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INTRODUCTION

Nobody likes welfare. Conservatives worry that it erodes the work ethic, retards productivity, and rewards the lazy. Liberals view the American welfare system as incomplete, inadequate, and punitive. Poor people, who rely on it, find it degrading, demoralizing, and mean. None of these complaints are new; they echo nearly two centuries of criticism. In truth, American welfare hardly qualifies as a system. Diffused through every layer of government; partly public, partly private, partly mixed; incomplete and still not universal; defeating its own objectives, American welfare practice is incoherent and irrational. Still, this crazy system resists fundamental change. What is the source of its resilience? How are we to understand the persistence of a welfare system so thoroughly disliked and so often and authoritatively criticized? The answer rests in its past. American welfare practice has been constructed in layers deposited during the last two centuries. Despite accretions and extensions, it has served a consistent and useful set of purposes; its strength derives from its symbiosis with American social structure and political economy. This book sketches its social history.

Four major structural features mark American welfare practice. First is the division between public assistance and social insurance. Public assistance is means-tested relief. It is what we usually think of as welfare. Its major contemporary examples are Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and General Assistance. Social insurance is not means tested. It is an entitlement for everyone eligible by virtue of fixed, objective criteria, such as age, disability, or unemployment, and its benefits cross class lines. The great current example, of course, is social security. The division between social insurance and public assistance has bifurcated social welfare along class lines. With a strong, articulate middle-class constituency, social insurance, especially  social security, carries no stigma, and its expanded benefits have reduced drastically the amount of poverty among the elderly. Public assistance, which has become synonymous with welfare, is, of course, restricted to the very poor. Its recipients carry the historic stigma of the unworthy poor, and, as a consequence, they are treated meanly. Their benefits, which do not lift them out of poverty, remain far below those paid by social security.1


Local variation is American welfare’s second feature. In colonial times, relief was a local responsibility, administered within a town, county, or parish. In the nineteenth century, state governments tried to make practice more uniform within their jurisdictions, but, even then, a dazzling variety of local, as well as state, differences remained, and the assumption of new responsibilities by the federal government during the New Deal did not wipe out local variation. States remained responsible for setting benefit levels, even when they received federal funds, and the disparity in welfare benefits between states continues today. Another way to put the persistence of local variation is this: welfare practice has always been mediated by the complex structure of American federalism. As a consequence, the formulation of coherent national welfare policy remains extraordinarily difficult, and the amount and kind of assistance offered poor people varies by where they live.2


Third, governments accomplish many public purposes through private agents. Boundaries between public and private always have been protean in America. The definition of public as applied to social policy and institutions has never been fixed and unambiguous. In the colonial period, towns often contracted for the care of the poor with individuals. In the nineteenth century, they subsidized schools, hospitals, reformatories, orphanages, and other institutions. Within the last twenty years, governments increasingly have delivered social services by purchasing them from private agencies. Welfare practice, in short, is part of what Alan Wolfe terms the “franchise state.” Not all franchise holders act in the best interests of their clients, as Medicare and Medicaid frauds make clear. In fact, franchising encourages the confusion of service with profit making and removes important public tasks—and a lot of money—from public oversight and scrutiny (as the recent defense contracting scandals reveal vividly). At the same time, the scramble for public dollars pushes private agencies away from challenging, innovative activities and toward conservative, routine programs tailored to government specifications.3


Fourth, the American welfare state is incomplete, which is why I call it the semiwelfare state. America remains the only advanced Western democracy without national health insurance or family allowances. Welfare coverage is neither universal nor comprehensive. Social welfare expenses consume a much smaller share of the Gross National Product than in other wealthy nations, and ideological resistance to social welfare remains far more virulent.

Despite—and in some cases because of—its limits, social welfare practice has served important purposes throughout American history. The first three—relief of misery, preservation of social order and discipline, and regulation of the labor market—seem universal in Western societies. The fourth, political mobilization, is more distinctively American. The humanitarian goals of welfare have always been obvious, although those who consider them exclusive or paramount miss other important roles. Time and again, welfare has been extended or redesigned to promote social order by appeasing protest or disciplining the poor. The escalation of benefits after the great urban riots in the 1960s is one particularly vivid recent example. Another is the attempt in the late forties and fifties to reduce out-of-wedlock births among black women by tightening the “suitable home” provisions of Aid to Dependent Children (ADC). Welfare has also been deployed to regulate labor markets by manipulating work incentives. In practice, this has meant goading working-class men and women to labor hard for low wages by frightening them with the prospect of a subhuman and stigmatized descent into the ranks of paupers.

For a long time, welfare’s political role reflected the structure of American urban politics. With public authority weak and limited, the local ward leaders who ran city governments retained political power by returning services for votes. Outdoor relief—grocery orders, fuel, or small amounts of cash—helped cement the allegiance of the poor; lucrative contracts to supply poorhouses, fees for local doctors hired to treat their inmates, and the circulation of enough cash to sustain grocers and tavernkeepers won the loyalty of small businessmen and professionals. Since the New Deal, the federal government has used the distribution of welfare benefits, especially to urban minorities and the rural poor, to build political support. Conversely, also for nearly two centuries, critics, casting themselves as reformers, have mobilized different sources of political support by attacking welfare. (Ronald Reagan is only one in a line of politicians whose antiwelfare rhetoric has helped carry them into office.)4


Although these four purposes have always shaped American welfare practice, their relative prominence has varied with economic conditions, political climate, and social structure. Even more, they have always been inconsistent with each other, and the unresolved tensions between them have undercut virtually all attempts to formulate coherent welfare policy. In the nineteenth century, for instance, reformers who wanted to reduce taxes and discipline the poor by ending outdoor relief clashed with local manufacturers who wanted to keep their labor force from migrating in slack seasons, merchants who profited from poor relief, and politicians with a constituency in poor neighborhoods. Within poorhouses, decent care for the poor conflicted  with the objective of deterring the poor from asking for relief and making them willing to work hard for low wages. Indeed, of all their contradictions, the most glaring and debilitating has been the incompatibility of policies that simultaneously preach compassion and stress deterrence. It should be no surprise that deterrence usually has won.

Other themes run through the history of welfare. One is the stigma attached to extreme poverty in America. In the land of opportunity, poverty has seemed not only a misfortune but a moral failure. Another is the meaning of welfare reform: with few exceptions, its operating definition has been a reduction in benefits. Most often, the target has been the so-called able-bodied poor, whom welfare reformers for the last two centuries have tried to purge from the rolls of relief. Their relative failure only underscores the futility—and ideological baggage—of the persistent attempt to draw a sharp line between the very poor and everybody else.

Relief or welfare policy has never been inevitable. Always, policies and practices have emerged from a choice among alternative possibilities. Early in the nineteenth century, relief policy deliberately stressed poorhouses, even though they turned out to be more expensive and administratively cumbersome than outdoor relief. Later in the century, reformers moved children out of poorhouses and away from their parents because they wanted to break up poor families. Just as easily, they could have built decent family quarters in poorhouses or, most cheaply of all, supported families with outdoor relief. In the Great Depression, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, despite pleas from key members of his administration and social workers, among others, took the government out of the business of relief, in which it had been engaged for about two years, and left hundreds of thousands of people hungry and desperate. The selection of welfare policy, as these examples show, has reflected social values and the purposes welfare was to serve. However, whatever these official goals, poor people have managed, at least partly, to subvert them and to turn institutions and practices to their own purposes. Indeed, the resilience of the poor, their capacity to survive and resist, is the only major note of cheer in the depressing past that characterizes American welfare.

This book sets welfare in the context of American social history and outlines its story. It is, in part, a tale of transformation, of how social policy responded to the great shifts in America’s social and economic structure from the nascent capitalism of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, through the nation’s industrialization and the great era of corporate capital in the early twentieth century, to the current period of deindustrialization and the emergence of a service economy. Part I is called “The Poorhouse Era” because, although more people received help outside than inside institutions, poorhouses symbolized the spirit and intent of welfare practice. At first,  they were, indeed, welfare’s cutting edge as reformers responded to new forms of dependence and heightened problems of social discipline and labor force control during the early spread of capitalist social and economic relations. Chapter 1 shows why poorhouses became the preferred response to extreme poverty and why they failed to meet their goals. Chapter 2 highlights the resilience of outdoor relief, noninstitutional public assistance, despite reformers’ hostility, and describes how and why it survived the late nineteenth-century war against it. Chapter 3 focuses on the voluntary sector: antebellum private philanthropy and a post—Civil War theory, scientific charity, deployed amid the tensions of Gilded Age America to justify newly hardened policies toward the poor. Chapter 4 returns to poorhouses and shows how their transformation fostered the development of large orphanages, huge custodial mental hospitals, flophouses, and public old-age homes.

Part II covers the great era of corporate capital from roughly the 1890s through the 1930s, when replacements for the failed earlier nineteenth-century policies, especially poorhouses and scientific charity, became urgent and the impotence of state and local governments before the great problems of dependence became unmistakable. Its focus is the creation of what I have called the semiwelfare state, whose structure was completed by the New Deal. It deals with the special problem of children and, then, the implications for welfare of attempts to reorganize cities, labor markets, and the nature of government. Chapter 5 situates the great reform movement of the late nineteenth century, child-saving, in its social context and reveals how the resolution of debates about the appropriateness of institutions for children, the role of government in their lives, and the preservation of families resulted in new social policies toward children, including the intrusion of state authority into family relations. Chapter 6 traces the interconnections between early twentieth-century municipal reform and the development of both urban welfare systems and professional urban experts: reformers, social workers, and public welfare officials. Chapter 7 shows how attempts to reorganize labor markets in the same period fueled the development of welfare capitalism and early forms of social insurance. Chapter 8 locates the emergence of the semiwelfare state in the New Deal’s reorganization of the national government and its relations to its citizens.

