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PREFACE TO THE THIRTIETH ANNIVERSARY EDITION by Marvin Olasky



Historians say the book you’re holding was influential in the passage of national welfare reform in the 1990s. If so, that’s because Tragedy turned upside down the conventional conservative response to federal poverty programs: “They cost too much.” I spent a lot of time in Washington proposing that the biggest problem of twentieth-century welfare was not its cost but its stinginess in providing what many among the poor needed most: CPS (challenging, personal, and spiritual help) rather than EBS (entitlement, bureaucracy, and secularism).


Welfare reform legislation gave only a little nudge toward CPS, so from 1995 to 2002 I tried to sow seeds by giving talks to 125 communities. The ground was often stony, the rainfall insufficient, and the sower feeble, but that work is being carried on by programs like the True Charity Initiative, based in Joplin, Missouri, and others around the country.


The book you’re holding had some influence in Texas, where I became an informal, occasional advisor to Governor George W. Bush. He instructed his state bureaucracy to help rather than hinder religious poverty-fighters. When Bush ran for president, he endorsed the creation of tax credits to help local nonprofits without making them dependent on Washington. At the 2000 GOP convention his aides passed out buttons proclaiming, “I’m a compassionate conservative.” Lots of delegates put them on.


They didn’t stay on for long. I still like Bush, but political pressures changed the tone of his administration. To make donors happy without busting the budget, his administration dropped the tax credit idea and prioritized reducing the estate tax. Second, 9/11 led to a military budget increase. To win Democratic votes the administration also expanded domestic spending. Conservatives labeled “compassionate conservatism” merely a euphemism for “big government.”


In retrospect, compassionate conservatism had its national rollout too soon: Yes, it gained a toehold, but the toe was gnarled and the nail ingrown. After three decades of a centralized “war on poverty,” the decentralized approach needed more stories of street-level success and more intellectual support.


Now we have both. Community poverty-fighting successes are numerous: More than one hundred programs have won one sign of recognition, a Hope Award for Effective Compassion. Some of my favorite nonprofits, like the Bearing Bike Works in Atlanta and the WorkFaith Connection in Houston, move people from deep poverty or long prison experience to productive labor.


On the intellectual front, the book you’re holding stood pretty much alone three decades ago, but dozens of others published in the twenty-first century now provide thoughtful support. Some of my favorites have clear titles: Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert’s When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty without Hurting the Poor… and Yourself, Robert Lupton’s Toxic Charity: How Churches and Charities Hurt Those They Help (And How to Reverse It!), Lawrence Mead’s From Prophecy to Charity: How to Help the Poor, and Howard Husock’s The Poor Side of Town: And Why We Need It.


When I read Tragedy earlier this year for the first time since the 1990s, four errors jumped out at me. The first is stylistic: Young journalists I hectored during twenty-nine years of magazine editing that began soon after this book’s publication will be right to hoot about my use of passive constructions. Punctuation was also semi-academic in places: I should have performed more semi-colonoscopies and bowel resections.


The second problem is deeper: colorblindness regarding the effects of segregation. The title of Gene Dattel’s history, Reckoning with Race, is good: I didn’t sufficiently reckon with it. Isabel Wilkerson’s Caste, John McWhorter’s Losing the Race, and Jason Riley’s Please Stop Helping Us are books from the left and right that describe the particular problems African Americans faced and face.


A third problem: I should have done a better job of explaining two nineteenth-century terms, “worthy poor” and “unworthy poor,” that today leave readers sputtering. Back then, those with biblical faith knew God creates all humans in His image, so all lives are worthy and none unworthy, but they made a pragmatic distinction: Who among the poor would use charitable funds to feed and house their families and themselves, and who would spend every available dollar on drugs or alcohol?


Josiah Quincy two centuries ago had a better nomenclature: “able” (ready and willing to work), “unable” (and thus worthy of alms), and able but “unwilling.” Quincy also recognized the need to know the poor individually and not make assumptions based on appearance. He learned about “numerous and minute shades of difference” in disabilities, so he did not attempt to draw hard and fast distinctions. Helping the poor was and is an art, not a science.


