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Abstract

This thesis examines the situation of the physically disabled poor over the period ¢.1830-
1890. It concentrates 1nitially on the treatment of these individuals under the Poor Law
and then proceeds to examine voluntary provision, focusing in particular on the special
schools that were established at this time. Although a national (English) perspective is
adopted for an analysis of the Poor Law, the impact of special education is examined in
the form of a Yorkshire regional case study.

The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act created a distinct administrative category
encompassing the blind and deaf. This differentiation between groups of those hitherto

classed as the ‘impotent’ poor was to have important consequences for all sectors of the
disabled population. Whereas increasing numbers of blind and deaf children were

gradually removed into the care of the voluntary institutions, other ‘non-able-bodied’
persons found themselves under the auspices of a deliberately harsh state system.

Schools operating within the voluntary sector soon began to extend and diversify the
benefits they could offer. They fostered a sense of community and perhaps even a
distinctive identity amongst their pupils. In the longer term they helped to alter public
attitudes towards blind and deaf people. Schools encouraged the development of
professional expertise and thetr staff served as advocates and campaigners on behalf of
their pupils. The growing availability of special education operated as a counterweight to
economic and social exclusion.

The absence of comprehensive specialist provision meant that the situation of other
physically disabled people was often grim. Such individuals tended to merge into the
mass of the poor and details about their condition can be hard to distinguish from other
groups who comprised the ‘residuum’ of Victorian society. The impact of changing
attitudes to poverty and the role of the state, particularly in the areas of child education
and health, are further examined.
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Introduction

Writing the History of Disability in the Nineteenth Century: Key Issues and

Challenges

The factory cripple, the rachitic child, the blind beggar, the heroic injured soldier — the
literary and artistic stereotypes of nineteenth century physical disability are vivid and
familiar. The prosaic reality of the experience of this form of disability during the penod
is far less well known; indeed it is an area that has scarcely been explored by historians at
all.! In many ways this is a surprising omission, for disabled people presented a particular
challenge to a developing industrial society. The essence of the problem was economic:
in such a society, where an individual’s worth was determined by his or her ability to add
value, many disabled people were disadvantaged because they were seemingly
unproductive. They were viewed as being expensive and a burden, both to their families
and to the community as a whole. What, then, was a society that valued its members for
their productivity to do with its disabled citizens? What duties did it owe them? What

rights did they have?

! Until recently, mental disability, as distinct from mental illness, had also received
comparatively little attention from historians. See D. Wright, Mental Disability in
Victorian England: The Earlswood Asylum, 1847-1901 (Oxford, 2001), for a recent
survey. There is now however, quite a substantial literature relating to mental illness,
much of it written from a feminist perspective. This may be due to the continuing
fascination with all things psychological in a post-Freudian world, and the impact of such
classics as Foucault’s Madness and Civilization (1965). There is ample evidence to
suggest that the Victorians, too, were more interested and concerned with the problems
posed by the mentally disabled; see E. M. Palmegiano, Health and British Magazines in

the Nineteenth Century (1998). This is a useful source, which lists contemporary
magazine articles, a number of which are relevant to this thesis.



That said, there are some obvious reasons for the neglect of this subject. The first relates

to the nature of the available primary sources. For many disabled people, particularly
those who were blind or deaf from childhood, impairment was accompanied by
educational deprivation. Consequently, very few accounts of their experiences as
members of the disabled population were likely to have been written by this sector, and
even fewer are still extant.” Other disabled people may simply have assumed that their
lives and experiences were not worthy of record.” This dearth of direct information is
particularly evident when examining, as this thesis aims to do, the position of the poorest
sectors of disabled people — those in receipt of welfare, either through state or voluntary
agency.® The knowledge we have of these individuals is thus largely second hand; it is
the perspective of those who ministered to the needs of disabled people rather than that of
the disabled individual him or herself. The available sources, which generally take the
form of official reports or records of charitable enterprise, necessarily entail an

‘institutional’ approach to the subject.