In both parts I and II chapters for the most part are thematic rather than chronological. It seemed to me more useful and interesting to explicate great themes in welfare’s history than to scatter them throughout a strictly narrative account. (The result is some overlap, which is inescapable, but I hope not too intrusive.) Part III traces the relation of social welfare to some of the great themes of post—World War II experience: the civil rights movement, the urban crisis, deindustrialization, and the emergence of a new structure of  poverty. My main concern in the last two chapters is to offer an interpretation of the war on poverty, the expansion of social welfare, and what I call the current war on welfare and to show how they flow from and reflect the larger history of welfare in America. The last chapter ends with my speculations about the future of welfare and the components of more adequate social policies.5


If readers take only two major ideas from this book, I would like them to be these: first, American public welfare has a very old history. Public funds have always relieved more people than private ones. Voluntarism never was and never will be an adequate answer to the problem of dependence. By contrast, despite all its flaws, government has been, and can be again, a great source of social progress in America. Second, welfare policy results from choices among alternative possibilities. We have the resources, competence, and ideas to transform social welfare in America. The real question is how much we care. If we fail to eliminate poverty, hunger, malnutrition, and bad housing, we will have made our answer clear.

 



 



For a historian of welfare, two revolutions mark the decade since this book’s first publication in 1986. A burst of scholarship has reconstructed interpretations of welfare’s history. The reasons why America found itself with a welfare system nobody likes no longer remain mysterious. In the same years, a burst of practical activity in state and federal legislatures, city governments, social service agencies, charities, and corporations reconstructed the welfare state itself along new principles. As a result, the future of social welfare promises to be very different from its past. I have written about the new historiography of welfare elsewhere. Here I reflect on how it might have influenced this book had it been written now and make explicit some of the assumptions underlying my own approach.6 A new chapter (chapter 11) traces the redefinition of the welfare state itself.

Had I written this book in 1996, with rich new scholarship available, how would it have differed? I would be able to write in greater detail and with more authority about a number of topics, notably veterans’ pensions, settlement houses, the role of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century women reformers, mothers’ pensions, the Children’s Bureau, the Sheppard-Towner Act (infant and maternal health care in the 1920s), the design of Social Security in the 1930s, its subsequent expansion, and the community action side of the War on Poverty. I would place more emphasis on the influence of the structure of government and politics, and I would pay a great deal more attention to the role of gender - the gendering of the welfare state’s structure and its differential impact on women and men, especially the adverse implications for women of the split between public assistance and social insurance.  I also would spend more time on the private welfare state of social services, charity, and employee benefits, which I would emphasize as a distinct track in the welfare state, parallel to and sometimes intersecting with public assistance and social insurance. I have written more about the private welfare state for this edition in chapter 11.

Yet, none of the main interpretations in the book seem to me wrong, and the periodization still seems right. The years between the early nineteenth century and the late 1880s mark an era dominated by a fairly coherent strategy that emerged most starkly in the 1870s. Its features were reliance on institutions, hostility to public outdoor relief, the separation of parents and children, and social control through the personal oversight of the poor by the wealthy. This strategy ended in the 1890s when a major depression helped reveal its bankruptcy.

Although the years from the 1890s through the end of the 1930s might be divided along conventional lines (the Progressive Era, World War I and the 1920s, the New Deal) I found it useful to think about the period in a slightly different way - to stress the massive reorganization of American economic, social, and political experience, and to identify some of the threads running through it. The War on Poverty and Great Society days, from the 1960s through 1973, form another distinct period followed, in the 1980s, by what I called the War on Welfare, which, more than I realized then, signaled the start of a revolutionary era in the history of social welfare. The last section of the book on the War on Poverty and the War on Welfare remains the sketchiest; the War on Poverty deserved more extended treatment, and I slighted the intellectual ferment around ideas of poverty and welfare. I have written more about them in subsequent books.7


This book’s main empirical contribution remains, I believe, its emphasis on public assistance, that is, on poorhouses and outdoor relief. It makes clear that America as well as Britain had its poor law debates, and that the public’s role in welfare forms a long, continuous thread throughout American history. The golden age of charity when neighbors took care of each other without the help of government remains pure myth. At the time I wrote this book, historical writing about poor relief and public assistance remained meager, and it still remains a neglected area, outside the major concerns of the new histories of welfare.

I analyze institutions and policies, such as poorhouses or, in other work, public education, by ferreting out their purposes, tracing their implementation and, usually transformation, and trying to figure out the reasons for what happened.8 I look for patterns and aim for middle-level generalizations rather than the more embracing theoretical explanations that influence many of the new histories of welfare. Indeed, the more I study history, the less persuasive  and interesting single-factor theories become. Major social institutions like welfare always serve multiple purposes. The scope of their operations demand it; the political coalitions essential to their origins and survival ensure it. The diverse interests that join together to sponsor institutions usually differ in their objectives.9 As a result purposes often clash and inherent conflict and instability frustrate or undermine their goals. With welfare, the five purposes around which I tried to weave the story remain as alive and influential today as at any point in the past. On reflection, I might have added a sixth purpose: to accomplish its goals as cheaply as possible.

As in the past, alarm over soaring costs underlies the current war on welfare. Nonetheless, three other elements mark the last decade’s redefinition of the welfare state: the furious attack on dependence embodied for the most part in young, unmarried women; the devolution of power from the federal government to the states; and the diffusion of market models for social policy. In chapter 10 of this book’s first edition, I glimpsed those trends and sketched their beginnings, although I did not realize that they would join together to form a coherent strategy for redefining the principles underlying the welfare state as well as cutting back its size and scope. The chapter locates the first skirmishes in the 1980s war on welfare in the response to urban fiscal crisis and in state governments’ abolition of general assistance; it argues that these events rehearsed strategies later adopted by the Reagan administration. The chapter did not notice the parallel strategies that had started to emerge in the private welfare state. The events of the next decade proved the chapter more prescient than I had realized.

Chapter 11, written for this edition, picks up the story and carries it through late 1996. By then, many developments had accelerated the processes redefining the welfare state. The results remain to be seen. The chapter tries to shed some light on the origins of the revolution in social welfare and the interrelation of its components. It argues more directly than the first edition for the importance of seeing social welfare whole.

Research and writing on American social welfare remains segmented. Historians, social scientists, and policy analysts concentrate on one or another of its aspects. Even those who write about both public assistance and social insurance usually neglect cities and the private welfare state. In truth, the components join together in one vast, loosely articulated system that provides social benefits and services.

Not all the elements of the last decade’s redefinition touch all parts of the system uniformly. The furious attack on dependence strikes primarily at public assistance (what is commonly, although inaccurately, thought of as “welfare”); the devolution of power most affects relations among the federal, state, and local governments. However, the diffusion of market models applies  across the components of the welfare system. The widespread assault on entitlements —from AFDC to health care to employee benefits—reveals the new template for social welfare. So do the privatization of city services, the “marketization” of social services, and the shift to defined-contribution pension systems.10


One of the questions always underlying debates on welfare asks, what do we owe each other? What are our obligations to one another as members of a community, city, or nation; as strangers joined only by the bonds of common humanity?11 As it emerged in the years after World War II, the welfare state’s answer tightened the bonds of obligation and responsibility among citizens, and its emphasis on entitlement reflected a logic of social solidarity at odds both with older notions of charity and the recent emphasis on the market.  12 However imperfectly implemented, this answer shaped public policy for about three decades. In the last decade, it has become an anachronism.

Vanishing public spaces, the privatization of daily life, the commercialization of leisure, the commodification of human relations: all these trends which many writers have observed reflect the diffusion of a market template through economy, government, society, and family. In Chapter 11 I try to show its application throughout the world of social welfare and to speculate about some of its consequences. In this book, I have concentrated more on providers than recipients. It is easier to see the impact of new ideas and impulses on those who design and administer social welfare than on those who receive it. Indeed, wherever they have been studied, recipients have transformed policies, bending them in unanticipated ways.13 How they have responded to the forces reshaping social welfare in recent years remains a crucial topic, but one for another book.

A number of reviewers of the first edition chided me for my pessimistic tone. They were right about the tone; too ready to dismiss it. The slim grounds for optimism about the possibility for more effective, humane, and generous social welfare in America that they thought they saw then, that others believed at hand with the election of Bill Clinton in 1992, has vanished. For those who believed in the transformative energy of the market, the innovative capacity of state government, and the capacity to accomplish more with less money, the mid-1990s did indeed herald a brave and hopeful new era. For those who believed otherwise, they signaled disaster.






PART I

THE POORHOUSE ERA





1 The Origins and Failure of the Poorhouse

Throughout the century before the New Deal, the poorhouse dominated the structure of welfare—or, as it was called then, relief. Although despised, dreaded, and often attacked, the poorhouse endured as the central arch of public welfare policy. Even in the twentieth century it did not disappear. Instead, through a gradual transformation, it slid into a new identity: the public old-age home. Its history shows clearly how decent and compassionate care of the poor has always remained subordinate to both low taxes and the other great purposes that have guided relief. American welfare has remained within the shadow of the poorhouse. Poorhouses, which shut the old and sick away from their friends and relatives, were supposed to deter the working class from asking for poor relief. They were, in fact, the ultimate defense against the erosion of the work ethic in early industrial America. Miserable, poorly managed, underfunded institutions, trapped by their own contradictions, poorhouses failed to meet any of the goals so confidently predicted by their sponsors.1


In both England and America, local communities helped destitute people in their homes—a form of assistance known as outdoor relief—long before the first almshouse had been built. Even more, despite a century of sustained attack, outdoor relief refused to disappear. Indeed, throughout the nineteenth century, many more people—in most places three, four, or more times as many—received public outdoor relief in any year as were admitted to poorhouses. Still, the number of people affected offers only one measure with which to judge whether a practice is fundamental. Another is its role in  policy, and in both Britain and America the poorhouse was the cutting edge of poor relief policy in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, advocated by Utilitarians in England and forward-looking architects of state policy in America.




Poverty 

Myths of abundance in early American history notwithstanding, poverty was a serious and growing problem. Indeed, no clear line separated ordinary working people from those in need of help, because periodic destitution was one structural result of the great social and economic transformations in American life. The reasons for this prevalence of poverty vary, although most of them may be traced in one way or another to the organization of work.