My fourth error lay in not taking into account the decline of U.S. manufacturing that was picking up speed as I wrote. Work is important both financially and psychologically, and factory closings discouraged many workers. “College or bust” high school curricula amplified the problem: Unacademically-inclined high school students often graduated or dropped out without a skill, and some then dropped out of the workforce and into drug use.


This is a re-issue, not a rewriting, so I’ve left the content that follows as it was, warts and all. Tragedy’s legacy at this point is mixed. Three decades of accomplishments in some communities have fallen far short of the original hope for a warmhearted but tough-minded approach based on historical success. But cultural change nationally and political change in Washington take a long time, and I hope some who now read this book will be prepared to take another whack at the piñata.







PREFACE by Charles Murray



This is a book of hope at a time when just about everyone but Marvin Olasky has lost hope. The topic is poverty and the underclass.


The reasons for hopelessness are everywhere, but they are most obvious and most depressing in the inner city. There, in every large city in America, the family as we have known it throughout Western history seems terminal. More than 80 percent of children are born to single women. The father who fills the most ordinary of traditional roles—lives with the mother, goes to work every morning, brings home a paycheck every week, and shows his children by example how a responsible male adult is supposed to behave—has nearly vanished. It is harder to put numbers to the situation regarding mothers, but the reports from case workers and a few clear-eyed journalists reveal a world in which some substantial proportion of women play their role of mother appallingly badly, leaving the children unnurtured, undisciplined, sometimes unfed and unwashed. Children grow in a world where cause and effect are meaningless—where, for the same behavior, they are on one occasion ignored, on another laughed at indulgently, and on yet another cursed and beaten. Nor is that the only way in which cause and effect, praise and blame, can be turned topsy-turvy in the inner city. The drug dealer is lionized, the man who mops floors is scorned. The school girl who gets pregnant is envied, the school girl who studies hard is taunted.


The numbers are often secondary. What proportion of inner city adults is addicted to crack? Nobody really knows. But whatever it is, the drug trade has torn apart the social fabric of neighborhood after neighborhood. How many homeless are there? It is easy to discredit the inflated estimates that the newspapers uncritically pass on, but it takes very few homeless people sleeping in doorways to change the feel of a streetscape and soon to change the ethos of a community. Is crime as bad as people think it is? To people whose every routine of everyday life has to be altered out of fear of becoming a victim, debates over the statistical trendlines are beside the point.


These problems seem intractable because so many things, costing so much money, have been tried so often without success. Nothing new is left to try. Another jobs program? We spent tens of billions of dollars on jobs programs in the 1970s, and they failed even to dent the numbers of inner-city men who have dropped out of the job market. Another program to take women off welfare through education and training? The history of such programs is long, and they tell a monotonous story: the successes have only small effects at the margin, there are many more failures than successes, and the net number of women on the welfare rolls grows. Escalate the war on drugs? More money for inner city schools? More family planning programs? Whatever the nostrum, we have by now accumulated stacks of reports evaluating past attempts, and they document the reasons why the next effort won’t work either. If you doubt the end of optimism, listen to political candidates. They know better than to talk about how to help the underclass, for no one believes them anymore.


In another sense, however, the problems of the underclass are easy to solve—if indeed the problems are a matter of too little money. As a rough-and-ready calculation, assume that the U.S. has 7.5 million families below the poverty line and that on the average it would take a $12,000 income supplement to bring those families above the poverty line. Both numbers represent the high end of the poverty problem as it has existed in the last decade. Even so, to erase poverty would cost only $90 billion, at a time when federal expenditures on “cash and noncash benefits for persons with limited income,” as the federal government’s Statistical Abstract puts it, are passing $150 billion. Without adding a dime to the federal budget, we could, right now, bring every family above the poverty line and have something on the order of $60 billion left over to fund special programs for housing, medical care, or whatever, on top of that poverty level income. So it is “easy” to cure poverty, even under the constraints of the current budget deficit. Why not do it?


In practical terms, we don’t do it because much of that $190 billion is not “for persons of limited income” at all, but for the poverty industry—bureaucrats, caseworkers, service providers, and a grab-bag of vendors in the private sector who plan, implement, and evaluate social programs on government contracts. Even the money that does trickle down to the street does not go to people below the poverty line, but to persons with incomes considerably above it. All of these constituencies would block any attempt to cash out the current programs and write the monthly checks to poor people that would end poverty.