? Indeed relatively few accounts, even from people who were educationally or socially
privileged, survive from this period. Henry Fawcett, the blind post master general, was a
life long supporter of the blind but his personal papers have not survived. Various of his
comments relating to his blindness were recorded by his wife Millicent Garrett Fawcett
and his friend and biographer Leslie Stephen. Harriet Martineau wrote on the subject of
her deafness in her Autobiography (1879). Alfred Hollins, the eminent blind composer,
who was educated at the WSB during the 1870s, recorded his experiences in 4 Blind
Musician Looks Back (Edinburgh, 1936). The most famous account of disability is
E)robably that of Helen Keller, whose The Story of My Life was first published in 1903.
Mayhew’s ‘maimed Irish crossing sweeper’ was one such. Mayhew recorded that ‘it
was very difficult to make him understand my object in getting information from him: he
thought that he had nothing to tell, and laid great stress upon the fact of his never keeping
‘count’ of anything.” H. Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor
(Harmondsworth, 1985), p.262.
* Since poverty has generally operated to increase susceptibility to disease and disability,

1t is likely that not only numerically, but also proportionately, the disabled poor formed
the largest sector of the nineteenth century disabled population.



Elizabeth Bredburg, whilst acknowledgi'ng the strengths of the ‘institutional perspective’,
has criticised its tendancy to ‘depersonalise’ the way in which disabled people are
represented.” She observes that the adoption of such a perspective creates a situation
whereby ‘...The problem that a society perceives itself posed by the presence of
impairment supplants the individuality of the person. It 1s addressed through the agency
of one or another dominant institution within that society’.® Thus, to use her examples,
accounts of ritual practice dominate discussion of disability in biblical times and legal
transactions assume central importance in classical civilization. Bredburg claims that in
the eighteenth century ‘the dominant institution to address disability as a social problem
became medicine.”’ It is arguable that in the nineteenth century poverty and pauperism
provide the principal lens through which disability was viewed.® Bredburg’s criticism that
the use of an institutional framework — in this thesis that of the poor law and charity —
may distort the wider picture and direct attention away from the individual is certainly
valid. However, these areas were of such central importance during this period, that in a
thesis of restricted length, they must necessarily dominate. Perhaps, then, the primary

methodological challenge facing the historian of disability is to extract, from what

initially seems unpromising matenal, evidence of the factors conditioning the lives of

> E. Bredburg, ‘Writing Disability History: Problems, Perspectives and Sources’,
Disability and Society, 14 (1999), pp.189-210.

® Ibid., p.194.

" Ibid.

® Significantly the ‘vernacular’ sources that Bredburg suggests as providing an alternative

perspective — Mayhew’s blind boot lace seller and the evidence given by the disabled to
employment commissions — form part of this discourse of poverty.
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disabled people. It may thus be possible, albeit by indirect route, to resurrect some

elements of their actual experience.

The study of disability is also fraught with difficulties of a conceptual nature. The
definition of terms such as disability or disabled remains contentious. In the words of Dr
Tom Shakespeare, what it means to be disabled constitutes ‘the million-dollar question’.’
Over the past three decades disability theorists have sought to challelfge medical or
clinical definitions, which centre round the impairment and its effect on the individual,
with the ‘social model’ of disability. They argue that disability should no longer be seen
as a ‘personal tragedy’ that has befallen the individual. Instead the focus shifts to the role
of society and the environment in disabling the individual.'’ To apply retrospectively
definitions or models of disability when these would have held little or no meaning for
contemporaries is arguably ahistorical. However awareness of current theory and debate
within the wider field of disability studies can provide the historian with useful 1nsight

and a wider sense of context. Similarly, access to a range of theoretical models drawn

from a variety of disciplines can help to extend our understanding of the implications of

disability."’

> Dr Tom Shakespeare, interview with Peter White, BBC Disability Correspondent,
Independent On Sunday, 18 June 2000.

' In 1976 the London Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS)
defined disability as ‘the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by contemporary
social organisation which takes no or little account of people who have physical
impairments and thus excludes them from participation in the mainstream of social
activities.” Cited in C. Bames ‘A Legacy of Oppression: A History of Disability in

Western Culture’, in  C. Barton and M. Oliver (eds.), Disability Studies: Past, Present
and Future (Leeds, 1997), p.8.