Increasingly, throughout the early nineteenth century, most people worked for someone else during their entire adult lives. “Nothing more clearly distinguishes the years in which the factory system was built from the modern age, inured to its ranks of wage and salary earners,” writes Daniel Rodgers, “than that the simple fact of employment should have deeply disturbed so many Americans.” This spread of wage labor can be traced in various ways: through an analysis of the proportion of workers simply called “laborers” on the New York City assessment rolls between 1750 and 1850 (the proportion rose from 6 percent to 27 percent); through manuscript censuses and city directories (which show the numerical domination of most trades by wage laborers at a ratio of ten or eleven employees for each proprietor by at least the middle of the century); or by the spread of trade unions, labor newspapers, and working-class militancy as early as the 1830s. (In Philadelphia, the General Trades Union, a loose organization of unskilled and skilled workers, staged successful collective actions in the 1830s until they were decimated by the severe depression of 1837.)2


The uneven character of economic development complicates attempts to generalize about the relations between the history of work and poverty. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, handcrafts coexisted with manufactured goods; goods were produced in homes as well as in factories. Some large workplaces were collections of hand workers; in some the work was subdivided into its component parts; a few introduced steam-driven machinery. Even within the same trades, widely different work settings and  manufacturing processes coexisted. Nonetheless, everywhere, a reorganization of economic life eroded the position of independent journeymen artisans. For whatever their work setting, almost all of them became wage laborers, employees rather than independent craftsmen owning their raw materials and tools and selling their products directly. As wage workers, they lost the flexibility that had marked artisan manufacture. Most also lost their skill monopoly as the logic of production subdivided work into smaller components that required less skill and less time to learn.3


As young men entered trades with increased ease, apprenticeships shortened or disappeared, and a glutted labor market led to lower wages. In fact, to keep their wages as low as possible, employers often fired apprentices as soon as their term expired so that they could avoid paying them adult journeyman wages.4 Two factors intensified the problems of apprentices and adult artisans thrown out of work. One was the absence of any cushion against unemployment. Very few workers could save enough to tide them over a prolonged period of unemployment, and, without aid from their families, their alternatives were to seek relief or to travel in search of work. Here the ecology of home and workplace—the second factor—came into play. Until very late in the nineteenth century, most working people had to live within walking distance of their jobs. Few could afford the early forms of public transportation such as the horse-drawn street railways introduced in many cities in the 1860s. Because most workplaces were relatively small, most workers found only a limited number of jobs within walking distance of their homes, and, as a consequence, losing a job often meant traveling to find new work. This is one reason historians have found extraordinary population mobility everywhere in nineteenth century America. (Recent studies rarely have discovered more than a third of households remaining in the same town or city for at least a decade around the middle of the nineteenth century.) People on the road looking for work usually had almost no money. Often hungry and desperate, they sometimes sought relief in poorhouses or from public officials. In this way, transiency helped swell the roles of public relief.5


Sometimes, mechanization also drove people to relief. Consider the example of threshing machines in New York, where in 1853 an observer wrote:
It is not very long since all the grain raised in this State was threshed out with flails. It requires no intellect whatever to perform this labor; any one, not a perfect idiot, can stand and pound upon the floor of a barn. This employment was usually relied on by laborers for their winter’s employment. Now there is scarcely a farmer to be found who threshes with a flail. Threshing machines are everywhere used, and have completely cut off this source of winter employment.






The replacement of hand threshing by machines underlines the existence of rural, as well as urban, poverty. Nearly every county, rural or urban, had its poorhouse. One source of rural poverty was the mechanization of agriculture, which reflected the increased influence of market forces during the first half of the nineteenth century. In the Genesee Valley, observes Hannon, after 1925, commercial wheat production “was accompanied by rapid population growth, increased average farm size, a decline in self-sufficient household production, a shortening of the average tenant contract to one year, a decline in the tenancy rate, and increased use of seasonal labor.” In 1857, the editor of a local newspaper explained that “after employment for a few weeks or months,” farm laborers “were left to beg, steal, or go the poorhouse.... This has been the situation of farm laborers in western New York for the past ten or twenty years.” As the manufacture of domestic goods—clothes, small home furnishings, and so on—began to move out of homes and into shops and factories, farm women lost an important source of supplementary income. In fact, Hannon found the decline of home manufacture, far more than either industrialization or urbanization, associated with rising rates of pauperism in antebellum New York. Another source of rural poverty was the pressure of population on land, especially in long-settled areas of the East, where the productivity of land had declined and farmers had run out of land to subdivide for their children. Rural poverty arose, too, from periodic crop failures caused by bad weather or insects, as in the Kansas “Grasshopper Scourge” (1874—75) that left many families destitute, or the droughts and crop failures in the same state between 1885 and 1895.6


Everywhere, the seasonality of work menaced working-class security, and poorhouse populations swelled during winter months. Much unskilled labor took place outdoors: unloading ships, digging canals, building railways. In cold climates where lakes and canals froze, all this employment ended in the winter. So did most construction work, another major source of employment.  7


For most people work remained unsteady as well as seasonal. Because the availability of work varied with demand, few manufacturers employed a consistent number of workers throughout the year, and very few people found steady work. As much as low wages, this irregular employment—in the urban South as well as in the North—often dropped families into poverty. The great periodic depressions had the same effect. During each depression, thousands of workers, their jobs lost, were left without resources, dependent on relatives, friends, or charity. At times, even the well-to-do were plunged into poverty, and many workers fled cities. Others stayed and suffered. During one depression in antebellum Philadelphia, laborers worked for fifty cents a day; the wages of handloom weavers were slashed; the demand for domestic servants  and seamstresses declined; and everywhere, disease, hunger, and destitution stalked the streets.8


The availability of work for every able-bodied person who really wants a job is one of the enduring myths of American history. In fact, work was no more universally available in the early and mid-nineteenth century than it is today, as unskilled and semiskilled workers overstocked urban labor markets. In 1822, Josiah Quincy, addressing the Grand Jury of Suffolk County, Massachusetts, pointed to the 700 men “for whom work cannot be obtained” on the books of Boston’s Employment Society. “These men long for work; they anxiously beg for it; yet it is not to be found.” In 1828, Matthew Carey, attacking the proposed abolition of outdoor relief in Philadelphia, observed:
Many citizens entertain an idea that in the present state of society in this city, every person able and willing to work may procure employment; that all those who are thus employed, may earn a decent and comfortable support; and that if not the whole, at least the chief part of the distresses of the poor, arises from idleness, dissipation, and worthlessness.





Nothing could be further from the truth, wrote Carey. Even in the “most prosperous times,” he pointed out, “some trades and occupations” always were “depressed,” and a “deficiency of employment” consumed the modest savings of the most “frugal and industrious.”9


Carey highlighted another great source of poverty: the low wages paid women. Some philanthropic societies had attempted to help women—especially widows—by starting workshops where they could earn money sewing. Other women earned a little money sewing for individual masters. Carey showed that even the philanthropists did not pay women enough to survive. Even so, work was so scarce that every time contracts for making clothes for soldiers were announced, “the applications” were “too numerous to be supplied.” Women in the urban South faced similar problems, as the editor of the Richmond Daily Dispatch pointed out in 1857. Women compelled “to make their living by their industry,” he observed, were paid far less than men: fifty or sixty cents a day was considered enough to make a woman “entirely independent,” and some with children to support, were “actually making up shirts and drawers for 6¼ cents each.”10


Carey also traced the relation among the wretched wages paid male workers, their working conditions, and the growth of poverty. Thousands of laborers, he pointed out, “travel hundreds of miles in quest of employment on canals” at less than a dollar a day, paying “a dollar and a half or two dollars per week for their board, leaving families behind, depending on them for support.” Often, they worked “in marshy grounds, where they” breathed “pestiferous miasmata” that destroyed “their health, often irrecoverably.” They  returned “to their poor families, broken hearted, and with ruined constitutions, with a sorry pittance, most laboriously earned” and took to their beds “sick and unable to work.” Still, their places filled quickly with other men desperate for any work. Hundreds were “most laboriously employed on turnpikes, working from morning till night, at from half a dollar to three quarters per day, exposed to the broiling sun in summer, and all the inclemency of our severe winters.” Always there was “a redundance of wood pilers in our cities, whose wages are so low, that their utmost efforts do not enable them to earn more than from thirty-five to fifty cents per day.” Even the “painful situation of a watchman” was an “object of desire.” There never was “a want of scavengers”; nor was there any work “whatever, how disagreeable, or loathsome, or dangerous, or deleterious soever it may be, or however reduced the wages,” that did not “find some persons willing to follow it, rather than beg or steal.”11


Usually low to begin with, wages frequently were reduced. For instance, in one Philadelphia cotton mill, handloom weavers making cotton ticking earned one dollar per cut in 1820, seventy cents in 1833, and sixty cents in 1840. When wages were reduced, Walter Channing pointed out in 1843, the effect was not only to lessen “the amount paid to each” but also to discharge “from regular employment a certain number of operatives.” The net effect left large numbers of people suddenly “without the means of subsistence for themselves, and for their families. These last, after no very long time, must become dependent on foreign aid for support. They are made paupers.”12


With figures from the Board of Canal Commissioners, Carey calculated an annual income for a laborer consisting of 10 months’ work at $12 per month, 2 months’ work at $5 per month, and a wife’s annual income of $13. The total, which implied the availability of work throughout the year, was $143. As he stressed, this total income did not allow “for one day’s want of employment of the husband, or one day’s sickness of him or his wife!” Against the income he set a modest budget: 50 cents a week for rent, a total of $65.20 for food, $24 for clothes for the couple and $16 for their two children. With fuel and a few other expenses this bare bones budget totaled $145.74, more than they could expect to earn. Without “allowance of one day or one dollar for sickness, or want of employment,” both of which were common, with no provision for unemployment, Carey’s hypothetical family still could not quite match income and expenses. Their plight would have been worse, Carey pointed out, had he increased the number of their children, which would not have been unreasonable. The same results, he said, would emerge from calculating the income and expenses of the laborers on the railroad. Nor was the plight of weavers any better.13