But suppose that these highly practical constraints did not apply. If we could put everyone above the poverty line with a check, should we? And in answering that question, we come face to face with the deeper questions about compassion and the poor that this book poses.


The profound truth that Marvin Olasky forces us to confront is that the problems of the underclass are not caused by poverty. Some of them are exacerbated by poverty, but we know that they need not be caused by poverty, for poverty has been the condition of the vast majority of human communities since the dawn of history, and they have for the most part been communities of stable families, nurtured children, and low crime. It is wrong to think that writing checks will end the problems of the underclass, or even reduce them. If tomorrow we were to adopt the plan I just outlined, giving every family enough money to put them above the poverty line, we can be confident that two things would happen.


First, the number of families that require such assistance would promptly grow by a sizable number, as families that once managed to stay above the poverty line through their own labor began to take it a little easier—a natural human reaction with disastrous long-term consequences. We might predict this outcome simply through common sense, but we don’t have to rely on common sense in this instance. The United States government proved it for us back in the early 1970s with a huge demonstration project known as the Negative Income Tax Experiment. A guaranteed income will produce significant reductions in work effort. Those losses will be concentrated among young men. To end poverty by writing checks is an efficient way to increase the size of the underclass, not reduce it.


Second, the suffering that makes us despair for the inner city, especially the suffering of children, would go on. We may take the elemental case of malnourished children as an example. It is nearly impossible in the contemporary United States for a mother to be left without a way to provide her children with a decent diet. Government programs, beginning with AFDC and food stamps and working down through a long list of special food programs, not to mention churches, neighbors, and a profusion of private services, offer ways for a competent mother even in the most desperate of circumstances to make sure her child’s stomach is filled with good food every day. And yet many children are malnourished nonetheless. The food is out there. Too often, a competent mother is not. More money is not going to make competent mothers of incompetent ones, nor conscientious mothers of irresponsible ones. More money is not going to bring fathers back to the children they have sired and then abandoned. Indeed, the guarantee of an income above the poverty line, no matter whether the father stays or not, is more likely to break up families than reunite them—another of the grim but commonsensical findings of the Negative Income Tax Experiment. A guaranteed income is not going to reduce drug abuse or alcoholism. It probably would not even reduce homelessness much—the number of homeless who are on the streets just because they don’t have enough money for an apartment is small compared to the number who are there for complex reasons.


And so the impasse. If the social programs of the welfare state give us no way out, and if money gives us no way out, what is left? Therein lies Marvin Olasky’s story.


The underclass we have always had with us. Descriptions of a subpopulation of American poor who fit the current notion of an “underclass” may be found from the inception of sociology and, as Dr. Olasky describes, appear in writings that go back to the earliest days of colonial America. But the number of people who fit that description constituted a minuscule proportion of poor people. Even in the great cities, filled with people who were miserably poor by today’s standards, the neighborhoods that corresponded to today’s inner cities in their crime and social disintegration—Five Points and Hell’s Kitchen, for example—were isolated areas within the much larger, teeming, but energetic and functional ethnic communities that made up the social quilt of the city.


Why was the underclass so much smaller then, at a time when poverty was so much closer to real destitution than “poverty” as we know it today? Within the welter of candidate explanations is Marvin Olasky’s central truth: Human needs were answered by other human beings, not by bureaucracies, and the response to those needs was not compartmentalized. People didn’t used to be so foolish as to think that providing food would cure anything except hunger, nor so shallow as to think that physical hunger was more important than the other human hungers, nor so blind as to ignore the interaction between the way that one helps and the effects of that help on the human spirit and human behavior. The Tragedy of American Compassion is the recounting of an American history that today’s Americans never learned.


In telling this story, Dr. Olasky concentrates appropriately on the effects on the poor, for it is there that the overridingly important message lies: It worked. Free societies know how to do many potentially contradictory things at the same time: create communities in which the men and women routinely understand and act on the responsibilities of adulthood, provide help to the small proportion of people who need it, and provide moral uplift—yes, “moral uplift” is the right phrase, overdue for resurrection—to the even smaller proportion of the needy who are the nucleus of an underclass.


