the weight of Poor’s Rates, with which the landed intereft is loaded,
greatly diminithed. He fhould wifh, therefore, that an opportunity were given of reftoring
the original purity of the Poor Laws, and of removing thofe corruptions by which they had
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been obfcured. e was convinced that the evils which they had occafioned did not arife
out of their original conflitution, but coincided with the opinion of Blackftone, that, in pro-
portion as the wife regulations that were eftablithed in the long and glorious reign of Queen
Elizabeth, have been fuperfeded by fubfequent enaltments, the utility of the inflitution has
been impaired, and the benevolence of the plan rendered fruitlefs.

While he thus had exprefled thofe (entiments which the difcufion naturally prompted,
it might not perhaps be improper, on {uch an occafion, to lay before the Houfe the idzas
floating in his mind, though not digefted with fufficient accuracy, nor arranged with a pro-
per degree of clearnefs. Neither what the honourable gentleman propofed, nor what he
himfelf had fuggefted, were remedies adequate to the evil it was intended to remove. Sup-
pofing, however, the two modes of remedying the evil were on a par in effedt, the prefer-
ence in principle was clcarly due to that which was leaft arbitrary in it’s nature; but it was
not dificult to perceive that the remedy propofed by the honourable gentleman weuld either
be completely incfle€tual, or fuch as far to over-reach it’s mark. As there was a differ-
ence in the numbers which compofe the families of the labouring Poor, it muft necefluarily
requirc more to fupport a {mall family. Now, by the regulations propofed, either the
man with a {mall family would have too much wages, or the man with a large family,
who had done moft fervice to his country, would have too little. So that were the mi-
nimum fixed upen the ftandard of a large family, it might operate as an encouragement
to idlenefs on one part of the community; and if it were fixed on the {tandard of a fmall
family, thofe would not enjoy the benefit of it, for whofe relief it was intended. WWhat
meafure then could be found to fupply the defe€t ! Let us, faid he, make relief, in cafes
where there are a number of children, a matter of right, and an honour inftcad of a ground
for opprobrium and contempt. This will make a large family a blefling, and not a curfe;
and this will draw a proper line of diftinélion between thofe who are able to provide for
themfelves by their labour, and thofe who, after having enriched their country with a2 num-
ber of children, have a claim upon it’s afliftance for their fupport. All this, liowever, he
would confefs, was not enough, if they did not engraft upon it refolutions to difcourage re-
Jief where it was not wanted, If fuch means could be praftifed as that of fupplying the
neceflities of thofe who required affiftance, by giving it in labour, or affording employment,
which is the principle of the a& of Queen Elizabeth, the moft important advantages would
be gained. They would thus benefit thofe to whom they afforded relief, not only by the
afliftance beftowed, but by giving habits of induftry and frugality, and, in furnifhing a tem-
porary bounty, enable them to make permanent provifion for themfelves. By giving effect
to the operation of Friendly Societies, individuals would be refcued from becoming a burden
upon the Public ; and, if neceflary, be enabled to fubfift upon a fund which their own in-
duftry contributed to raife. Thefe great points of granting relief according to the number
of children, preventing removals at the caprice of the parifh-officer, and making them (ub-
fcribe to Friendly Societies, would tend in a very great degree to remove every complaint
to which the prefent partial remedy could be applied.—Experience had already fhewn how
much could be done by the induftry of children, and the advantages of early employing them
in fuch branches of manufatures as they are capable to execute, The extenfion of Schools.
of Induftry was alfo an objeét of material importance. If any one would take the trouble
to compute the amount of 2ll the earnings of the children who are already cducated in this
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raanner, hc would be {urprifed, when he came to confider the weight which their fupport by
their own labours took off the country, and the addition which, by the fruits of their toil,
and the habits to which they were formed, was made to it’s internal opulence. The fug-
geftion of tbefe (chools was originally drawn from Lord Hale and Mr, Locke; and upon
fuch authority he had no difficulty in recommending the plan to the encouragement of the
Legiflature, Much might be effe¢ted by a plan of this nature, fufceptible of conftant im-
provement. Such a plan would convert the relief granted to the Poor into an encourage-
ment to induftry, inftead of being, 2s it is by the prefent Poor Laws, a2 premium to idle-
nefs, and a fchool for floth. There were alfo a number of fubordinate circumftances, to
which it was neceflary to attend. The law which prohibits giving relief where any vifible
property remains fhould be zbolifhed. That degrading condition fhould be withdrawn, No
temporary occafion thould force a Britifh fubjet to part with the laft thilling of his litde
capital, and compel him to defcend to a flate of wretchedne(s from which he could never,
Tecover, merely that he might be entidled to a cafual fupply. Such little fums might be
advanced as might put the perfons who received them in the way of acquiring what might
place them in a fituation to make permanent provifion for themfelves. "Thefe were the ge-
neral ideas which had occurred to him upon the fubject; if they thould be approved of by
any gentleman in the Houfe, they might perhaps appear at a future time in a more accu-
rate fhape than he could pretend to give them. He could not, however, let this opportunity
flip without throwing them out. He was aware that they would require to be very maturely
confidered. He was aware alfo of a fundamental difficulty, that of infuririg the diligent
execution of any law that thould be enated. 'This could only be done by prefenting, to-thofe
who fhould be intrufted with the exccution, motives to emulation, and by a frequent infpec-
tion of their conduét as to diligence and fidelity. Were he to (uggeft an outline,; it would be
this. To provide fome new mode of infpe€tion by parifhes, or by hundreds—to report to
the Magiftrates at the Petty Seflions, with a liberty of appeal from them to the General
Quarter Seflions, where the Juftice fhould be enipowered to take cognizance of the conduct
of the different commiffioners, and to remedy whatever defelts fhould be found to exift,
That an annual report thould be made to Parliament; and that Parliament thould impofe
upon itlelf the duty of tracing the effet of it’s fyftem’from year to year, till it fhould be
fully matured. That there fhould be a ftanding order of the Houfe for this purpofe, and, in
a word, that there fhould be an Annual Budget opened, containing the details of the whole
fyftem of Poor Laws, by which the Legiflature would fhew, that they had a conftant and a
watchful eye upon the interefts of the pooreft and moft neglected part of the community,
Mr. Pitt concluded an excellent fpeech with acknowledging, that he was not vain enough
to think that he had brought forward any new idea; adding, however, that thofe which he
had fuggefted, were colleted from the beft fources of information, from a careful examina-
tion of the fubje&t, and an extenfive furvey of the opinions of others. He would only fay,
that it was a fubject of the utmoft importance, and that he would do every thing in his
power to bring forward or promote fuch meafures as would conduce to the intereft of the

Lou ntry.

Mr. Whitbread’s motion was negatived without a divifion %

1 Dcbrett’s Parl. Reg. xhv, 2.
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