
ABSTRACT

This paper explores the extent to which socio-economic develop-
ments in the aftermath of the Great Irish Famine (1845-1850) can
be regarded as a direct response to the famine onslaught, as op-
posed to being part of the broader incremental socio-economic evo-
lution of that era which may merely have been expedited by
famine-era distress. Specifically, we analyse the reform of the Irish
Poor Law in 1862 in order to assess the imprint of famine experi-
ences on this process. A textual analysis is undertaken on the fol-
lowing documentary material referring to the famine conditions of
1845-50: (i) expert witness testimony provided to the Select Com-
mittee on Poor Relief (Ireland) 1861; (ii) parliamentary debates pre-
ceding the legislation; and (iii) contemporary commentary
surrounding the Irish Poor Relief Act (Ireland) 1862. This analysis is
then used to interrogate the “crisis-reform” hypothesis, which con-
tends that economic crises induce policy reform. Our paper chal-
lenges this hypothesis, arguing that it does not adequately
incorporate the persistence of economic and social institutional
structures.

1. Introduction

The immediate devastation wrought by the Great Irish Famine
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(1845-1850) has been well documented: with an estimated 1 million
famine-related deaths in a population of 8.5 million in 1845 and an
exodus in excess of 1 million Irish emigrants, the suffering unleashed
by the Famine culminated in a 20% population decline over the pe-
riod 1845-1851.1 Longer term consequences of the Famine have also
been well established: continued population decline and emigration
into the early decades of the twentieth century, as well as a transfor-
mation of Irish social and economic structures, given that landless
labourers and smallholders had borne the brunt of the famine on-
slaught.2 This paper considers a particular aspect of the post-famine
socio-economic development: namely, the process through which
the experience of such a catastrophic crisis brought about socio-eco-
nomic reform.

Specifically, we analyse the reform of the Irish Poor Law in 1862
in order to assess the imprint of the famine experience on this reform
process. Our aim is to determine whether this reform process should
be characterised as a direct response to the famine, or instead char-
acterised as being part of the broader incremental socio-economic
evolution of that era. In order to explore this issue we undertake a
textual analysis of the following archival material:
– expert witness testimony provided to the Select Committee on

Poor Relief (Ireland) 1861 as they compiled the report which
would form the basis of the 1862 legislation;

– parliamentary debates preceding the 1862 legislation; and
– the contemporary reportage of Irish newspapers surrounding

the Irish Poor Relief Act (Ireland) 1862.
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This textual analysis allows us to gauge the extent to which
famine conditions of 1845-50 are referenced in these documents and
to assess the prominence of famine-era experiences in driving the
reform process.

This theme of reform in post-famine Ireland is particularly per-
tinent to one recent strand of economic research, namely the “crisis-
reform” hypothesis, which contends that economic crisis induces
policy reform. Our paper challenges this hypothesis, arguing that it
does not adequately incorporate the persistence of economic and so-
cial institutional structures. Methodologically, our paper highlights
the importance of case-study analysis to interrogate the hypothe-
sised “crisis-reform” process – an approach which has been absent
from the macro-level empirical “crisis-reform” studies.

2. The “Crisis-Reform” Hypothesis

The hypothesis that crises induce policy reform posits that crises
create the conditions under which reforms that had previously been
blocked or neglected can be realized. Under this hypothesis, as con-
ditions deteriorate, societal interest groups realize that continued in-
ertia will be more costly for them than to concede to what is, from
their perspective, a sub-optimal solution proposed by other groups.3

The hypothesis, referred to in the political economy literature simply
as the crisis hypothesis, has gained currency over time, with advocates
now referring to it as having attained the status of “conventional
wisdom,” part of the “orthodoxy” of the political economy of re-
form.4 However, critics have argued that the hypothesis is essentially
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a tautology, as reform naturally becomes an issue when policies are
perceived to be inadequate.5 Empirical studies of the crisis hypoth-
esis focus on economic crises and their influence on (mostly financial
and economic) reform measures.6 Although such studies generally
find some evidence for the crisis hypothesis, in that reform measures
are seen to be introduced subsequent to crises, these studies also
highlight serious conceptual and methodological limitations inher-
ent in the hypothesis.