This message runs headlong into the received wisdom. American social history of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is typically taught through the texts of Lincoln Steffens and Jacob Riis and Upton Sinclair. They portrayed part of American reality, to be sure—but only part. Given the massive influx of immigrants during that period, the comparative poverty of the entire country—for America even at the opening of the twentieth century had only a tiny fraction of the wealth of contemporary America—and the unprecedented social dislocations brought about by industrialization, the achievements of earlier ages in dealing with the needy were astonishing. It was not a perfect system, and America wanted perfection. When the New Deal came along, it seemed that perfection was within our grasp if we simply used government to do more efficiently what private institutions had been doing all along. We were wrong in that belief, but we are equally wrong today in thinking that because government cannot do the job, nobody can. What is required is no more complicated, and no less revolutionary, than recognizing first, that the energy and effective compassion that went into solving the problems of the needy in 1900, deployed in the context of today’s national wealth, can work wonders; and secondly, that such energy and such compassion cannot be mobilized in a modern welfare state. The modern welfare state must be dismantled.


While the potential for changing the condition of the underclass is the main story line, there is a subtext in The Tragedy of American Compassion that is just as important, for this is a book not just about the underclass, but about all of us. Few urban or suburban communities anywhere, including the most affluent, can be satisfied with the way their members live together. We have become a nation of subdivisions and apartment blocks, places where people eat and sleep but too seldom live together as neighbors and copartners in making their little platoons work. Bonds and affiliations—words that Marvin Olasky uses repeatedly and powerfully—are broken, and we too often have nothing of value to take their place. Dr. Olasky opens up new ways of thinking about the question that has preoccupied me in recent years, and one that I believe will increasingly be recognized as the great social question for millennium’s end and beyond: How can human beings at every level of income and abilities live happily together in postindustrial urban communities?


I use the word “happily” with intent, for it is central to what Marvin Olasky has to say. We have learned in this century that the search for human happiness is not well served by egalitarian systems, let alone socialist ones. We have relearned in the last few decades the age-old lesson that narcissism and materialism are not satisfying bases for a fulfilling life. Marvin Olasky recognizes openly what most of us sense less articulately: the problems of America’s social policy are not defined by economics or inequality, but by needs of the human spirit. The error of contemporary policy is not that it spends too much or too little to help the poor, but that it is fundamentally out of touch with the meaning of those needs. By reminding us that it was not always so, this badly needed history points us toward a possible and better future.


Charles Murray is the W. H. Brady Scholar at the American Enterprise Institute in Washington, D.C.










INTRODUCTION The Current Impasse



At Christmas in Washington the social pendulum swings. Stepping inside Union Station on a cold December night is like entering a magic kingdom: classical music fills the air, high-rent shops line the mall areas, and even the Amtrak waiting rooms are generally clean. But outside, over there, away from the bright light, sounds a different song. Panhandlers wait near the escalator heading down to the Metro stop. Some seem coolly efficient in their work. Some are inebriated and occasionally aggressive. Others are pathetic. And one, with a sly sense of humor, sings, “Rich folks roasting on an open fire,/ Homeless stepping on their toes.”


At quitting time in America’s capital two classes step on each other’s toes. Most people, whether officials or clerks, head home to families and friends. Some people, volunteer doormen at the Metro, try to cadge a few more quarters from package- and guilt-laden passersby before heading toward shelters or grates. Most of the better-off avoid eye contact with these most visible poor. They know “the homeless” are with them, and they do not know how to react.


The confusion is not caused by a lack of instructors. Across the country, day after day, morning talk shows and newspapers tell us to be “compassionate” toward the poor. These days, the word “compassion” slides over tongues like a social lozenge—in one month, in five major newspapers, I found the word about three hundred times. But does “compassion” mean giving a dollar at the Metro entrance, and then appropriating a billion dollars for federal housing? Are those who refuse to do one or the other “rich folks roasting on an open fire?” In the 1990s, are they ready to be consigned—in their own minds or in social and political reality—to the circle of hell reserved for the selfish?