}1 '1_"hus, for example, our understanding of the impact of incarceration or stigma on the
individual can be deepened by reference to sociology or psychology:.
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From a historical perspective, too, the issue of definition is complex. It is clear that over
time definitions and concepts of disability have shifted. One of the challenges facing
historians is to record and explain the reasons for these variations. Even within the same
time-frame significant differences emerge between the criteria recognised by, for
example, the medical profession, educationalists and the administrators of state welfare.
Nor should we take 1t for granted that groups of disabled individuals, even those with
common impairments, might recognise any community of interest between themselves.
Certainly the idea that individuals with a wide variety and differing degrees of

impairment might acknowledge a common ‘disabled’ identity is a relatively recent one,

dating perhaps only to the beginning of the twentieth century.'?

For the purposes of this thesis attention will be focused on those persons whom we might
now describe as having permanent sensory and motor impairments: in Victorian parlance,
the ‘blind’, the ‘deaf’ and the ‘crippled’.” During the period upon which this thesis
concentrates, ¢.1830-1890, these impairments may have adversely affected the health and
longevity of the individual, restricted his or her educational opportunities, limited the
ability to conduct relationships and generally undermined economic autonomy. This is

not to deny that factors such as class, gender, education and talent could substantially

12 From Rags to Rights. Peter White, BBC Disability Correspondent, BBC Radio 4,
March 2000.

' I do not propose to include persons with congenital deformity, or the issues raised by
the freak shows of the period within the scope of this thesis; these involve different

factors and have been studied elsewhere. A good starting point to investigate this

literature is R. G. Thomson (ed.), Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary
Body (1996).
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mitigate or even outweigh such disadvantages. However, as already indicated, the focus

of attention will be on the disabled poor.

This study combines both national and regional perspectives. A national perspective
provides the context — ideological, social and economic — in which developments took
place. The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, the most significant piece of social welfare
legislation of the period, was predicated upon the need to impose standard 1deologies and
policies through a central bureaucracy. A national perspective is therefore to be preferred
when analysing its impact on disabled people. However, even when attempts were made
to impose a uniform central policy, interpretation of the law remained subject to influence
by local factors. Indeed one of the key characteristics of social welfare provision in the
nineteenth century was that its administration was ‘highly localised, amateur,
voluntaristic and intimate in scale...”.'* Within the voluntary sector there seems to have
been little activity deserving of the title ‘national’ catering specifically for the disabled
until at least mid-century. Wagg states that until 1868, when the British and Foreign
Blind Association was founded, ¢...there was no work of national importance undertaken
on behalf of the blind.’" It therefore seems not only apt, but to some extent unavoidable,

to discuss charitable activity on behalf of the disabled within a regional framework. For

‘4 J. Harris, ‘Political Thought and the Welfare State 1870-1940: An Intellectual
Framework for British Social Policy’, in D. Gladstone (ed.), Before Beveridge: Welfare
Before the Welfare State (1999), p.43.

> H. J. Wagg, 4 Chronological Survey of Work for the Blind (1930), p.43. The Society
was founded by Thomas Armitage, son of a Leeds Iron Manufacturer. Wagg notes its

primary object as ‘...the employment and education of the blind, and the provision of
embossed literature.’
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reasons that will be explained at a later stage, the county of Yorkshire has been chosen as

the focus for the study of voluntary activity.
Scholarship and the History of Disability

The study of the history of disability is relevant to a number of other areas of historical
research, for example to the history of medicine and the body, to family history and to the
history of the welfare state. It also has potentially a wide multi-disciplinary scope, with
the possibility of links developing with a whole range of disciplines, most obviously to
the social sciences but also to medicine and to other arts subjects such as English. Of
particular importance is the relationship between the history of disability and disability
studies. However the latter is of relatively recent origin: ‘Twenty years ago there was no
such thing as disability studies.’’® Recently disability theorists have deplored the
ahistorical nature of disability studies claiming that the absence of historical accounts
‘trivialise the past’ and hampers our understanding of the process of disablement. The
inclusion of ‘micro-histories’ in more general texts and an absence of empiricism have
also been derided. Mainstream historians, too, have been chided for their neglect of this

important area.