On the conceptual front, the nature of the crisis “trigger” for re-
form has been subject to a variety of interpretations. One argument
for the necessity of crisis for reform refers to the actual perception
of the need for reform.7 The mere deterioration of economic or social
conditions does not necessarily imply that established policies will
be perceived to have failed and to be in need of change. In other
words, no situation is yet bad enough that it could not become even
worse. In that sense, the absence of reform could simply mean that
the crisis has not yet become sufficiently severe.8 As Drazen puts it,
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“It is not simply the view that the current situation is unacceptable,
but that different types of policies must be tried.”9 Furthermore,
while crisis conditions may induce governments to initiate reform
processes, it is by no means certain that the reforms proposed will
ultimately be implemented. The political and institutional frame-
work in which reform processes are initiated plays an essential role
both in enabling de facto implementation of policy reform and in pre-
cluding their reversal.10 In this regard, Campos, Hsiao and Nugent,
like Tornell, find political crises to be even more important than eco-
nomic crises as determinants of reform, calling for increased research
activity in this direction.11 Related to this, the role of interest groups
in the process has begun to receive much attention, though the liter-
ature is divided in its assessment of the complex interrelationship
of political factors and interest groups.12 As Drazen points out, the
influence of interest groups might actually become stronger in a crisis
situation.13 Whereas interest group opposition to reform may even
have contributed to the emergence of a given economic or political
crisis, the very same groups are often needed to mitigate the reper-
cussions of a crisis, since their expert knowledge can be crucial.
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On the methodological front, empirical studies utilising the crisis
hypothesis tend to adopt a cross-country macro-level modelling
strategy.14 The onset of a crisis is modelled in terms of a set of eco-
nomic indicators exceeding a certain threshold, with the implemen-
tation of reform being modelled as changes in policy indicators over
a given time period. As well as utilising a very narrow characterisa-
tion of crisis, this approach also fails to properly capture the nuances
of the reform process. Reform processes may vary in their required
timeframe for elaboration and implementation: while stabilization
measures to counter, say, hyperinflation may be implemented rather
rapidly, more complicated reforms, such as labour market or health
care reforms, are likely to be subject to more societal resistance and
hence require a lot more preparation and time, especially for gov-
ernments with constrained resources.15 Furthermore, it may not be
the case that all reforms undertaken in a given time period are di-
rectly attributable to a specific crisis. As this paper illustrates, these
nuanced aspects of the reform process might be better treated by de-
tailed case-study analysis rather than at the macro level.

3. Irish Poor Relief

A national system of poor relief had been established in Ireland
prior to the famine by the Irish Relief Act of 1838. As Gray notes, the
Irish Poor Law emerged “from a messy combination of complemen-
tary and contradictory impulses.”16 The enactment of the Poor Law
was preceded by almost a decade of intense debate over the merits
and workings of such legislation. Arguments in favour of the intro-
duction of an Irish Poor Law of one form or other could be found
among elements of the Anglican and Catholic clergy, Irish radical
political groupings, British commercial interests who hoped that the
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implementation of such a law would erode the competitiveness of
Irish industry, and reformist British political groupings; those op-
posing the Irish Poor Law included orthodox political economists,
Irish landowners, and conservative British politicians.17 The emer-
gence of a reform-minded Whig-Liberal government in 1835 her-
alded a change in the balance of political power and a more
reformist approach to the “Irish question”. Gray contends that the
“Justice for Ireland” platform of the reformist Whig-Liberal admin-
istration was one facet of an agenda of broader social reform. This
represented an integrationist vision whereby rather than allowing
deteriorating social and economic conditions to exacerbate the colo-
nial restlessness seen in other corners of the British empire, a more
complete union could be formed “through the accommodation of
Irish elites and the ‘elevation’ of Irish people to British standards.”18

The Irish Poor Law differed from the English model in that relief
was to be provided within the workhouse, rather than outdoors.19

The Act established a system of 130 administrative unions, each to
have a workhouse where the destitute would work for their keep.
As argued by Nally and Gray, characterisations such as that of Mac-
Donagh which depict the Irish Poor Law as being a replication of
the English equivalent do not stand up to scrutiny.20 Nally describes
the Irish Poor Law as being devised not solely as a technique for
ameliorating poverty, as in the case of its English equivalent, but also
as an instrument to engineer social development.21 Gray identifies
the distinct political context in which the Irish Poor Law originated,
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emerged, and was contested as a differentiating factor from its Eng-
lish counterpart.22