What should we do? One charity leader said, “The important thing to remember is that we must get involved in some way—any way”1 But what if many points of light are actually points of darkness? If we have a cabinet full of medicine bottles, do we recommend dipping randomly into any of them? Aren’t there usually warning labels, or at least suggestions that we take certain pills with food or milk? “How do we befriend the homeless?” a tipsy Washington troubadour sang. “The answer is blowing in the wind.” Are we to grab a butterfly net and try to snag an answer as it flaps by?


No. The answer is not blowing in the wind, nor is it necessary to eat this and drink that, like Alice in Wonderland. The answer is sitting on pages of old magazines and reports deep in the stacks of the Library of Congress. Americans in urban areas a century ago faced many of the problems we face today, and they came up with truly compassionate solutions. We may not realize this, because only two kinds of books on the overall history of poverty-fighting in America are now available. A few of the books argue that the free market itself solves all problems of poverty. The more conventional approach stresses government intervention to restructure economic relations. But neither kind emphasizes the crucial role of truly compassionate individuals and groups in the long fight against poverty. Neither goes beyond smug rejection or neglect of pre-twentieth-century moral understandings.


Without the informed spirit that historical understanding can provide, the long debate about poverty in America has reached an impasse. In Washington, political leaders talk grandly of helping the poor, but even the word “compassion,” which once had the power to compel action, is now merely a rhetorical device trotted out regularly by Republicans as well as Democrats. Around the country, “compassion fatigue” is evident as people tire of seeing generosity misused or, apparently, of no use. As columnist Ellen Goodman noted, “For many of us, there is a slow process by which… generosity can turn into resentment and sympathy can turn hard.”2


Thoughtful journalists are throwing up their hands. Columnist William Raspberry is typical: “Washington, like cities across America, is doing a rotten job of housing its homeless. But I haven’t a clue as to how to do it much better.”3 Among philosophers and political theorists, confusion reigns. James S. Fishkin ended his book on The Limits of Obligation with an honest abdication: “Some great revision in our assumptions or in our actions is required. But because I feel genuinely caught in this dilemma myself, I am not now advocating any particular resolution.”4 Yet, while we sit around and debate, or increasingly give up, generations are being lost. Crack babies in inner city hospitals tremble and twitch uncontrollably. Teenage mothers, alone with squalling children, fight the impulse to strike out. Women in their thirties, abandoned by husbands, wait for their numbers to be called in cold welfare offices. Homeless men line up impatiently at food wagons before shuffling off to eat and drink in alleys smelling of urine.


The good news is that the impasse can be resolved. Many lives can be saved if we recapture the vision that changed lives up to a century ago, when our concept of compassion was not so corrupt. In one sense, we have thought ourselves into this social disaster—and we can think ourselves out of it. The key to the future, as always, is understanding the past. This book, by laying out the history, attempts to suggest a new form for the debate over poverty and a new way out of the impasse.










CHAPTER ONE The Early American Model of Compassion



In the 1980s a philanthropic trade association, the Council on Foundations, issued a press release noting several billion dollars in member contributions. Newspapers called the council “the most generous group of people in human history.”1 The superlative probably was accurate in terms of dollar amounts, but some cash-poor Americans of colonial times excelled in different measures of “generosity”—a word in those days primarily associated not with money but with nobility of character and, as in Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, with gentleness and humility.2


The model of early American generosity toward those in greatest need stressed personal aid in times of disease. Pilgrim leader William Bradford, describing how sickness shrank his small band of settlers following their landing at Plymouth in 1620, commended the “6. or 7. sound persons” who could still move about and




in ye time of most distres… spared no pains night nor day, but with abundance of toyle and hazard of their owne health, fetched them woode, made them fires, drest them meat, made their beads, washed their lothsome cloaths, cloathed and uncloathed them; in a word, did all ye homly & necessarie offices for them.