Perhaps the central theme of those who have concerned themselves with the history of

disability has been the attempt to provide a framework for understanding the origins and

nature of disability and the attitudes which surround it. Their efforts have generated much

' L. Barton and M. Oliver, ‘Introduction. The Birth of Disability Studies’, in L. Barton
and M. Oliver (eds.), Disability Studies: Past, Present & Future (Leeds, 1997), p. ix.
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debate as to the ments or otherwise of materialist or idealist approaches to disability
history. Victor Finkelstein first outlined his interpretation of disability as ‘an oppresstve
social relationship’ in Attitudes and Disabled People: Issues for Discussion, a paper
given to the World Rehabilitation Fund in 1980. He has subsequently elaborated upon his

hypothesis in further writings.

Finkelstein sees ‘disability’ as a product of the development of capitalism.'” The
Industrial Revolution and the rise of the factory system operated to marginalise the
disabled individual and exclude him or her from participation in the economic process.
Mechanisation altered the pattern of employment away from domestic or cottage
industries, where a worker could produce goods at his or her own pace, and where one
individual’s shortcomings could perhaps be compensated for by others in the family untt.
The rigidity of the new factory-based industries transformed even the able-bodied into
mere ‘hands,” and excluded the disabled on the basis that they were less profitable as
employees. Urbanisation brought changing social patterns and loosened the community
ties which had hitherto enabled disabled individuals to subsist in the extended family
unit. Barred from participation in either the economic or social life of the community,
disabled people were increasingly isolated and institutionalised. Loss of income and

status were the inevitable consequences.

'’ The clearest account of the process whereby ‘cripples were transformed into disabled
people’ 1s to be found in V. Finkelstein, ‘Disability and the Helper/ Helped Relationship.
An Historical View’, in A, Brechin, P. Liddiard and J. Swain (eds.), Handicap in a Social

World (1981). This article is now available ' through the Disability Archive

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/disability-studies/archiveuk/archframe.htm. The quotation is
taken from p.4.
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Although acknowledging the significance of Finkelstein’s work, other theorists of
disability have criticised his approach for its over simplification and, in particular, its
neglect of the impact of wider, cultural, phenomena on the experience of disability. They
argue that factors such as gender, class, and the nature and degree of impairment had a
significant impact on the individual’s experience of disability.!® It has also been
suggested that an important factor in disabling people with perceived impairment i1s
prejudice, which operates not simply on a personal level, but is implicit in wider cultural

phenomena such as language, art and literature.

The historian Anne Borsay is amongst those questioning the assumption that disability
was the product of industrial capitalism.!” She uses her studies of the operation of the
Bath Royal Infirmary in the eighteenth century to argue that impaired people were
effectively disabled by mercantilism. The economic rationality which underpinned the
infirmary, and the voluntary hospital movement more generally, favoured as patients
those whose ‘cure’ could lead to their resumption of economic activity. Low wages,
reliance on poor relief and a reduction in marnital prospects are cited as the consequences
of impairment in letters seeking admission. Within the infirmary patients were subject to

medical control and their behaviour was strictly monitored. Thus Borsay uses her

'® For a precis of these criticisms see Barnes, ‘A Legacy of Oppression’, pp.9-10.

"> Anne Borsay is perhaps the premier historian of physical disability in the United
Kingdom. She is best known for her Medicine and Charity in Georgian Bath: A Social
History of the General Infirmary, ¢. 1739-1830 (Aldershot, 1999). She is also the author
of a number of interesting articles including ‘Returning Patients to the Community:
Disability, Medicine and Economic Rationality before the Industrial Revolution’,

Disability and Society, 13 (1998), pp.645-663. She is due to publish a book entitled

Disability and Social Policy in Britain Since 1750: A History of Exclusion, in November
2004.
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empirical research to demonstrate how a range of societal and economic disadvantages
consequent upon impairment, can be seen to operate well in advance of industrial

capitalism.

Finklestein’s work has thus served to stimulate much lively debate. His basic premis that
changing economic circumstances have a dramatic effect on the circumstances and status
of individuals with impairments must be correct. However such a view needs to be
qualified by the pertinent criticisms which have been listed above. One of the principal
contentions of this thesis concerns the importance of disaggregating the experiences of
people with different impairments.”’ Although broad generalisations are essential at a
theoretical level, they can obscure as well as elucidate our knowledge of the past. It is to
be hoped that further empirical studies will provide the evidence necessary to shed light

on theoretical conjectures.