However, the Irish workhouse system, designed with a capacity
of 100,000, was not adequate to cope with the distress levels wit-
nessed during the famine.23 With the onset of the famine, the earliest
measure taken by the Tory government of Sir Robert Peel was the
secret purchase of £100,000 worth of Indian Corn and meal in the
United States, with the supplies arriving in Ireland from February
to June 1846. Local relief committees and a network of food depots
were set up to distribute the food, though with some delay. A scheme
of public works, mostly involving road improvements, was estab-
lished in order to provide employment so that the destitute could
purchase food. The public works schemes were overseen by either
county grand juries, in which case the entire cost of the works was
borne by the county, or a local Board of Works, whereby half the
funds advanced were to be repaid to the British treasury and half
chargeable to a consolidated fund.24 By March 1847 the public works
employed seven hundred thousand people (one twelfth of the Irish
population) but they did not succeed in containing the famine, as
they did not target the neediest, paid too low a wage, and exposed
the malnourished and poorly clothed to harsh weather conditions.25

In Spring 1847 the incoming Whig administration of Sir John
Russell replaced the public works scheme with a system of soup
kitchens. These soup kitchens were also financed by local ratepayers
and private subscriptions from local landowners, and provided meal-
based gruel for three million people daily.26 The soup kitchen scheme
was brought to an end in September 1847, as mortality rates appeared
to wane, food prices fell, and demand for seasonal work was antici-
pated. However, another season of complete potato crop failure
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would follow in 1848. The British government’s relief policy from
September 1847 onwards was predicated on shifting the burden of
financing relief from the British treasury to Irish landlords and ten-
ants, with the workhouse system becoming the main thrust of sub-
sequent relief efforts.27 The Poor Law Amendment of 1847 allowed
for the provision of outdoor relief to anyone unable to work due to
age, disability or ill-health, together with orphans and widows with
two or more children.28 The able-bodied poor, however, were now
permitted to avail of relief only within the workhouse, unless circum-
stances such as the workhouse being full or infected rendered out-
door relief necessary.29 The 1847 amendment placed the financing of
relief fully on the Irish ratepayer at a local level and the infamous
Gregory Clause prohibited tenants with landholdings of more than
one-quarter of an acre from accessing relief. The Gregory Clause led
to a wave of land clearances and evictions, as landlords sought to re-
move impoverished cottiers from their property.30 Many smallhold-
ers were forced to give up their land in order to qualify for relief,
losing their homes in the process and swelling the numbers depend-
ent on the workhouse system. The numbers seeking relief within the
workhouses rose to 932,284 in 1849, with a further 1,210,482 seeking
outdoor relief.31 The overcrowded system, with its regime of hard
labour and conditions that spread contagious diseases, led to very
high mortality rates within workhouses. According to Ó Gráda,
about one-quarter of all excess famine mortality occurred within the
workhouse system.32
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The immediate post-famine period has been characterised by
Crossman as one of retrenchment and reform.33 Retrenchment in-
volved poor law boards quickly reverting to the pre-famine regime
in which outdoor relief was either abolished or reduced to a mini-
mum. Reform initially took the shape of the 1851 Medical Charities
Act, which established a network of local dispensaries funded from
the poor rate and administered by local communities. It was the
early 1860s before a more comprehensive examination of the Irish
poor relief system as a whole would be undertaken. In 1861 a Select
Committee on Poor Relief (Ireland) was established and the report
of this Committee formed the basis of the Poor Relief (Ireland) Act
1862. The most significant reforms introduced by the 1862 Act were:
abolition of the quarter-acre clause for indoor, though not outdoor,
relief; provisions for the boarding out of orphaned and abandoned
children up to the age of eight years; a provision whereby an or-
phaned child baptised before entering the workhouse should be ed-
ucated in the religion of the godparents; and the opening of
workhouse hospitals to those who were poor but not destitute, thus
providing medical services under the poor law for recipients both
inside and outside the workhouse.

Recent studies of the 1862 reform process suggest that the re-
forms emerged from a confluence of post-famine influences, rather
than as a direct consequence of the famine years’ exposition of the
deficiencies of the Irish Poor Laws.34 Crossman in particular has
pointed to a more complex set of contributory factors: the influence
of the Archbishop of Dublin, Rev. Paul Cullen, who, in his efforts to
promote a role for the Catholic middle class in government and ad-
ministration, regarded reform of the poor law as essential to main-
taining Irish social cohesion; post-famine public scrutiny on the
management, effectiveness and cost of the Irish poor relief system,
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as epitomised by former Assistant Poor Law Commissioner Denis
Phelan’s 1859 pamphlet calling for the introduction of a mixed sys-
tem of indoor and outdoor relief similar to that practiced in England;
high-profile scandals in 1859 concerning the conditions of Cork and
Dublin workhouses; growing dissatisfaction with the unrepresenta-
tive nature of the Irish poor law commission, dominated by Protes-
tant Englishmen; and the fact that the poor law commission’s
five-year term was up for renewal in 1862, which also necessitated
legislative action.35 The following sections set out an analysis of the
imprint of famine experiences on the emergence of the Poor Relief
(Ireland) Act 1862.