Carey was right to stress the role of sickness, because illness was a major cause of destitution. A great many almshouse inmates were sick, and in histories  of families on relief, illness almost always stands out as a major theme. The reasons are not hard to find. Work was dangerous and unhealthy; diets were inadequate; sanitary conditions in cities were dreadful; medical care was poor. When men took sick and died, they usually left no life insurance and few assets, and their widows had almost no way short of prostitution to support their families. Some widows with young children combined help from family, friends, and charity with sweated work sewing or washing. But when they took sick—and not surprisingly they often did—they had no alternatives to private charity, relief, or the poorhouse. Families often survived by putting all possible members to work. Even young children were expected to help by taking care of their younger brothers and sisters, collecting bits of fuel from the streets, wharves, and woods, or by begging. Those families in which at least one person remained well enough to work survived best.14


Landlords and grocers often helped by giving credit that enabled poor people to weather periods of unemployment or sickness. (Indeed, the role of credit as a form of relief never has received the attention it deserves from students of poverty.) Yet, often no one could earn any money. Fathers were dead or sick; mothers were consumed with the care of very young children or ill; children were too young to work, sick themselves, or had left home. To be sure, kin were expected to help each other, and charity workers almost always tried to find relatives who could assist a family before they gave it very much relief. But most poor families only had very poor relatives with no surplus to share. In other cases, kin lived too far away from each other to be of any help.15


Problems intensified in old age. Men did not retire. They worked until they were fired or could continue no longer. Women, who usually outlived their husbands, inherited almost nothing. A few men had small life insurance policies, and a fortunate minority of working-class people had bought and paid for a home. Otherwise, elderly people usually lived with their children. With no savings, no pension, no social security, or if they lacked children willing or able to care for them, old people often found themselves completely destitute.16


Immigration also intensified the problem of poverty. Between 1820 and 1860 more than five million immigrants entered the United States. Although it seems unlikely that foreign countries, as protesters claimed at the time, were dumping their paupers on American shores, the massive antebellum immigration—especially because of the Irish famine in the 1840s and early 1850s—did exacerbate the problem of poverty and poor relief. Many immigrants had used up all their money simply to get to America; some arrived sick from the trip; others could not find work; many, contemporaries said, “had been accustomed to receiving relief in their old homes, and so were not abashed to ask for it when they came to the New World.” And, of course,  immigrants helped overstock the labor market for unskilled work. (However, it is crucial to remember that without massive immigration America would have lacked an adequate labor supply to build its infrastructure of canals, railroads, and turnpikes. American homes would have lacked domestic servants, and American factories would have lacked enough hands.)17


Even this cursory overview shows why poverty was a major problem in early and mid-nineteenth century America. The great transformation of social and economic structure disrupted social relations and created a class of highly mobile wage laborers subject to irregular, seasonal, dangerous, unhealthy, often badly paid work. Even in the urban South, “the incidence of poverty increased throughout the antebellum period.” Public policy made no provision for the periodic unemployment endemic to the emerging system, no provision for the women left widows, or for the elderly without families. Those in need of relief were young men thrown out of apprenticeships or looking for work, unemployed household heads with families, widows without working children, and those sick and elderly people without kin who could care for them. Crises were woven into the very fabric of working-class experience, and periods of dependence were normal. They were integral to the structure of social and economic life. With luck, some people pulled themselves out. They got well or found work. Others were not so fortunate. Working-class experience was a continuum; no clear line separated the respectable poor from paupers. This is why all attempts to divide the poor into classes and all policies based on those divisions ultimately failed. In no instance was the failure more spectacular than in the history of the poorhouse.18





Poorhouses and Other Social Institutions 

Poorhouses were one among a set of social institutions invented or redesigned early in the nineteenth century, all of which embodied similar assumptions and strategies. Together, they were a collective response to the great transformation of social experience that both frightened and exhilarated women and men confronted with the task of raising families, earning a living, and shaping public life at a time when old expectations crumbled, past practice offered few reliable guides, and the future remained unpredictable, even, to a very real extent, unimaginable.

Few formal, specialized institutions existed in colonial America.  Criminals, for instance, were not punished by long jail sentences. Rather, they were held in jail only until trial; if found guilty, they were punished by fines, whipping, or execution. The mentally ill were cared for by their families or dumped in the few large almshouses built in the eighteenth century. The poor were cared for largely through some form of outdoor relief or auctioned off to local farmers. Poor strangers were told to leave town. Children of the poor learned to read in a variety of ways: at home, in small dame schools, or in town schools that they attended irregularly.

By 1850, all of this had changed. Specialized institutions had been founded to care for the mentally ill, to rehabilitate juvenile delinquents, to educate the blind, deaf, and dumb, and to eradicate ignorance. New penitentiaries had been built on novel principles, and even almshouses became instruments of social policy.19


The new institutions all rested on optimistic assumptions about the possibilities of reform, rehabilitation, and education. Their sponsors believed that institutions could improve society through their impact on individual personalities. Because of their environmental sources, crime, pauperism, ignorance, and mental illness—which observers at the time usually confounded as different manifestations of an underlying and pathological condition of dependence—could be eradicated. Even intemperance could be treated in institutions because it originated in causes extrinsic to individual character, most often a faulty family life in childhood and an absence of religious and secular education. Institutions would seal off individuals from the corrupting, tempting, and distracting influences of the world long enough for a kind but firm regimen to transform their behavior and reorder their personalities. Even poorhouses shared in this rehabilitative vision; they would suppress intemperance, the primary cause of pauperism, and inculcate the habit of steady work.

The institutional explosion burst forth from both voluntary and state sponsorship; dotted the landscape with both residential asylums and nonresidential schools; and eventually encompassed almost everyone. (Many institutions were founded by philanthropists or voluntary groups and then taken over by the state; in some cases, philanthropists gave money to states to start new institutions; states, on the other hand, often gave money to voluntary associations to perform public functions, for instance, to run the educational system for New York City. This all points not only to the intermingling of voluntary and state activity but also to the very different, protean definition of  public in early American history.) Early-nineteenth-century institutional development was defined by the creation of formal organizations to build or reform the character of distinct categories of clients: the mentally ill, criminals, juvenile delinquents, paupers, and children. This use of secular institutions  as deliberate agencies of social policy, their specialization, and their emphasis on the formation or reformation of character represented a new and momentous development in modern history.20


What accounts for this institutional explosion? How are we to interpret the sudden emergence of the institutional state in early-nineteenth-century America? Answers are both general and specific. Each institution responded to a specific set of concerns. However, all of them confronted problems inherent in the great transformation of social experience that accompanied the emergence of capitalism in America.

The new institutions were heavy artillery in an assault on popular culture that accompanied the diffusion of wage labor as the template for human relations. Consider two great issues: the problem of time and work discipline and the question of universal standards. Wage labor breaks the noneconomic ties between employers and employees. It frees workers by setting them adrift. An exchange of labor for money, nothing more, governs their relation to their employers. Wages depend on the price of finished products, local labor markets, and the demand for goods. Within wage labor, time is essential. Except for piece work, time is the unit through which labor is measured and paid. Wasted time costs employers extra money, raises the cost of finished goods, and lowers their competitive position in the market. For these reasons, it is imperative that workers labor steadily and efficiently.

All this may seem commonplace. But remember that wage work was novel in the early nineteenth century and that, even more than wages, time and work discipline were at the heart of conflicts between masters and workers. Flexible work schedules had defined the artisan life. In weaving, to take one example, each month masters gave out material to be woven. During the month weavers could organize their work as they wished, and many worked hardest at the end of the month when their work was due. Cordwainers traditionally took “blue Monday,” a holiday that extended the weekend but interfered with masters’ increasing demands for reliable, steady output; cabinetmakers, too, largely set their own work schedules.21


The transformation of casual, episodic, and flexible work patterns into steady, punctual, and predictable labor underlay many of the key struggles surrounding the creation of a working class in both England and North America, and through their emphasis on time and work discipline all of the new social institutions took a leading role in these conflicts.22 As an example, consider public schools. In their early reports, even public school boards in small towns and villages discussed no question as often as punctual and regular attendance. Sometimes they even advocated locking the school door at the start of the day, turning away latecomers who had trudged miles through the snow. Within every other institution, order, predictability, and work also  were central. Penitentiaries stressed a rigid, mechanical, “machine-like” schedule. Reform schools, “large congregate institutions with workshop routines,” had unbending programs. The “orderly, predictable, and regular” routine in early mental hospitals was itself part of the therapy. And the work ethic—as will become clear—is what poorhouses were all about.23


An emphasis on universal standards also joined the culture of wage labor to the emergence of social institutions. Reformers assaulted the personalistic, ascriptive basis of much public life and advocated its replacement with universal standards that stressed achievement. Merit, or worthiness, should be defined by productive capacity, the ability to do a job better than someone else, or by meeting a bureaucratic standard, such as passing an examination. Above all, rewards should be earned, not distributed on the basis of kinship, friendship, patronage, or some other particularistic relation. Everywhere, reformers wanted to classify: to divide children into grades with clear criteria for promotion; to sort the poor into moral categories; to classify the insane; to grade prisoners and delinquents and demarcate clear standards for passage from one category to another. Rewards should be distributed by clear criteria applied without favor to everyone who fell into one of the narrow and proliferating categories through which nineteenth-century policy entrepreneurs viewed their world. All of this reflected what Christopher Lasch has called the emergence of a “single standard of honor.” The corollary, as Harry Braverman pointed out, was disposing of the rest as cheaply and conveniently as possible through the creation of institutions that cleared the marketplace of all but the economically active and productive.24


Despite their key role in a general cultural offensive, each new social institution had goals of its own. Each responded to a social problem exacerbated or redefined by the great social and economic transformation of the age. In the case of poorhouses, the problem was the forces that made poverty a major problem in late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century America and the dramatic increase in the number of poor people asking for relief.




Pauperism and Relief Before the Poorhouse 

Throughout the colonial period and the early nineteenth century, poor-relief policy in England profoundly influenced American practice. On both sides of the Atlantic, rising expenses for relief and anxieties about both labor  supplies and social order stimulated searching reexaminations of poor laws. Reformers predicted that the replacement of outdoor relief with poorhouses would curb the demand for relief, check the threatened demoralization of the poor, avoid interference with labor supplies, and inculcate a work ethic. However, reformers never managed to eliminate outdoor relief completely, and their great innovation—poorhouses—proved an abject failure.