Another important watershed in the historiography of disability was Deborah Stone’s The
Disabled State (1985). Stone sought to demonstrate how, through the development of the
English Poor Law, previously disparate groups of disabled people were increasingly
channelled into a common administrative category. She argues that disability operates as
a comnerstone of the embryonic welfare state, it being one of the first exemptions
accepted as a valid reason for entering a needs-based as opposed to a work-based
distributive system. Developments within the medical profession saw the arbiter of
 For some groups of disabled people employment opportunities may actually have

improved during this period. The introduction of new methods of communication coupled

with increasing access to education and greater opportunities to socialize may also have
had a positive effect upon their quality of life.
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disability becoming increasingly a matter of medical rather than lay judgment. Stone
1dentifies the links between disability and vagabondage, and highlights fear of deception
as being one of the principal motifs in the history of disability. Medical judgment,
seemingly scientific, objective and indisputable, not only assuaged this fear of being
duped by the unworthy, but also legitimated the claims of ever increasing numbers of

people to the ‘privileges’ of disability.

Stone’s approach has also proved provocative. In a summary of criticisms of Stone’s
work, Gleeson refers to her historiography as °...both selective and ambiguous’ and
deems her attempt to apply the ‘distmbutive dilemma’ to societies in general,
inappropriate.”! He also criticises Stone’s “statist’ approach for its failure to engage with
‘the social relations of production.”®* Again the concern is raised that viewing disability
through this rather limited perspective obscures rather than illuminates the experiences of
disabled people 1n the past. Such an approach inevitably reduces disability history to an

ahistorical ... saga of vagabondage and marginality’.”

Stone’s work is interesting in that it views the English welfare system within a wider
European context. She also provides a useful overview of the ‘medicalisation’ of
disability. It may be, however, that the absence or minimal consideration of the role of

the voluntary sector distorts the overall picture of welfare availability.

*! B. J. Gleeson, ‘Disability Studies: A Historical Materialist View’, Disability and
Society, 12 (1997), p.189.

“2 Ibid., p.190.

2 Ibid., p.191.
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Other writers have chosen to focus on cultural or sociologial explanations of disability. In
Enforcing Normalcy Disability, Deafness, and the Body (1995), Davis argues that
changing aesthetic notions during the nineteenth century played a significant part in the
stigmatisation of the physically impaired individual. According to Davis, the century
witnessed the replacement of the ‘ideal’ as the epitome of physical perfection by the
‘normal’. Whereas the ‘ideal’ was beyond the reach of any one individual, normality was
the average, the everyday, the ordinary. The normal range or standard distribution of a
characteristic was a matter of calculation, of fact; it could be demonstrated by the new
science of statistics. Because certain characteristics were seen as being more desirable
those who lay at the outer edges of the bell curve could be seen as gifted (for example in
their possession of high intellect or admirable physical characteristics) or as subnormal.
The concept of normality, valued for its apparent objective and scientific rationale,
swiftly became part of the dominant ideology to the disadvantage of groups such as the

disabled who were seen as deviant.

This thesis confirms that the relationship between disability and statistics is both subtle
and complex.”* The collection and collation of facts was a key characteristic of the
Victorian era. Statistics were viewed as a particularly persuasive category of facts, their
appeal being based on science and reason rather than rhetoric and emotion. The
importance of statistical research as a tool of early social welfare policy for the disabled
1s amply 1llustrated by the institutions studied herein. The thesis looks, 1n particular, at
the role statistics played in establishing the case for special education.

** A fascination with statistics was shared by Edwin Chadwick, architect of the 1834 Poor
Law Amendment Act, Charles Baker of the YIDD and Rev. Harcourt of the WSB.
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Henri-Jacques Stiker’s A History of Disability (1999), presents a most interesting
examination of cultural responses to dis:sn.bility.25 Stiker’s approach, based on a wide
historical survey, draws strongly on the social sciences and is avowedly non-empirical.
Stiker exposes society’s fundamental intolerance of difference through an examination of
linguistics, religious practice, legal developments and so forth. Thus the dnive to integrate
disabled people within wider society is seen as indicative of a need to efface diversity

rather than accepting it as implicit in the human condition.