Bradford wrote that they did “all this willingly and cherfully, without any grudging in ye least, shewing herein true love unto their friends & bretheren.”3


This early American model also emphasized hospitality, particularly the opening of homes to those suffering destitution because of disaster. Minutes from the Fairfield, Connecticut, town council meeting of April 16, 1673, show that “Seriant Squire and Sam moorhouse [agreed] to Take care of Roger knaps family in this time of their great weakness…”4; and minutes from the Chelmsford, Massachusetts, town meeting in November 1753 speak of a payment to “Mr. W. Parker for taking one Joanna Cory, a poor child of John Cory, deceased, and to take care of her while [until] 18 years old.”5 Significantly, the honored generosity lay primarily in the giving of time, not treasure. Those who made room for widows and orphans often received compensation for out-of-pocket expenditures from town councils or other community organizations.6


The model also insisted on “decent living” on the part of those who were helped. Groups such as the Scots’ Charitable Society (organized in 1684) “open[ed] the bowells of our compassion” to widows such as a Mrs. Stewart who had “lost the use of her left arm” and whose husband was “Wash’d Overboard in a Storm.”7 But the open hand was not extended to all; the society ruled that “no prophane or diselut person, or openly scandelous shall have any pairt or portione herein.” The able-bodied could readily find jobs in a growing agricultural economy; when they chose not to, it was considered perfectly appropriate to pressure them to change their minds.


The need to offer personal help and hospitality became a frequent subject of sermons, which in colonial days were “powerful in shaping cultural values, meanings, and a sense of corporate purpose.”8 With other media largely absent, “the sermon stood alone” as the weekly “medium of public communication,” and thus would be heard and discussed. When Benjamin Colman noted in 1725 that “Acts of Compassion and Mercy to our poor and needy Brethren [are] esteemed by the Lord of the Sabbath to be Holiness to himself,” people listened.9 When Colman explained that “compassion and Mercy to the poor is Conformity to God,” it is unlikely that many wanted to be out of conformity.10


Congregationalist and Presbyterian sermons regularly noted that faith without works of compassion was dead. Anglicans also argued that those blessed materially by God should “compassionate” the poor by descending into misery when necessary in order to help pull them up: “This in one order of life is right and good; nothing more harmonious.”11 And when Methodism spread in the eighteenth century, American followers propagated John Wesley’s advice to “Put yourself in the place of every poor man and deal with him as you would God deal with you.”12


The only question might be, how would we want God to deal with us? As a cold official who provides material without love? As a warm sugar daddy who gives without discipline? Cultures build systems of charity in the image of the god they worship, whether distant deist, bumbling bon vivant, or “whatever goes” gopher. In colonial America, emphasis on a theistic God of both justice and mercy led to an understanding of compassion that was hard-headed but warmhearted. Since justice meant punishment for wrongdoing, it was right for the slothful to suffer. And since mercy meant rapid response when people turned away from past practice, malign neglect of those willing to shape up also was wrong. Later, when ideas of God changed, so did systems of charity, but early on, it was considered right to place sinners in the hands of a challenging economy.


Theistic understanding led to other strong themes. First, the belief that God was not merely the establisher of principles but a personal intervenor (“God’s Providence”) contributed to a sense that man, created after God’s image, should go beyond clockwork charity. Colman declared that




God values our Hearts and Spirits above all our Silver or Gold, our Herds and Flocks. If a Man would give all the Substance of his House instead of Love, the Loves of his Soul and the Souls of his House, it would be contemned.13





Second, it was important for the better-off to know the poor individually, and to understand their distinct characters. Today’s believers in “liberation theology” often argue that God is on the side of the poor, but the older distinction showed God backing the mistreated poor and chastising those who had indulged in indolence.14


Third, the belief that God’s law overarched every aspect of life suggested that the most important need of the poor who were unfaithful was to learn about God and God’s expectations for man.15 Spiritual as well as material help was a matter of obligation rather than request, in a way parallel to what Gertrude Himmelfarb has noted in the English context:




there was nothing invidious in being preached to. What was invidious was not being preached to, not having access to the kinds of moral, religious, and communal experiences that were a normal part of life for those not so poor as to be deprived of them.16





A fourth application of colonial theological understanding was an emphasis on withholding charity at times. Today, virtually everyone is prophilanthropy. Those who contribute money to charitable causes, or who give food and blankets to the homeless, are praised; even those who provide clean needles to drug addicts are usually praised. But colonial compassion was more cautious. Cotton Mather warned his church members in 1698, “Instead of exhorting you to augment your charity, I will rather utter an exhortation… that you may not abuse your charity by misapplying it.”17 Mather added, “Let us try to do good with as much application of mind as wicked men employ in doing evil.”18


The difference between Mather’s restraint and our exuberance indicates the difference between dominant views of human nature then and now. Mather did not assume that men (and women) naturally want to work. His view, and that of most leaders in both the North and the South for the next two centuries, was that many persons, given a choice between working and not working, would choose to sit. He and others viewed the poor not as standing on the bottom rung of the social ladder, with the only choices stagnation or upward movement, but as resting in the middle, capable of moving either upward to economic independence or downward to “pauperism,” characterized by a defeated and dependent state of mind, as well as a lack of income.


