
222 / labour/le travail 86

new, nor as the one we should necessar-
ily be focused on, despite its appealing 
sci-fi qualities. Instead it is just one piece 
of a puzzle in the class struggle which 
includes “globalization, off-shoring of 
production to low-wage countries, and 
anti-union and neoliberal free-market la-
bor policies.”  (121)

All in all, I think this book highlights a 
number of important fields of study and 
discussion in world of political economy 
that cuts across disciplinary boundar-
ies. The one missing element, however, 
is any substantive discussion of the po-
litical corollary of Marxism: socialism 
and communism. While political econo-
mists are not necessarily advocating for 
either (there are quite a few liberals in 
our midst), it is a key dimension of the 
political legacy of Marxism and even left 
Keynesianism. It’s also a topic that I think 
it’s safe to say that those interested in po-
litical economy will want to discuss. The 
discussion of cooperatives gets us there 
in some regards, but I feel like it elides the 
ghosts of the 20th century’s many experi-
ments in socialist production, for good or 
ill. It is a big can of worms to open in such 
a short book, but it is worth serious re-
flection, especially in light of the ongoing 
economic crash that the covid-19 pan-
demic heralded. Nevertheless, I would 
easily recommend this book to my friends 
who are reading Capital for the first time 
as well as veterans of the field who are 
looking to update their knowledge with 
references to contemporary research.

Daniel James Joseph
Manchester Metropolitan University 

Steven King, Writing the Lives of the 
English Poor, 1750s–1830s (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press 2019)

Impoverished people in late 18th and 
early 19th century England and Wales 

fought tenaciously for poor relief, exer-
cising their right, as it was commonly un-
derstood, to be supported by their parish 
of settlement in times of need. Evidence 
of the strategies they employed—claim-
ing, negotiating, demanding, pleading, 
defending—show us they were not mere 
grateful recipients but, as has been high-
lighted in a number of studies over the 
past twenty-five years or so, had a degree 
of agency in their dealings with their 
relieving parishes. Steven King is one 
of many to have used letters written by 
paupers to demonstrate how they framed 
their claims for relief and how they con-
ceived of their relationships with their 
parish authorities and wider communi-
ties. This book takes a significant step for-
ward in developing the field of research. 

Pauper letters are all over the archives, 
distributed across local and county re-
cord offices, libraries and collections of 
private papers. For this reason, much 
of the work on them until now has con-
sisted of regional or county studies. In 
the course of the research project which 
led to Writing the Lives of the English 
Poor, King and his team assembled a cor-
pus of nearly 26,000 letters to and from 
paupers and parish overseers in all parts 
of England and Wales. As a result, this 
original and important book is the prod-
uct of a more systematic approach, and is 
on a wider scale, than has been attempted 
hitherto. This gives it a broader geograph-
ic and temporal span than earlier works 
and enables an empirical approach to the 
development of an analytical framework. 
The book’s focus is on England, and work 
on Wales is due to be published by King’s 
colleague on the research project Ben 
Harvey.

The book begins with a focus on the 
materiality of the letters and on the pro-
cess of writing, sending and receiving 
them as much as on their content. King 
emphasizes the significance of differ-
ent qualities of paper, of concerns about 
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postage costs, and of the strategic use of 
requesting that replies be sent via a third 
party, a tactic which might increase con-
fidence in a claimant’s trustworthiness. 
Claimants had to strike the most appro-
priate tone and know when to change it. 
What, for example, would be more effec-
tive given the circumstances: the formal-
ity of a letter by post, or the urgency of 
hand delivery? There are some hints of 
patterns: requests for very large payments 
such as rent arrears tended to be shorter 
and more to the point than those asking 
for a ‘trifle’, for example. However, King 
notes that it is impossible to relate the 
monetary value of requests to any other 
feature of the correspondence because of 
the vagueness of applications – most did 
not specify an amount – and the fact that 
they were often distributed across a series 
of letters. 

The discussion of how parish officials 
received letters from the poor asks the 
important question, what might suc-
cess look like for an applicant for relief? 
Writers might be subject to refusals, 
delays, or inadequate or irregular allow-
ances. Yet if we see an application as a 
starting (or continuing) point of a nego-
tiation, perhaps many writers aimed high 
and expected less. King usefully suggests 
that instead of thinking in terms of “bi-
nary concepts of success and failure” we 
should adopt “experiential and mutable 
indicators such as hope and disappoint-
ment” (110). Context, therefore, is all, and 
we should look not simply to absolute 
sums of money but also to individual and 
local circumstances to understand how 
generous or otherwise a payment – or in-
deed a parish – might be. 

One of the book’s most useful contri-
butions is a framework for understand-
ing the rhetorical moves employed by 
writers. King sets out a broad typology 
of letters: those instigating correspon-
dence, requests to renew relief, requests 
to change relief type, testamentary 

statements of condition, notes of desper-
ation, statements of finality of status such 
as the prospect of death, and other let-
ters interspersed throughout the course 
of correspondence. Each of these types 
of letter contains its own set of common 
narrative features, some unique altogeth-
er to the letter type and others found in 
more than one but with specific qualities. 
Notes of desperation, for example, were 
characterized by containing references to 
the running out of time and to hopeless-
ness. Appeals to dignity, meanwhile, are 
found in several types of letter, whether 
drawing attention to the prospect of 
shame, or stating that a humiliation has 
already taken place. Across all types of 
letters is a backdrop of “struggle, custom, 
law, right, duty, friendship, and humani-
tarianism” (197-8), and King sets out ex-
amples of paupers strategically deploying 
each. There was, he finds, an increased 
use of references to the law over the pe-
riod, though this is not quantified, and 
neither are the numbers of letters in each 
category. There is also, perhaps, room for 
more detailed geographical comparisons.

The book’s final section considers 
conceptions of identity and interior-
ity among the letter writers. Especially 
telling are the examples of writers who, 
having received relief and thereby gained 
the status of pauper, were keen to under-
mine the label and its associated stigma. 
King also finds evidence to support the 
impression that the concept of selfhood 
changed somewhat over the course of the 
late 18th century. He is careful to sur-
round any claims of a new selfhood with 
caveats regarding the purposes of the 
correspondence and the ambiguities of 
the material, but if such evidence is to be 
found anywhere, it is surely in a corpus 
of texts with the common theme of the 
assertion of personal agency. 

This book is as much about literacy, 
rhetoric, technologies of communi-
cation, storytelling, negotiation and 
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autobiographical narrative as it is about 
poor relief. Quotations from letters 
start each chapter as well as being used 
throughout the discussion, thereby fo-
cusing attention specifically on the words 
of the writers. King notably avoids using 
vocabulary like ‘data’ which might serve 
to distance the reader from the distressed 
and anxious people whom we encounter. 

Parish administration forms the setting, 
but there is little on, for example, the in-
tricacies of settlement law, which is prob-
ably a wise choice: readers from a wide 
range of disciplines beyond the poor law 
specialism will find it as accessible and 
engaging as it is detailed and nuanced. 

Douglas H.L. Brown
Kingston University, United Kingdom

Brown