Three archival data sources are utilised in this paper: (i) the ev-
idence presented to the Select Committee on Poor Relief (Ireland)
1861;36 (ii) parliamentary debates surrounding the proposed Poor
Relief Act (Ireland) as it progressed through the Houses of Lords
and Commons; and (iii) the reportage of Irish newspapers for the
year 1861, as contained within the online repository Irish-
newsarchive.com.

This material is analysed by means of textual analysis, a qualita-
tive analysis that, beyond the content of the documents, focuses on
the underlying ideological and cultural assumptions. The textual
analysis is operationalised using semiotic, narrative, genre or rhetor-
ical approaches. In the following analysis, findings are presented in
the form of a strategic selection and presentation of the text analysed.37

4. Irish poor law reform, 1862

In what follows, the archival material utilised in this paper is ex-
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amined for references to the Great Irish Famine (1845-1850). The
themes and the context within which these references emerge are
then analysed and discussed.

4.1 Evidence presented to the Select Committee on Poor Relief (Ireland)
1861

The Select Committee called twenty-two witnesses over the pe-
riod March-July 1861 to provide testimony on the nature and work-
ings of poor relief in Ireland. The witnesses included work house
guardians, poor law inspectors, physicians, a curate, an Archbishop,
and a superintendent from the Scottish Poor Law Commission.
Across these wide-ranging testimonies, the famine conditions of
1845-1850 are discussed by five witnesses in the context of their ev-
idence before the committee.

The most extensive testimony was provided by Alfred Power,
Chief Commissioner of the Irish Poor Law in Ireland. Power pro-
vided evidence in six sessions from 14 March to 29 April 1861, an-
swering no fewer than 1,700 questions. In his first and second
sessions, Power documented the relief provided to the Irish poor
through the Board of Works from 1845-1847.38 He noted the signifi-
cance of the changes to the Poor Law introduced by the Poor Law
Amendment of 1847, under which outdoor relief for the able-bodied
poor was abruptly discontinued. This resulted in considerable num-
bers of poor who had been in receipt of outdoor relief ceasing to re-
ceive any relief from 1848 onwards.39 The remaining sessions did not
return to the famine years of 1845-1850, but instead focussed on the
workings of the poor relief system as of 1861 in terms of medical
provision for workhouse inmates, regulations pertaining to orphans
and children, religious education and religious denomination of or-
phans, election and remuneration of guardians, as well as poor rates
and the funding of the workhouse system.
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The famine experiences of 1845-1850 also featured in the testi-
mony of Mr. Denis Phelan, who gave evidence based on his experi-
ences as a medical officer in Ireland and subsequently as an Assistant
Poor Law Commissioner. In all Phelan answered 441 questions be-
fore the committee, with his evidence focussing on the practical dif-
ferences between the poor relief system in Ireland, based primarily
on a workhouse system of indoor relief, and that of England and
Scotland, in which outdoor relief played a far greater role. Phelan
contended that had a system of outdoor relief been put in place in
the years prior to the famine, it would have operated liberally with-
out widespread abuse. According to Phelan, attempting to introduce
outdoor relief during famine conditions was not conducive to an or-
derly expansion of the relief system and the legacy of perceived
abuses of famine-era outdoor relief undermined efforts to extend the
system in the post-famine years.40 Phelan also noted that while very
large numbers of persons received relief during the famine, this
should not be taken as proof that the existing system of relief was
capable of expanding according to the necessities of the country.41

As is further illustrated in the following section, famine-era ex-
periences were invoked in arguments both for and against an exten-
sion of the Poor Act. Two witnesses – John Vandeluer Stewart,
chairman of the Letterkenny Union, and Harrison Briscoe, General
Superintendent, Scottish Poor Law Commission – made reference to
the famine in the context of instances of abuse of outdoor relief dur-
ing the famine years. Stewart, voicing his objections to any extension
of outdoor relief, cited instances of fraudulent claims on outdoor re-
lief in his electoral division during the famine.42 In a similar vein,
Briscoe cited Scottish examples to support his view that extending
outdoor relief had destroyed the sense of independence among the
lower classes and was “especially detrimental to female chastity”.43
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Both Denis Phelan and another witness, H.J. Macfarlane, ex officio
guardian at the North Dublin union, emphasised the importance of
the “workhouse test”, whereby a person who wanted to receive poor
relief had to enter a workhouse and undertake a set amount of work,
as a deterrent to fraudulent claims. Phelan, who favoured extending
outdoor relief, said “I would test every case; I would give relief in
the workhouse to idle and vicious persons, and those that were fit
objects of it, I would relieve outside, very cautiously.”44 Macfarlane,
on the other hand, who opposed the extension of existing laws re-
garding outdoor relief, referred to instances where the “workhouse
test” revealed large numbers of fraudulent claims for outdoor relief
during the famine years in his North Dublin union.45