Early American poor relief, it is important to stress, drew heavily on English precedents. In fact, four principles inherited from England underlay the local practice. First, poor relief was a public responsibility, usually assigned to officials called overseers of the poor. Second, it was profoundly local. Each parish in England organized its own system of relief and retained responsibility for its own people, even when they had temporarily moved away. This made the question of legal residence, or settlement, the most contentious practical problem in aid to the poor. Kin responsibility, the third principle, denied public aid to individuals with parents, grandparents, adult children, or grandchildren who could take them into their homes. Finally, concerns about children and about work were combined in legislation that authorized overseers to apprentice the children of paupers to farmers and artisans who agreed to train and care for them in their homes.25


At first, the colonies more or less copied the major features of English legislation. In fact, Rhode Island merely stated that the basis of its poor-law would be 43 Elizabeth (the basis of the Elizabethan poor-law). In America, as in England, poor relief was a local (at first township, later usually county) responsibility assigned to overseers of the poor. (In the South, until after the Revolution, the parish remained the unit for relief, which was administered by the Anglican clergy.) Relief policy, also as in England, authorized overseers only to aid those poor with a settlement and to bind out children of paupers as apprentices.26


Poorhouses were only one of the four methods of poor relief practiced in most states. As late as 1851, in a report to the Rhode Island legislature, Thomas Hazard found all four within that small state.
1st. By venduing [auctioning or selling] them to the lowest bidder. 2nd. By contracting for their maintenance, with an individual, or individuals, through the agency of a committee or otherwise. 3d. By placing all the poor in one Asylum, owned by the town. 4th. By placing all such in an asylum as are bereft of home and friends, and administering out-door relief to such as have.





Although detailed practices varied greatly, the mixture of auction, contract, outdoor relief, and poorhouses, described by Thomas Hazard in Rhode Island in 1851, existed in most colonies a century earlier, although auctioning was less common in the South. It was mainly larger towns and cities that  had built poorhouses (Boston, 1664; Salem, 1719; Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 1716; Newport, Rhode Island, 1723; Philadelphia, 1732; New York City, 1736; Charleston, 1736; Providence, 1753; Baltimore, 1773). Smaller towns and villages usually followed the other practices.27 The worst of these practices—and all other writers on poor relief seem to agree—was the first. “When stripped of all disguises, selling the poor to the lowest bidder is simply offering a reward for the most cruel and avaricious man that can be found to abuse them.” The poor were auctioned most often in country towns, because it was a cheap way to care for them and because there were too few poor to make an almshouse practical.28


In time, most places chose poorhouses. However, despite their alleged economy—one of their principal selling points—in Britain and America it invariably cost more to keep paupers in almshouses than to support them in their homes. As with criminals or the mentally ill today, institutions have been an expensive response to a social problem. Given their cost and the availability of cheaper alternatives, the reasons state and local governments clung so long to poorhouses as the cornerstone of public relief are not transparent.  29


Of course, not every town or county chose among alternatives in quite the same way. Everywhere, practices differed within the same state: towns and counties spent different amounts to help the destitute, varied the balance between indoor and outdoor relief, and ran their poorhouses differently. Despite variations, the contours of poor relief paralleled each other in critical ways from Maine to North Carolina, from Rhode Island, New York, and Pennsylvania to Kansas, Indiana, and Michigan. Poor-relief history, therefore, exemplifies one of the great themes of American social experience: the continuities in institutional patterns across a sprawling, decentralized, and diverse nation. Looked at this way, the issue is not diversity. Rather, it is this: all over the country those nineteenth-century Americans who controlled social policy made similar choices about poor-relief. We should try to understand why.30


By the end of the eighteenth century, the two general patterns of relief were the township system of New England and the county system of Pennsylvania. The latter, which made the county rather than the town responsible for the poor, eliminated many settlement disputes, which had arisen between towns within the same county. In fact, Pennsylvania’s poor laws became the most influential in the new nation because they were copied in the Northwest Territories and, subsequently, in the states created out of them. The Pennsylvania legislation was enabling, not mandatory. Counties asked for and were granted permission to build poorhouses. Except for New York, which passed a mandatory law, this was the pattern in most of the country.  Nonetheless, even without coercion, the poorhouse became a familiar institution during the first decades of the nineteenth century. By the Civil War poorhouses had spread from cities and the more densely populated seaboard to rural towns and counties throughout most of the settled regions of the country, North and South. In the South, rural counties often abandoned their poorhouses in the first decades of the nineteenth century. With most of the dependent members of the population the responsibility of the slaveholders who owned them, official relief rates in the South remained, of course, much lower than in the North.31


When state reports in Massachusetts, New York, Pennsylvania, and New Hampshire in the 1820s all advocated almshouses as the major public policy for poor-relief, they drew not only on English theory and practice, about which they were very well informed, but on American experience with almshouses in the preceding two decades. So uniformly positive were the towns with almshouses, that officials everywhere felt confident about recommending a shift away from existing, noninstitutional relief. The American pattern that emerged did not simply imitate English practice. The English attempted to ban all outdoor relief to able-bodied paupers. In America, only Delaware seriously tried to prohibit outdoor relief for any group. Moreover, not only did America lack a national system, but practices within states remained varied and permissive, and, as a consequence, arrangements differed among towns and counties within the same states.32


What, exactly, did poorhouse advocates hope to accomplish and why did poor-law reform appear so urgent? First, in the early decades of the nineteenth century, state and local officials everywhere claimed pauperism was rising at an alarming rate. In 1821, a Massachusetts Committee, chaired by Josiah Quincy (hereafter Quincy Report), reported that “the increase of the pauper burden [in Massachusetts] has exceeded, in a given number of years, the proportion of the increase of the pauper burden of Great Britain.” About six years later the secretary of New Hampshire wrote of the “rapid increase in the number of paupers supported by the public, and in the expense of supporting them.”33


Relief rolls grew most in cities. Yates, Secretary of State of New York, pointed to the “dense population” of New York City “and of the large villages and towns, which, from their convenient situation for navigation and commerce, allure to their haunts and recesses, the idle and dissolute of every description.” In the same year, the mayor of Schenectady pointed out “that cities are the great resorts for the straggling and vagrant poor, who although having no permanent settlement amongst us, still at times call loudly for relief and assistance.” Unlike some social fears, the increase in the number and expense of paupers was tangible. In contrast to moral decay, lax family  discipline, a decline in civility, or, even, to some extent the safety of the streets, it was not nebulous or largely a product of perception. Rather, it was concrete, measurable, translated into tax dollars. Because poor rates (taxes for poor-relief) often were billed separately from other taxes, taxpayers immediately felt every increase in municipal expenses.34


As they reluctantly paid the mounting poor rates, early-nineteenth-century taxpayers tried to account for the increase in pauperism, and they developed a clear explanation. They placed some of the blame on the growth of cities and immigration. Even more, they stressed the role of intemperance. But the real villains were existing public poor-relief practice and the indiscriminate generosity of private charity. In Massachusetts, the Quincy Report (1821) concluded, “That of all the causes of pauperism, intemperance, in the use of spiritous liquors, is the most powerful and universal.” Three years later the articulate overseer of the poor in Albany claimed, “that if any measure could be devised, to diminish the use of spiritous liquors, the condition of the poor would at once be improved; for it is doubtless the principal cause of the suffering of a large proportion of the poor.” European countries, many observers believed, increased America’s problem by dumping their paupers on its shore. In 1850, for instance, the mayor of Bangor, Maine, argued that only the federal government could prevent European countries from assessing “a tax upon the property of this country sufficient for the maintenance of all the paupers on the face of the earth.” In 1827, the Philadelphia Board of Guardians of the Poor wrote, “One of the greatest burthens that falls upon this corporation, is the maintenance of the host of worthless foreigners, disgorged upon our shores,” and in the 1850s, to take a final example, a well-informed observer noted that one cause “for the increase of pauperism amongst us ... is the increase of our foreign population.”35


Despite immigration, the growth of cities, and drink, to many observers the great source of pauperism lay within poor-relief practice itself. For private charity and outdoor relief encouraged idleness by undermining the relation between work and survival. To nineteenth-century observers, the poor laws interfered with the supply of energy available for productive labor by draining the working class of its incentive. Paupers were living proof that a modestly comfortable life could be had without hard labor. Their dissipation was a cancer demoralizing the poor and eroding the independence of the working class.

Overseers of the poor in Beverly, Massachusetts, claimed that poor-relief encouraged “idleness” and “improvidence.” “The idle will beg in preference to working; relief is extended to them without suitable discrimination. They are not left to feel the just consequences of their idleness.”  Meanwhile, the “industrious poor” were “discouraged by observing that bounty bestowed upon the idle, which they can only obtain by the sweat of their brow.” Massachusetts’s climate made saving for winter necessary. If the poor spent all their money in the summer, in winter they would “be in want. This improvidence may be and often is encouraged by the facility with which relief is obtained.” The Yates Report in New York put forth as “propositions very generally admitted” that “our poor laws are manifestly defective in principle, and mischievous in practice, and that under the imposing and charitable aspect of affording relief exclusively to the poor and infirm, they frequently invite the able-bodied vagrant to partake of the same bounty.” Poor-relief practices operated “as so many invitations to become beggars.”36


Indiscriminate charity and outdoor relief eroded more than the will to work. They also destroyed character. When the poor started to think of relief “as a right,” they began to count on it “as an income.” All “stimulus to industry and economy” was “annihilated, or weakened” while “temptations to extravagance and dissipation ... increased.” As a consequence, “The just pride of independence, so honorable to a man, in every condition” was “corrupted by the certainty of public provision.”37


Even more, Charles Burroughs warned, the generous public aid that had begun to teach the poor that relief was a right promoted militancy and eroded the deference that should govern class relations. “The poor tax,” he asserted, made relief impersonal. It was paid “without any comparative rememberance of the poor.” At the same time, as poor people began to claim relief “as an obligation” owed to their “wretched condition,” they became “jealous about the proper administration of the poor laws, and the encroachments [on their] ... prerogatives.” They started to “utter the language of discontent, complaint, and even vengeance.” The indifference of the taxpayers and the militance of the poor widened “the breach between [them] ... and the affluent.... The poor look to the rich, as hard hearted oppressors ... and the rich look to the poor, as so many poachers in their domains.”38


None of the critics of poor-relief, it must be stressed, proposed to eliminate poverty. To most people of the time, the idea would have been preposterous. Even in America, the vast majority would have to scrabble hard for a living. Nor was the issue redistributing wealth; rather, it was this: how to keep the genuinely needy from starving without breeding a class of paupers who chose to live off public and private bounty rather than to work. These were the goals most commentators felt current poor-relief practice defeated.