Although these hypotheses and their critiques provide some very interesting points of
departure for the researcher, our historical knowledge of the day-to-day experience of
disabled people remains rather rudimentary, though there is evidence of increasing
scholarly interest in this area. There are a number of books which either relate to the
history of special education, or to that of certain classes of the disabled. In addition, a
number of histories of specific charities or institutions, and several biographies of
prominent individuals, provide some useful data. Information can also be gleaned from a
variety of other historiographies, for example those relating to the development of
medicine, to the elderly and to children, while the history of welfare provision touches
upon the situation of the disabled and provides a useful means of contextualising

developments.

2 Originally published as Corps Infirmes et Societes in 1982, Stiker’s work was
translated into English in 1999.
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Obviously the parameters of this project do not permit an exploration of every aspect of
the Victorian welfare nexus. For example, it has not proved possible to consider in any
depth the role of friendly societies and other self-help agencies in this sphere.26 This 1s
partially for reasons of space, but also because their significance may have been limited
to a relatively narrow sector of the disabled population. Typically membership of these
organisations was restricted to younger males who had to be free of disability at the time
of joining, and also in receipt of sufficient income to afford the regular subscriptions such
membership entailed. Nor would payments received through these agencies have been of
a sufficiently long duration or sizeable sum to support a permanently disabled individual.
Indeed, the deficiencies of these mainstream forms of social indemnity spurred on the
development of self-help schemes specifically intended for disabled workers, such as the
scheme developed by the Wilberforce School for the Blind, which is discussed herein.”’
Other related subjects which have had to be omitted for reasons of space, include the

history of welfare provision for individuals injured in the armed services.”’

As should be clear from the above, the thesis will focus on two specific areas, the Poor
Law and Charity, with particular reference to charitable activity in the areas of education

and employment.”” The principal focus of research will be on the Victorian period,

however the first chapter, which covers the years immediately prior to the passage of the

2 These can be distinguished as forms of mutuality rather than hierarchical charity.

*7 See below, Chapter Six.

8 A useful source of information about such provision is A. R. Skelly, The Victorian
Army at Home: The Recruitment and Terms and Conditions of the British Regular, 1859-
1899 (1977).

0 Historians of welfare now appear to accept fully the need to consider state and

voluntary provision in tandem in order to fully appreciate the scope of Victorian activity.
Indeed the voluntary sector is often seen as an integral part of the state itself.
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Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, provides the context without which later

developments can not be properly appreciated.

The Poor Law

The Poor Law lies at the core of any study of disability in the nineteenth century for it 1s
through the development of the law that the concept of disability as an administrative
category emerges. Practically speaking, many disabled people were dependent on the law
for the provision of outdoor relief and, in the absence of other institutional care, many
found shelter in the workhouse. The evolution of the poor law medical service saw
professional judgment displacing the lay judgment of the overseer or workhouse master as
to what constituted disability. The poor law also provides an interesting insight into the
attitudes of succesive Victorian governments towards the disabled. However, a study of
disability which confined itself purely to the poor law would swiftly encounter problems
with source material: the parliamentary papers, reports of the commissioners etc., although
useful from a statistical perspective, do not provide a particularly rich seam for the
historian of disability. The Poor Law Report of 1834, for example, contains only a few
references to this category of the poor. The Annual Reports of the Poor Law
Commissioners post-1834 seldom make separate reference to the disabled; generally they
are treated alongside groups such as the aged and sick as forming the umbrella category of

the ‘non-able-bodied’ and references to this larger category of pauper are also limited.>

0" As Dorothy Marshall noted when discussing the situation of the impotent poor in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, ‘It was not a point on which discussion waxed hot.’



22

But, of course, silence in itself can be significant, perhaps illustrating the existence of a
broad consensus, or alternatively that an issue has not yet been identified or recognised as
problematic. Equally, the stress placed by the administrators and legislators of the poor law
on the need for families to maintain impotent members could be seen as evidence of their
concern, accurate or otherwise, that families were using the provision made under the laws

to abrogate their responsibilities.

One aspect of the poor law that is relatively well-documented throughout the period is the
administration of, and conditions within, the workhouse. This subject has generated a
considerable literature of its own. A sizable proportion of long-term workhouse residents
were persons we would now class as disabled, and therefore the workhouse dietary and
regimen can play an important part in helping to reconstruct the minutiae of daily life for

this section of the disabled population.’’