In all, the evidence presented to the Select Committee in 1861 in-
dicates that although it was generally recognised that the experi-
ences of the famine years (1845-1850) had exposed the flaws inherent
in the Irish Poor Law, there was considerable disagreement as to
whether or not these flaws warranted legislative reform. What is
more, the bulk of the evidence given before the Select Committee fo-
cussed on contemporary features of the Poor Law, such as medical
provision within workhouses, regulations pertaining to orphans and
children, religious education, election and remuneration of
guardians, and the funding of the workhouse system.

4.2 Parliamentary debates, March-July 1862

Parliamentary debates regarding amendments to the Irish Poor
Law took place intermittently from March to July 1862, culminating
in the enactment of the Poor Relief (Ireland) Act on August 7th 1862.46

Initial House of Commons debates (24th March; 2nd May) set out the
context of ongoing Irish distress and the necessity of poor law re-
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form, while a later series of exchanges (29th May, 1st-28th July) fo-
cussed on specific clauses within the proposed legislation as the
draft bill made its way through the Houses of Commons and Lords.
It is in the earlier debates that reference to the famine years of 1845-
1850 can be found.

The textual analysis undertaken here identifies three distinct
themes in which reference to the Great Irish Famine (1845-1850) fea-
tures in the parliamentary debates prior to passage of the Poor Relief
(Ireland) Act. Firstly, the famine is invoked as a benchmark against
which the deteriorating Irish conditions of 1861/62 are compared.
However, this theme is common to both sides of the argument. Irish
Members of Parliament argued that conditions in 1862 were worse
than those experienced at the height of the famine. For example,
John Maguire, an Irish Liberal MP representing Dungarvan, when
recounting scenes of distress in his constituency, stated that “even
during the awful famine of 1846-7 I never met such an object.”47 Sim-
ilarly, John Blake, an Irish nationalist MP for Waterford city, cited
government trade statistics to illustrate that Ireland had produced
less agricultural exports in 1861 than it did during the height of the
famine.48 However, the famine was also invoked by those arguing
that famine conditions were not evident in Ireland in 1861/62. The
Chief Secretary for Ireland, Robert Peel, argued that “the alarms of
famine which had been raised had not been justified by facts”, claim-
ing that although in the early part of 1862 there was a scarcity of fuel,
the price of food was lower than in any other year since 1851.49

The second theme in which reference to the Great Irish Famine
(1845-1850) features in the parliamentary debates is that of misman-
aged famine-era public relief, cited as evidence against the utility of
further large-scale publicly funded relief efforts. The Home Secre-
tary, Sir George Grey, argued that the Irish relief efforts in 1847-49
should serve as a warning to the Government and Parliament not
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48 Ibid., 1152.
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to have recourse to the same means of employing the population on
a large scale without the clearest case of necessity.50 A British Liberal
MP, George Hammond Whalley, spoke of the “improper mode” in
which grants extended to Ireland in 1847-1848 were utilised, though
he was favourably disposed to extending loans for railway construc-
tion or lending money to landlords for improvements.51 Irish MPs
also appeared to concede that famine-era relief in the form of public
grants had been problematic, as illustrated by the position of
William Monsell, Irish Liberal MP for county Limerick, who argued
that although it was perfectly true that great evils followed the
money grants given to Ireland in 1848, yet of the loans made at that
time for railway construction every shilling had been repaid to the
Exchequer with interest.52 The difficulty facing Irish politicians in
this debate was summed up by Galway MP William Gregory: they
were forced to appear as supplicants to the Government, stating that
considerable distress existed and calling upon the Government to
take measures to relieve it; if the facts were denied or not proven,
they stood in the position of mendicants or impostors.53 Gregory
himself, infamous for the 1847 quarter-acre “Gregory Clause”, ex-
pressed his view that the greatest curse that could be inflicted on Ire-
land would be the extension of outdoor relief, that it would result
in the paralysis of every honest exertion, and reduce the peasantry
of the country to the level of shameless habitual mendicancy.54