As the Quincy Report made clear, policy assumed the existence of two classes of paupers.


1. The impotent poor; in which denomination are included all, who are wholly incapable of work, through old age, infancy, sickness or corporeal debility. 2. The able poor; in which denomination are included all, who are capable of work, of some nature, or other; but differing in the degree of their capacity, and in the kind of work, of which they are capable.



No one should hesitate to help the first class of poor. Christian charity and ordinary human compassion made their care a clear duty, although it was not so clear where and by whom they should be aided. The real issue concerned the able-bodied poor. According to the Quincy Report, all the “evils” attributable to the current system of poor-relief could be traced to the same root: “the difficulty of discriminating between the able poor and the impotent poor and of apportioning the degree of public provision to the degree of actual impotency.” The able poor, so it was assumed, should fend for themselves. Indeed, it is only a slight exaggeration to say that the core of most welfare reform in America since the early nineteenth century has been a war on the able-bodied poor: an attempt to define, locate, and purge them from the roles of relief.39


Perhaps the difficulty of drawing the line between the able-bodied and impotent poor led Yates, in New York, to use a different definition: the distinction between the permanent poor, “or those who are regularly supported, during the whole year, at the public expense,” and the occasional or “temporary poor ... who receive occasional relief, during a part of the year chiefly in the autumn or winter.” However the poor were divided, the problem that eluded all commentators was finding a satisfactory way to limit relief to a portion of those who asked for help. As the seemingly straightforward behavioral categories proposed by Quincy and Yates proved difficult to put into practice, observers turned increasingly toward moral distinctions. Charles Burroughs pointed the way to the newer distinction in 1834 when he attempted to distinguish poverty from pauperism. Poverty was an “unavoidable evil, to which many are brought from necessity, and in the wise and gracious Providence of God.” Poverty resulted not from “our faults” but from “our misfortunes,” and the poor should “claim our tenderest commiseration, our most liberal relief.” But pauperism was a different story. “Pauperism is the consequence of wilful error, of shameful indolence, of vicious habits. It is a misery of human creation, the pernicious work of man, the lamentable consequence of bad principles and morals.” Relief to the poor was charity; relief to paupers increased “the evil in a tenfold degree.” (Later in the century, Burroughs’s moral categories were formalized into the distinction between the “worthy” and “unworthy” poor.)40


In the South, explanations of poverty among whites sometimes blurred  the familiar distinction between worthy and unworthy poor. For distinctions of race ultimately proved more important than those of class. Whatever else it accomplished, poor-relief was supposed to shore up white supremacy by assuring even needy whites a standard of living and work superior to that of blacks. “The leitmotif of the Southern public relief system,” writes Bellows, “was to give definition to the role of the white laborer in the urban economy. Even in indigency and unemployment, a distinction had to exist between the white hireling and the black slave if the grand illusion of white supremacy was not to be eroded at its base.” As a consequence, white Southerners often transmuted the distinction between worthy and unworthy poor into a division between neighbors and strangers. “Fear of strangers, vagrants and vagabonds better describes the antipathy aimed at some indigents of the city, rather than horror at their personal conduct.”41


Critics also attacked two other major features of poor-relief: the practice of auctioning off the poor and settlement laws. The case against auctions had two sides. One was its brutality. In New York, the Yates Report concluded, “The poor, when farmed out, or sold, are frequently treated with barbarity and neglect by their keepers,” and “in more than one instance” the “cruelty and torture” inflicted by keepers had killed the paupers with whose care they were charged. Even more graphically, Abijah Hammond, in an address to the agricultural society of Westchester County in October, 1820, thundered:
Most of the poor are sold, as the term is, that is, bid off, to those who agree to support them on the lowest terms, to purchasers nearly as poor as themselves, who treat them in many instances more like brutes than like human beings; and who, instead of applying the amount received from the poor-master, for the comfort of the pauper, spend it to support their own families, or, which is too often the case, in purchasing ardent spirits; under the maddening influence of which, they treat these wretched pensioners, and not unfrequently their own wives and children, with violence and outrage.42






Nonetheless—and this was the other criticism—the poor sometimes turned the system of auction or sale to their own advantage. Families sometimes put in the low bid for their own relatives because they were willing or able to care for them with very little extra money. When this happened, public funds subsidized a modestly comfortable life for dependent people with their kin. To poor-law critics, these subsidies were an outrageous abuse of the taxpayers. The supervisor of Hunter, New York, wrote:
Every pauper has more or less relations in the town, who seem to feel that it is a fine thing to get some money from the town, and yet keep the poor themselves. They dread the idea of their being sent to a house of industry, because  they lose the money they draw from the town. Hence they raise a clamor against such a project, and enlist with them all the connexions of the pauper, his neighbors, etc. and the plan is defeated.43






Here is a hint that the attempt to replace older methods of relief with poorhouses met popular resistance in America as well as in Britain, where local opposition, especially in northern England, frequently was fierce. Although American historians have not studied this topic, there is no reason to believe that American working people understood the meaning of reformed poor laws less well than their British counterparts. Poorhouses, they heard, were designed to enforce discipline and help regulate labor markets and wages. Their advocates wanted to remove people too poor, sick, or old to care for themselves from their friends and families and put them into a harsh, degrading institution. In these circumstances, resistance became neither venal nor unreasonable. Poor people found allies in their resistance to poorhouses among the professionals and merchants who profited from their business and among the justices of the peace and overseers of the poor who earned at least some of their living from the unreformed system. As the Yates Report pointed out:
The interests of the physician and the shopkeeper or merchant, in those towns in which the alms-house might not be located, would perhaps be affected by the proposed system [of county almshouses], and some hostilities might arise from that source.... in some towns the local feelings and interests of justices, overseers and constables may also be arrayed in some degree against this plan; nor is it the least item in the objections that will probably be made, that the paupers themselves and their connexions, and those who derive a profit from supporting the paupers, or expect to derive it, will also indulge in feelings hostile to the system.44






Except for the South, settlement remained the other great problem with the poor laws. Towns often spent more money ridding themselves of paupers than they would have spent supporting them. Aside from the trouble and expense of endless litigation, the system often was cruel, for old and sick paupers frequently were shipped from town to town, even in the middle of winter. The Yates Report estimated that one-ninth of all the taxes raised for poor-relief were spent “in the payment of fees of justices, overseers, lawyers and constables” who decided and administered settlement questions. Part of the problem lay in the laws themselves, which were “so technical, numerous, and complicated, if not obscure, that even eminent counsel” often could not “determine questions arising” from them. What then could be expected from the decisions of local officials “unlearned in our laws”? The Albany overseer of the poor explained that the local constable charged with sending the poor  on their way had to advance his own money to support and transport them. Often, he was not reimbursed for several months, sometimes not for a year, and, even then, his accounts were often examined in “a most rigid and ... unjustifiable” way. For this reason, the constable tried to “rid himself of [paupers] at the least possible expense,” and, as a result, the individual pauper was “bandied about from constable to constable, not unfrequently from one extremity of the state to another, generally in feeble health, and during the inclemency of the winter season.”45


Although unsatisfactory for everyone, the mix of outdoor relief, the auction of paupers, and their transport from town to town was especially harsh on children. According to the Yates Report, “The education and morals of the children of paupers, (except in alms houses) are almost wholly neglected. They grow up in filth, idleness, ignorance and disease, and many become early candidates for the prison or the grave. The evidence on this head is too voluminous even for reference.” Although many adult poor had passed beyond redemption, their children were quite another matter. By failing to intervene between parents and their children, reformers argued, the state had abandoned—temporarily, as it turned out—the opportunity to break the mechanism through which pauperism and its allies, crime and ignorance, perpetuated each other. This inability to break the cycle of pauperism added urgency to appeals for reform.46





The Case for the Poorhouse 

Both the Quincy and Yates reports rejected the views of those English political economists who advocated the total abolition of all poor-relief. They found such a draconian solution offensive and contrary to American sentiment. Rather, they recommended replacing most forms of outdoor relief, the auction, and the contract system with a network of almshouses (or poorhouses). Within the almshouses, work—especially farm labor—would be mandatory for all inmates neither too sick nor too feeble, and both idleness and alcohol would be prohibited. Able-bodied men would be pruned rigorously from the relief roles; begging would be barred and punished; children would be schooled; and settlement laws would be greatly simplified.47


Especially in England, the replacement of outdoor relief with poorhouses has echoed through time as a cruel solution to the problem of pauperism.  And so it was. But in America, the goals of poorhouse sponsors were not entirely repressive. For they reflected an attempt to mitigate the harshness of contemporary poor-relief practice by ending the auctioning of the poor to the lowest bidder and stopping the shunting of the poor from town to town regardless of their health or the weather. To their sponsors, poorhouses appeared an ideal way to accomplish a broad array of economic, disciplinary, rehabilitative, and humanitarian objectives.