Historians have expressed concern that the nature of the historical record might lead to an

overestimation of the importance of poor relief. Pat Thane illustrates the distortion that
this can create: whilst acknowledging that many of those who claimed relief were ‘aged

and impotent’, she maintains that ‘The great majority of older people at all times received

D. Marshall, The English Poor in the Eighteenth Century: A Study in Social and
Administrative History (1926), p.24.

*! My decision to start this thesis with a discussion of the situation in the last decade of

the eighteenth century is in part based on the publication date of Sir Frederick Morton

Eden’s The State of the Poor (1797). This highly influential survey is the principal non-
governmental source of information about the workhouse for the early part of the century.
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occasional, minimal or no relief,’>?

Other historians rightly stress the residuary nature of
poor relief; that it was a resource to be called upon only when family, private charity and
all other means of support, had been exhausted. The extent to which the poor themselves
viewed receipt of relief as a source of stigma or as a legitimate entitlement remains

contested. As we shall see, the position of certain sectors of the disabled population may

have differed from the majority of the ‘non-able-bodied’ with regard to these issues.

Charity

In the nineteenth century, issues of social welfare were as much the province of charities
and the voluntary sector as of the state. Indeed, charities were often innovative and
dynamic in their approach to difficult social problems. Charities concentrating on the
welfare of blind and deaf people were particularly well-supported; they not only raised
huge sums of money, but also ran institutions and schools and attempted to find
employment for their charges.” Individuals involved in the establishment or running of
charities saw themselves as experts on disability, and were deferred to as such. However
modem disability theorists see the residential institutions run by charities as contributing
to the devaluing and isolation of disabled people. Charities are further criticised for

promoting or colluding in the production of negative imagery of disabled people.

32 P, Thane, Old Age in English History: Past Experience, Present Issues (Oxford, 2002),

%11.

For the extent of public support of charities for the disabled see F. K. Prochaska,
Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century England (Oxford, 1980). Prochaska

cites Samson Low’s Charities of London (1850), as the source of his information. See
Prochaska’s Appendix, Table 2.
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For the purposes of this thesis, focus on charitable activity will be concentrated on two
principal areas of activity: education and employment. For most of the period in question
education specifically designed to meet the needs of disabled children was carried out
primarily under the auspices of religious and charitable organisations.”* The thesis will
look specifically at the education provided by residential schools for the blind and the
deaf, and attempt to assess how successfully they prepared the young people in their
charge for employment and independent living, if indeed this was their aim. Details of
curriculum and everyday routine in these institutions can tell us a great deal about the

expectations and the restrictions placed upon disabled people by wider society.

The situation of disabled people, or indeed their very existence, seems to have been
scarcely considered by the government at the time of the passage of the 1870 Elementary
Education Act (Forster’s Act). In 1889, when the presence of a significant proportion of
disabled children in the classroom perhaps made the scale of the problem less easy to
ignore, a Royal Commission was appointed to look into the position of the blind and the
deaf and dumb. The Royal Commission represented a significant acknowledgement on
the part of government of the situation of disabled people. However its weaknesses and

omissions led to demands, by deaf persons in particular, to be included in future

consultation processes.
In order to connect the topics of education and employment the thesis will, in the case of
the blind and the deaf, examine the latter in the context of the efforts made by the schools

** Some regulations did exist regarding apprenticeship of disabled youths resident in the
workhouse.
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in the field of vocational training and in securing and supporting former pupils in their
employment. Again the thesis will examine the schools’ expectations of their pupils and

their success or otherwise 1n this field.

For reasons that will be examined in the main body of the thesis, the situation of other
physically disabled people differed, in some respects significantly, from that of blind or
deaf people. There were, for example, scarcely any special schools catering for ‘crippled’
children until the very end of the century. More generally, as Young and Ashton have
noted, ‘Information about work among the orthopaedically deformed and crippled is
remarkably scanty, considering the incidence of ‘crippling’ in the population.””> The
focus upon charitable activity amongst this sector of the disabled poor, whilst still

concentrating upon education and employment, is necessarily more diffuse.

There is a risk that concentration purely on the social welfare nexus obscures the <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>