The third famine-related theme to surface in the parliamentary
debates is that of the need to repeal the Gregory Clause. As the bill
passed through the House of Lords, the Duke of Newcastle re-
counted that the Clause had been enacted to reduce the pressure on
landlords by ensuring that the guardians of unions should not give
relief to any person who held land to the extent of a quarter of an
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acre. However, his view was that the clause ought to be repealed
and the law in that respect placed on the same footing as it now
stood in England and Scotland. According to the Duke, the restric-
tion was harsh in its operation, and did not provide that amount of
security that had been initially contemplated against an improper
administration of the poor laws in Ireland.55 The Duke of Newcastle
also noted that the MP from Galway (Gregory), who had originally
proposed the clause, had recently stated in the House of Commons
that the clause was, from the altered state of the times in Ireland, not
only unnecessary but absolutely prejudicial to the labouring classes
of Ireland.56 The argument for repealing the Gregory Clause had pre-
viously been stated in more succinct terms in the House of Com-
mons by Irish MP Patrick Mahon: If the authorities in Ireland
received power to administer outdoor relief, and if the quarter-acre
clause were repealed, a very beneficial alteration of the law would
be effected, and much of the evil which resulted from the present
system would be guarded against.57 Ultimately, however, the House
of Lords consented to the repeal of the Gregory Clause only in cases
of indoor relief. The clause would remain on the statute books in
cases of outdoor relief.

The debates regarding the detail of the Poor Law legislation in-
dicate that such reform efforts were not immune to underlying ide-
ological, religious, or class fissures. As early as March 1861, the
nomination process for the Select Committee on Poor Relief (Ireland)
was open to accusations of bias, with Irish nationalist MP John Blake
complaining that the Committee had not been selected with fairness
as there were too many landlords on it.58 During the debate sur-
rounding the reform bill in 1862, issues such as the religious denom-
ination under which orphans were to be raised and the proportion
of Catholic representation on Poor Law boards of guardians contin-
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ued to infuse the debate with a sense of grievance along religious
lines.59

4.3 Irish newspaper reportage on poor relief reform, 1862

Analysis of Irish newspaper reportage relating to the poor relief
reform process in 1862 shows that reference to the famine experience
of the Poor Law in 1845-1850 was implicit in the Irish commentary on
the reform initiatives but was explicitly invoked only occasionally.

Of the 240 articles identified in our data gathering process as
containing reference in 1862 to poor law reform, 19 contain what
could be termed significant mentions of poor law reform as indi-
cated by the title or sub-title. These 19 articles comprised: 7 com-
mentary pieces; 7 reports on either the parliamentary debates or the
efforts of Archbishop Cullen and the Poor Law Committee to
demonstrate the need for extensive reforms; and 5 letters from con-
tributors using pseudonyms. The commentary pieces tended to
focus on the flaws inherent in the existing Irish Poor Law, as well as
on objections to specific amendments contained within the proposed
reform bill. Examples of the issues raised include: the rearing of chil-
dren within workhouses; union rates as a method of funding the
poor law system; Catholic representation on the boards of guardians;
differences between Irish and English poor relief systems; as well as
comparisons between Irish poor relief difficulties and the British
government’s initiatives to provide relief in 1862 to unemployed cot-
ton workers in Lancashire.

In the 19 articles containing significant discussion of Irish poor
law reform, the famine of 1845-1850 was referred to explicitly only
in two instances in commentary articles, with both instances being
relatively minor mentions in regional newspapers. In one, the Kerry
Star (28 January 1862) expressed its scepticism over the extent of
prospective poor law reforms given that the range of powers inher-
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ent in the existing poor law legislation had not been fully utilised
since the famine years.60 The second echoes an aspect of the Parlia-
mentary debates of March 1862 in which the 1845-1850 famine was
used as a benchmark against which to assess distress levels of
1861/62. The Nenagh Guardian (26 February 1862) reprinted an ex-
tract from the British establishment newspaper The Times.61 This ar-
ticle dismissed MP John McGuire’s claims that the current Irish
distress has reached famine proportions and concluded that “but for
the extraordinary policy pursued by the legislature towards Ireland,
or indirectly affecting Ireland since 1845, we should now be witness-
ing not a very bearable amount of pressure and distress, but a repe-
tition, most likely in an aggravated form, of the great Irish famine
and pestilence”.62

The famine of 1845-1850 was also implicitly invoked in Irish
newspaper reportage by recourse to euphemisms such as “long sub-
sisting grievances” and the inadequacies of the Poor Law in “years
of pressure”.63 In contrast to this relatively measured rhetoric, the
famine was also referenced in one letter, penned under pseudonym,
published in the Connaught Telegraph on 6 August 1862.64 It set out a
very strong nationalist invective, castigating the British government
for its culpability during the 1845-1850 famine, denouncing the con-
tinued exportation of Irish foodstuffs during the famine years, and
characterising the distress experienced by Lancashire in 1862 as ret-
ribution.