Poorhouses had very clear goals: they were supposed to check the expense of pauperism through cheaper care and by deterring people from applying for relief. According to the Quincy Report, all the towns that had already built a poorhouse “without exception claimed a reduction in their expenses.” In New York, the Yates Report estimated the annual cost of a pauper in an almshouse at twenty to thirty-five dollars and on outdoor relief not less than thirty-three to sixty-five dollars; if the pauper was old or sick, outdoor relief would cost at least eighty or one hundred dollars each year. County poorhouses, it was also argued, would spread the financial burden of relief more evenly among rural and urban areas, in contrast to the current system under which urban areas often paid three times as much as rural ones. Another projected benefit of a county poorhouse system was its contribution to the reduction of settlement problems. “The expenses of removals from extreme parts, and the consequent grievous litigation, as well as the payment of the innumberable host of officers, would be avoided.”48


As for cutting the cost of poor-relief through deterrence, consider the experience of New Bedford, Massachusetts, with its poorhouse. Since its construction the town had “experienced a diminution of that class of vagrants who have for years annoyed us.” Before the poorhouse, the town’s poor had been helped with outdoor relief, and very often people applied “for assistance for supporting their aged and infirm relations.” With the opening of the poorhouse, “their applications” had “almost entirely ceased.” Once people knew “that every Pauper must be removed to the Poor House, many causes combined to prevent their application for assistance.” Franklin, New York, expected that a poorhouse would “in a great measure, deter many persons from applying for relief, except in cases of absolute necessity.” “The prohibition against alcohol and mandatory work,” predicted Charles Burroughs, “will deter many intemperate wretches, and lazy vagrants from seeking admission to these walls” and act “as a stimulant on their industry and moral feelings.”49


Poorhouses were expected to do more than cut the expense of poor-relief and deter potential paupers from asking for help. In the North—but much less so in the South—they also were supposed to transform the behavior and character of their inmates. Every town, an official from Pepperell,  Massachusetts, pointed out, harbored “a class of people naturally disposed to be lazy and indolent.” When boarded with private families, they indulged their habits, caring only for “what is sufficient to nourish the body,” passing “their time in sloth and inactivity.” But put “these characters” in a poorhouse, and “you find they are uneasy and discontented. A degree of pride begins to operate in their bosom; this proves an incentive to exertion; they quit their station and shift for themselves.” Under the influence of a poorhouse superintendent who made them work and watched their behavior, paupers would “possibly in time become renovated.” At the same time, poorhouses would strike a blow at intemperance, the great immediate cause of pauperism, first by prohibiting alcohol, second by deterrence. For magistrates should be given authority “to send any person, on view, found intoxicated, or in the habit of intoxication, for a certain period, to labor in a house of industry.”50


Almshouses, their advocates predicted confidently, also would improve the lives of pauper children. Pauper children outside of almshouses, observed the Yates Report, were “not only brought up in ignorance and idleness”; their “health” was “precarious,” and, often, they died “prematurely.” Just the reverse happened in almshouses. Children’s “health and morals” were “alike improved and secured,” and they received “an education to fit them for future usefulness.” For all these reasons, to its sponsors the poorhouse seemed a just, humane alternative to the practice of boarding out the poor. As one official from a New York town claimed, “The infirm could be more readily healed—the idiot more humanely provided for—the lunatic more securely kept, and the youth better prepared for society.”51


Poorhouse advocates believed they had good grounds for optimism. Although poorhouses were novel, enough of them existed to compile a swelling body of evidence about their virtues. The verdict appeared unanimous. Every town or city that had established a poorhouse before the early 1820s reported a reduction in the cost of poor-relief and an improved moral climate. Yates’s survey of pauperism throughout the country concluded, “where the poor-house system has prevailed for the greatest length of time, and to the greatest extent, the ratio of pauperism, and of the amount of expense is less than it is in any other state in which that system has been more recently or partially introduced.” This is why Pennsylvania, Delaware, Rhode Island, and Virginia had the lowest ratios of paupers in the country. At a local level, to take only one example, the supervisor of Brookhaven, New York, estimated that the establishment of a poorhouse in 1817 had reduced expenses for pauperism by one-third.52


Poorhouse advocates even exuded optimism about paupers’ ability to produce their own food and do other useful work. Salem, Massachusetts, for  instance, appears to have been especially successful at employing its poorhouse inmates. The town had opened a new almshouse in 1816. In the next year, about 18 acres of land were broken up and planted, producing 4,391 pounds of pork (of which 2,000 pounds were sold for $280), 1,000 bushels of turnips, and 2,700 bushels of potatoes. Besides farming, inmates worked at “spinning, weaving, coopering, the manufacture of small articles of cabinet furniture, making the wood work of all the tools used on the farm, corn brooms, etc. etc.” All the shoes worn by the inmates had been made in the almshouse as had most of the clothes. Picking oakum, probably the major employment of paupers in most almshouses, was “restricted to those who are confined to their rooms by age and infirmity, or are otherwise incapable of hard labor.” Even New York City reported a large and varied product from its almshouse inmates, and as late as 1843, Walter Channing could write glowingly about the industry in Boston’s almshouse.53


The optimism of early almshouse sponsors and administrators contradicts most reports made only a few years later. Clearly, in their early years, it was at least plausible to think of almshouses positively, as humane, reformatory institutions, reducing expenditures for poor-relief and checking the growth of a demoralized pauper class. But it is difficult to believe that even in these early years the picture was quite as cheery as poor-law reformers would have had their contemporaries believe. For one example, recall the hints of opposition, the local resistance to poorhouses. From the start, poorhouses were not popular institutions. Nor were they supposed to be. Here is the heart of the issue. Irreconcilable contradictions had been stamped into the foundations of almshouses. The almshouse was to be at once a refuge for the helpless and a deterrent to the able-bodied; it was supposed to care for the poor humanely and to discourage them from applying for relief. In the end, one of these poles would have to prevail. The almshouse was to be both a voluntary institution, entered with no more coercion than the threat of starvation, and, in some cases, a penal institution for vagrants and beggars. Asserting that poverty was not a crime, almshouse sponsors protested against the inhumanity of existing poor-relief practices such as auctioning the poor or shunting them around from town to town. At the same time, their own comments confounded crime and poverty. Not least, they expected institutions designed to house only the most helpless and infirm paupers to be hives of industry and productivity. If the almshouses worked, the aged and infirm would be held hostage to the war on able-bodied paupers. In essence, social policy advocated shutting up the old and sick away from their friends and relatives to deter the working class from seeking poor-relief. In this way, fear of the poorhouse became the key to sustaining the work ethic in nineteenth-century America.




The Failure of the Poorhouse 

By the 1850s, almost every major institution founded in the early nineteenth century had lost its original promise. For a short time it had appeared that most of them would work in the way their promoters had predicted. Early mental hospitals reported astonishing rates of cure; reform schools allegedly transformed young delinquents; and poorhouses purportedly slowed the growth of pauperism and sheltered the helpless. But within several years this early optimism faded. Mental hospitals did not cure; prisons and reform schools did not rehabilitate; public schools did not educate very well; and poorhouses did not check the growth of outdoor relief or promote industry and temperance. A preoccupation with order, routine, and cost replaced the founders’ concern with the transformation of character and social reform. Everywhere, reform gave way to custody as the basis of institutional life.54


Poorhouses had degenerated especially badly. A select committee of the New York State Senate visited the state’s poorhouses in 1856 and issued a scathing indictment. “The poor houses throughout the State,” wrote the committee, “may be generally described as badly constructed, ill-arranged, ill-warmed, and ill-ventilated. The rooms are crowded with inmates; and the air, particularly in the sleeping apartments, is very noxious, and to casual visitors, almost insufferable.” Sometimes forty-five inmates slept in one dormitory “with low ceilings, and sleeping boxes arranged in three tiers one above another.” Within poorhouses good health was an “impossibility.” Almost none of them had adequate hospital facilities, and the sick were “even worse cared for than the healthy.” Medical attendance was “inadequate” and physicians “poorly paid.” Sometimes inmates died with no medical attention at all. One county poorhouse that averaged 137 inmates reported 36 deaths in the previous year, “yet none of them from epidemic or contagious disease,” a death rate that indicated “most inexcusable negligence.” With almost no classification of their inmates, men and women mingled freely during the day and, even, at night. As a result, many of the births in poorhouses were “the offspring of illicit connections.” Petty graft exacerbated the problem of poorhouse administration. In two counties the contractor who supplied the poorhouse was “allowed to profit by all the labor which he could extort from the paupers.” In both these cases, the contractor was also one of the superintendents of the poor and in one case, even, the superintendent of the poorhouse himself. In 1857, in Charleston, South Carolina, shocked commissioners of the poor reported:
The Yard was uncleansed—the surface drains filled with offensive matter—the Privies in a most filthy state—the floors most unwashed, many of the windows  obscured by apparently many months accumulation of dust and cobwebs—nearly all the beds and bedding in a disgustingly neglected state, and in some localities, swarming with vermin.55






Managerial problems in poor-relief began with the office of overseer of the poor. So unpopular was the job that it sometimes took fines to force men to serve. In Philadelphia, for example, until the late 1820s men usually did not serve as Guardians of the Poor for more than a year. Only when paid, full-time officials assumed more of the day-to-day burden of handling applications for relief and investigating the merit of individual cases, did guardians begin to accept longer terms. Philadelphia’s guardians disliked most dealing with the outdoor poor. However, some of them managed to win a potentially lucrative place among the managers of the almshouse, who often sold the institution supplies.56


Indeed, because superintendents or overseers of the poor often used their offices as sources of graft, petty corruption infected the administration of poor-relief. In New York State, said one experienced observer, one of the superintendents of the poor usually was a “country merchant” and two were farmers. They divided the “purchasing of supplies” among themselves. The merchant sold the poorhouse its meat and other articles from his own store at the “highest retail prices,” charging even “for the very wrapper and twine” used to package the goods. He had little incentive to “restrain waste and extravagance” because the more he sold, the larger his profits. Farmers also had their own intricate fiddles that brought them a “nice profit.” The whole process of supplying poorhouses, in fact, was “reduced to a regular system in most counties in the State.” Petty corruption proved hard to eradicate. Almost forty years later in the 1890s, Amos Warner included in his complaints about poor-relief administration “dishonest or wasteful mismanagement of funds.”57


Warner also pointed to the limited ability of most poorhouse keepers and described how job pressures drove even well-meaning men to brutality. With “dreary work, small pay, and practically no general recognition” for their services, whatever their quality, “a sensitive, high-minded, ambitious man” was not likely to accept the job, and, “almost of necessity,” the typical keeper was “a tolerably stolid, unsympathetic person, and one who had not been very successful in other lines.” Unfortunately, the job usually exceeded his abilities. He was sent “a miscellaneous assortment of the diseased, defective, and incapable” and told to care for them without “the proper facilities.” Although the county “cut his appropriations to the lowest possible point,” he did not complain for fear of losing his job. Most of the inmates, moreover, were “bad-tempered, unreasonable, and inveterately querulous. They would complain no matter what might be done for them.” In these circumstances, he gradually  came to feel that “it does not matter what is done for them—that anything is good enough for them.” The result was brutality. “He becomes brutal unconsciously, and almost in self-defense. After a few years he does, without question, things that would have seemed absolutely awful to him when he first entered his duties.”58