The Poor Relief Act (Ireland) 1862 was met with disdain by the
Irish nationalist press. The logic of repealing the Gregory Clause
only in cases of indoor relief was ridiculed by the Irish regional
newspaper the Dundalk Democrat: “Everyone knows that to ask a
poor family, having a cottage and a rood of ground, to enter a work-
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house and leave their little home to the mercy of the lawless is a stu-
pid error which would cause much injury to the poor. But the Irish
peers do not think so.”65 The paper also lamented the fact that no
change was made to the legislation regarding the religion which
foundling children were to be denominated under: “The bigotry and
intolerance of some of these Irish peers are unparalleled.”66 In all,
the paper concluded: “It is evident that this reform of the poor laws
of Ireland is one that will produce very little benefit. […] Its two
leading features are – oppression of the poor of Ireland and the de-
struction of their religion.”67

While the Great Irish Famine undoubtedly cast a shadow over
Irish newspaper coverage of the 1862 Poor Law reforms, Irish news-
paper reportage focussed mainly on specific continuing grievances
with the workings of the Irish Poor Law rather than invoking famine
experiences as a justification for reform.

5. Conclusions

This paper explores the process through which reform of the
Irish poor relief system emerged in the years following the Great
Famine. Studying this reform process in detail allows us to cast a
critical eye on a hypothesis that has recently gained currency in the
field of political economic theory, namely that reform is induced by
crisis. Our study of the emergence of the 1862 Poor Relief (Ireland)
Act cautions against a linear characterisation of the relationship be-
tween crisis (in this case, the Great Famine of 1845-1850) and subse-
quent reform. Rather than the emergence of a consensus that poor
relief should be extended in order to prevent similar scenes of dep-
rivation and suffering in the future, post-famine attitudes to the Irish
poor relief system were marked by a tension between retrenchment
and reform.
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The groundswell of pressure for Poor Law reform in the early
1860s was not a direct consequence of the Famine legacy. While
Famine experiences had exposed the inadequacies of the Irish poor
relief system, the 1862 reforms appear to have been triggered by a
mix of both contemporary grievances, such as public outcry over the
conditions in individual workhouses, and societal pressures, as rep-
resented by the positions of Archbishop Cullen and Denis Phelan.
Indeed, as the textual analysis undertaken in this paper shows, in
their testimony before the Select Committee on Poor Relief (Ireland)
1861, the Famine of 1845-1850 is not featured prominently in the ar-
guments set out by Cullen, Phelan, and other expert witnesses in re-
lation to extending the Irish Poor Law.

Our analysis also highlights that in the debate over extending
the Irish Poor Law, the Famine was invoked by proponents and op-
ponents alike. While those in favour of a greater role for outdoor re-
lief cited the Famine as an indictment of the workhouse-centred
indoor relief system, those against it supported their arguments with
Famine-era examples of abuse and fraudulent claims. Similarly, both
sides of the argument invoked the Famine as a benchmark of sorts,
with advocates of reform warning of a return of Famine-era condi-
tions owing to poor harvests in the early 1860s and opponents dis-
missing the allegations of famine in the early 1860s and contending
that the situation had not deteriorated to the levels of the 1840s. The
overarching ideological, political, and religious fissures of the time
also found expression in the debates: the reform process exhibited
the hallmarks of religious tension in its discussion of issues such as
Catholic representation on the Poor Law boards of guardians and
the religious upbringing of orphan children; the conflicting interests
of landlords and tenants permeated the discussion of how the poor
relief system should be funded; political ideology infused attitudes
towards government intervention and public monies, and national-
ist discourse decried inequalities in the workings of the British and
Irish poor relief systems. Although the Famine had cruelly exposed
the inadequacies of the old Irish Poor Law, the subsequent move-
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ments for reform exhibited layers of complexity that challenge the
simplified, linear modern-day “crisis-reform” hypothesis.