In North Carolina, even in the early twentieth century, it was not “unusual to find a superintendent” who belonged “to a class only slightly superior to most of his inmates.” Rarely could he be compared with “the other officials of the county.” He was “not the type of man who could be elected register of deeds or clerk of the court.” His wife, of course, usually belonged “to the same class as he.” In 1922, a survey of poorhouse superintendents in eighty counties found that seventy-four had less than a high school education. “The only superintendent who had any college training” had been “removed because he did not belong to the same political faction as the county commissioners.” Many superintendents were “practically illiterate,” and a few could not read and write. Most—sixty-nine of eighty—had been farmers, and thirty had been tenant farmers. The eleven nonfarmers “came from various occupations—merchant, salesman, carpenter, mason, jailer, policeman, ‘moonshiner.’”59


Like other new service professions that developed during the nineteenth century, poorhouse administration had to forge an occupational identity. The first school systems, penitentiaries, reform schools, mental hospitals, and poorhouses could not draw on a pool of trained administrators or a body of technical and managerial knowledge. In each case, however, as officials created a new role and accumulated practical experience, they developed their own organizations, journals, and training procedures. As a result, by the early twentieth century, each new service activity had generated a new profession: school superintendent, penologist, psychiatrist, social worker, public welfare official. Each of these professions originated in practice, that is, from the attempt to build and run novel institutions.60


In New York State, the Annual Convention of the County Superintendents of the Poor, which met first in 1870, was a loosely knit organization that held annual conventions, published its proceedings, and sometimes lobbied the state legislature. Over the years, its proceedings show the gradual development of an occupational identity, fostered, especially late in the century, by attacks on county poorhouses and attempts to remove the insane to state institutions. A few superintendents, who held their jobs for many years (such as the one from Rochester), obviously were well read in contemporary literature about pauperism and poor-relief, and they tried to run their own institutions professionally and to stimulate their colleagues throughout the state to higher standards. Indeed, by 1913 the County  Convention felt sufficiently professional to change its name to the New York Association of Public Welfare Officials.

Nonetheless, probably no more than a few poorhouses were very well administered. Small county poorhouses had few staff besides the keeper or superintendent and his wife. Cities such as Philadelphia or New York developed elaborate hierarchies for administering their large poorhouses, but these, too, were understaffed. Medical care, always insufficient, sometimes was left to local doctors for whom the poorhouse offered a lucrative and steady source of income—and a source of contention among local physicians who sometimes underbid one another for the contract. Occasionally, as in Philadelphia, medical students provided much of the medical care. Professional nurses were almost nonexistent, and most of the nursing was done by other inmates.61


Inmates, in fact, did a great deal of the routine work around poorhouses. They not only nursed other inmates and gardened but also often cooked, cleaned, sewed, and did other small jobs. Inmates virtually ran the larger poorhouses, as in Philadelphia, where they greatly outnumbered the paid staff. With inmates serving as attendants, officials had little control over life on the wards, and large poorhouses turned into rowdy, noisy places in which discipline was almost impossible. According to Clement, in Philadelphia some of the inmates formed their own organizations; others fought with each other; and the city’s ethnic tensions erupted into conflicts within the almshouse. Other inmates peddled small goods—“pins, needles, thread, and other small personal articles”—to one another while the “gatekeepers peddled drugs, fruits, and candy.” (Inmates were supposed to turn all their money over to the agent who admitted them; so the medium of exchange remains unclear.) Even liquor was easily available. Doctors failed to hide the keys to the liquor cabinet; the inmates stole liquor from the managers’ private stock; employees smuggled in liquor which they sold; and doctors prescribed a great deal of liquor as medicine. In 1825—26, for example, they authorized the purchase of 1,624 gallons for the hospital, or an average of one-half gallon for every person admitted during the year. This easy availability of liquor, of course, defeated attempts to curb the intemperance thought to be the major immediate cause of pauperism.62


The ease with which inmates could enter or leave almshouses made discipline problems worse. Despite a rule that required inmates to work off the cost of their care, in Philadelphia inmates left the almshouse easily: they went to an official who checked their records and, usually, finding nothing amiss, handed them their clothes and allowed them to leave. (Inside the almshouse all the inmates had to wear the same uniform.) Warner complained of the “laxness” of admission and discharge policies. Because everyone was “entitled  to be saved from starvation and death and exposure,” anyone could enter an almshouse. But the almshouse, after all, was not a penal institution and it “was in the interest of no one to have persons there who” could “support themselves outside.” This meant that inmates virtually could discharge themselves at will; “the door swings ... outward or inward with the greatest ease.” As a result, the almshouse became a temporary refuge for the degenerate poor, “a winter resort for tramps ... a place where the drunkard and the prostitute” recuperated “between debauches.” The open-door policy, as characteristic of Charleston as of Philadelphia, had spawned a class of almshouse recidivists. Citing a study in Hartford, Warner reported the case of one woman who “came and went thirteen times in twenty-two and one-half months.”63


A failure to classify inmates underlay the administrative problems of poorhouses. Critics throughout the century complained that many poorhouses did not separate paupers by age, condition, sex, and color; allowed the worthy poor to mingle with the degraded; and failed to send the insane or other handicapped inmates to special institutions. In 1855, a New York critic complained that the “poor of all classes and colors, all ages and habits, partake of a common fare, a common table, and a common dormitory.” Respectable widows who found themselves in poorhouses as a result of financial “misfortunes” had to sit at the same table as “a negro wench ... and a filthy prostitute.” Nearly forty years later, Warner charged, “Probably a majority of the grave evils which could be charged at the present time to the American almshouse have their origin in a lack of proper classification,” by which he meant both the reluctance to remove some categories of people—children and the insane particularly—to special institutions as well as the failure to sort out the inmates who remained. He recommended classification by color, “separation of the sexes,” “isolation of defectives,” “special provision for the sick,” and “classification by age ... and ... character.” Classification remained a defect in poorhouses well into the twentieth century. Writing in the mid-1920s, Harry C. Evans claimed, “The poor-farm is our human dumping ground into which go our derelicts of every description. Living in this mass of insanity and depravity, this prison place for criminals and the insane, are several thousand children and respectable old folk, whose only offense is that they are poor.”64


One other problem made classification impossible and prevented the poorhouse from reaching any of its goals other than deterrence. That, of course, was the cheapness that governed poor-relief, what Warner called the “culpable stinginess ... of the appropriating power, resulting in inadequate or unhealthful food, lack of proper building, heating apparatus, clothing and so forth.” Everywhere, the real concern of public officials was to keep poor-relief  as inexpensive as possible. In the end, all the various goals of poor-law reform throughout the century could be sacrificed, as long as taxes for poor-relief went down.65


Within poorhouses, the insane suffered especially badly. Often treated abusively, the insane poor were “confined” to “cells and sheds” that were “wretched abodes, often wholly unprovided with bedding.” For the most part, male attendants looked after female inmates; sometimes they whipped inmates; in other cases they chained them in their “loathsome cells.” “In some poor houses, the committee found lunatics, both male and female, in cells, in a state of nudity. The cells were intolerably offensive, littered with the long accumulated filth of the occupants, and with straw reduced to chaff by long use as bedding, portions of which, mingled with the filth, adhered to the persons of the inmates and formed the only covering they had.” Children, however, worried the New York Senate committee most. Outside of New York City and Kings County (Brooklyn), at least thirteen hundred children lived in the state’s poorhouses, “enough, in these nurseries, if not properly cared for, to fill some day all the houses of refuge and prisons of the State.”66


Nor did most poorhouse superintendents manage to find useful work for their inmates. In fact, “idleness” remained “a great evil,” most notable during the winter “when the houses are crowded, where there is little out door work to be done, and when the inmates are in the most vigorous state to do full work.” In most poorhouses, the best source of work, farming or gardening, was “unavailable in the winter, just at the time when a rigid work-test is most essential.” Work remained a problem that plagued poorhouse administrators throughout the century. Writing in 1894, Amos Warner pointed out how much more it usually cost to “set the inmates of an almshouse to work than their work is worth.” They could be supported “more cheaply in idleness,” he said. Finding work for women inmates, however, was easier. There were “relatively so few” of them that they usually could be put to work usefully “taking care of the house and in doing the laundry-work and sewing.”67


In the Philadelphia almshouse, managers repeatedly tried to organize profitable factories run by inmates. They never succeeded. Only a minority of inmates were healthy enough or strong enough to work; often goods were produced more cheaply outside the almshouse; and inmates had few skills. Nonetheless, managers clung to the importance of work for its moral as well as its economic returns. In the 1820s, they sold the poorhouse horses and instead constructed tread wheels with which to punish inmates. When there were too few men and women who needed punishment because they were lazy or had venereal disease, the managers used mentally ill inmates to work the tread wheels. Despite their inefficiency and a committee’s recommendation to replace them with steam-driven machinery, most officials wanted to  keep the tread wheels to deter the poor from seeking public relief.68


Disturbed by the idleness of most poorhouse inmates, the New York Commissioners of Public Charities observed “that pauper labor still remains very far behind what it should be in productiveness.” Even discounting the sick and old, inmates did not earn a third of the cost of their support. Given this situation, the commissioners urged sentencing the able-bodied and others convicted of minor offenses to special workhouses for as long as possible (at least three months), where they would be made to “labor systematically” and be taught a trade. In Kansas, the discipline on poor farms was penal. A visitor found inmates forbidden to speak to each other, “except concerning their work,” and if they “became unruly, a jail room was used.... They were also sometimes deprived of their meals as a punishment.” These examples show how social policy confounded crime and poverty. Extreme poverty among able-bodied men itself was a crime that justified their detention; criminals differed so little from able-bodied paupers that they could be sentenced to the same institution. Work was important, first, because wherever possible paupers should earn their support. Second, it could help make paupers independent by teaching them a trade. But most of all, it deterred shirkers from applying for public relief.69
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