More generally, we suggest that research into the aftermath of
famine crises would be well advised to distinguish between post-
famine economic recovery and post-famine economic (or socio-eco-
nomic) reform. Despite recurrent poor harvests in the 1850s and 1860s,
Irish living standards improved in the post-famine decades. Geary
and Stark estimate that Ireland’s GDP per capita grew at an average
of 0.9% per annum over the period 1871-1911, with GDP growth per
worker averaging 1.1% over the same period. The corresponding fig-
ures for Great Britain are 0.8 %, both per capita and per worker. Irish
average life expectancy rose from 40 years on the eve of the Famine
to 50 by the early 1870s and 58 by the 1920s, while literacy levels and
housing standards also improved.68 However, economic recovery in
itself is not necessarily indicative of purposeful reform initiatives im-
plemented as a consequence of Famine-era experiences.
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TABLE A1
Overview of Famine references in witness testimony
to Select Committee on Poor Relief (Ireland) 1861

Name of
Witness Profession Date of

testimony

Signifi-
cant

Famine
1845-50
Discus-
sion?
(Y/N)

Context of Famine
1845-1850 Discussion

Mr. Alfred
Power

Chief
Commissioner
of the Poor
Law in Ireland

14/19 March
1861;
15/18/25/29
April 1861

Yes • Description of famine conditions and
poor relief; (Q. 33-36)

• Statement re: amount of relief sup-
plied during famine to poor from
whom outdoor relief was discontinued
under Burgoyne Commission; (Q. 36-
61)

• Statement as to how such relief was
administered (Q. 33-79; Q. 148-149);

• Assistance from the British Association
and the Government to augment the
poor rates in 1847 and 1848 (Q. 69);

• Details re: charges made on the cen-
tral management in Ireland due to
famine (Q. 146-148).

Mr. Nicholls
Mahony

Merchant 2 May 1861 No

Mr. R.J.
O’Shaughnessy

Clerk to Board
of Guardians

6 May 1861 No

Mr. James
Hogan

Guardian,
Limerick Union

9 May 1861 No

Mr. Stephen
O’Halloran

Guardian,
Limerick Union

9 May 1861 No

Rev. James
Barry

Curate 13 May 1861 No

Mr. D. Phelan Medical officer 13/16 May
1861

Yes • Probability of a system of extensive
outdoor relief in Ireland but for the ex-
perience of the famine (Q. 3495-
3496);

• Very large number of persons relieved
during the famine – not proof that the
system of relief expands according to
the necessities of the country (Q.
3836-3843).

Rev. P. Cullen Catholic
Archbishop

27 May 1861 No

(continue)
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Name of
Witness Profession Date of

testimony

Signifi-
cant

Famine
1845-50
Discus-
sion?
(Y/N)

Context of Famine
1845-1850 Discussion

Mr. G.G. Place Guardian 30 May 1861 No

Mrs. Woodlock Principal of
industrial
school for girls

3 June 1861 No

Mr. T. Donagh Magistrate,
Louth and
Drogheda;
ex officio
guardian,
Drogheda

3 June 1861 No

Mr. M. Weddick Master of
workhouse,
North Dublin
Union

6 June 1861 No

Mr. H. J.
Macfarlane

Ex officio
Guardian

10/13 June
1861

Yes • Importance of a test of destitution at
the time of famine (Q. 5174, 5359,
5363);

• Instances during the famine of the im-
portance of the workhouse test in the
North Dublin Union (Q. 5174, 5405,
5407)

Dr. Daniel
Brady

Physician 10/13 June
1861

Mr. John Byrne Guardian,
South Dublin
Union

13 June 1861 No

Sir Edward
Grogan

Magistrate,
county Dublin;
ex officio
guardian,
South Dublin
Union

13 June 1861 No

Sir Richard
O’Donnell

Chairman of
Newport Board
of Guardians

17 June 1861

Mr. John
Vandeluer
Stewart

Chairman
of the
Letterkenny
Union

17/21 June
1861

Yes • Abuses during the famine in giving
outdoor relief (Q. 6182)

Mr. Henry
Robinson

Poor Law
Inspector

21 June 1861 No

(continue)
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(continue)

Name of
Witness Profession Date of

testimony

Signifi-
cant

Famine
1845-50
Discus-
sion?
(Y/N)

Context of Famine
1845-1850 Discussion

Mr. T.R. Sars-
field

Magistrate of
County Cork

24 June 1861

Mr. Edward
Senior

Poor Law
Commissioner

27 June 1861;
1 July 1861

No

Mr. Harrison
Briscoe

General Super-
intendent,
Scottish Poor
Law
Commission

1 July 1861 Yes • Abuses during the famine in giving
outdoor relief (Q. 7770, 7798-7800)

Source: Report of the Select Committee on Poor Relief, Ireland, 1861, proceedings, pp. v-xx; min-
utes of evidence, pp. 1-379, and index, pp. 1-29.
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