Basing his thoughts on that understanding, Mather in 1710 gave his congregation pointed advice concerning the idle: “Don’t nourish ‘em and harden ‘em in that, but find employment for them. Find ‘em work; set ‘em to work; keep ‘em to work.”19 (Mather added, “If there be any base houses, which threaten debauch and poison and confound the neighborhood”—today we might call them crack houses—“let your charity to your neighbors make you do all you can for the suppression of them.”)


Throughout colonial times that understanding continued to be preached. For example, Charles Chauncey in 1752 told members of the Society for Encouraging Industry and Employing the Poor that they were




restrained as to the Distribution of [their] Charity; not being allowed to dispense it promiscuously, but obliged to take due Care to find out suitable Objects; distinguishing properly between those needy People who are able, and those who are unable, to employ themselves in Labour….20





Referring to the apostle Paul’s famous maxim of 2 Thessalonians 3:10, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat,” Chauncey added:




The Command in my Text is plainly a Statute of Heaven, tying up your Hands from Charitable Distributions to the slothful poor. And, so far as appears to me, it would be an evident Breach of the Law of the Gospel, as well as of Nature, to bestow upon those the Bread of Charity, who might earn and eat their own Bread, if they did not shamefully idle away their Time.21





This social policy was based upon the theological view that stressed man’s sinfulness, which only God’s grace could change. In that the social attitude echoed a certain basic theological understanding, we might call those who espoused it “Social Calvinists.” Just as ministers customarily warmed the faithful with visions of Heaven while warning sneerers of the dangers of Hell, so Social Calvinists tried to prod the poor onto the right path by using not only positive incentives (“Work, Be Independent”) but negative ones as well (“Don’t Work, Go Hungry”). They constantly argued that a biblical understanding of theology was the first step toward an accurate view of anthropology, which in turn was needed to keep help from turning into its opposite.


In practice, since work was readily available, there was no talk of structural unemployment; instead, the major type of poverty dealt with was caused by a calamity such as fire and earthquake, or by crippling accident or early death (often by disease). Sufferers of that kind were to receive personal care, often in neighbors’ homes. For those who were alcoholics or of “disorderly” temperament, and refused to work, towns built workhouses. Rules were strict; by-laws seven through twelve of the Chelmsford workhouse noted that:




	The master of the workhouse shall have power to reward the faithful and industrious by granting favors and… to punish at his discretion the idle, stubborn, disorderly and disobedient by immediate confinement without any food other than bread and water.


	The master of the workhouse shall cause said house and furniture to be kept clean and in good order, and shall cause habits of cleanliness, neatness and decency to be strictly observed by all persons received into said workhouse.


	The master of the workhouse shall cause the Lord’s Day to be strictly observed.


	Every person who may be received into said workhouse or be a member thereof must obey the orders and regulations thereof and the commands of the master, and will be required by him diligently to work and labor as he shall direct, according to age, health and capacity.


	
Every person who shall absent himself from the said workhouse… shall be deemed to be an idle, stubborn and disorderly person, and punished accordingly.


	The use of spiritous liquors is strictly prohibited except when the master, physician or overseers of the workhouse shall otherwise order; and no person shall be allowed to have or keep in their possession or bring or receive any spiritous liquors into said workhouse.22






Punishment for refusal to work and continued alcoholism could include whipping. But enforcing work among the able-bodied was not seen as oppressive. The objective was to treat all as human beings, as members of the community with responsibilities, rather than as animals.


Colonial Americans hoped that the proper training of children, poor as well as rich, would forestall the need for such enforcement in later life. “Charity schools” were founded with rationales such as one offered in a sermon by Thomas Bacon of Maryland:




We are indeed, my Brethren, by God’s Blessing, in Possession of a very plenteous Land. We ought to shew our Thankfulness to him by endeavouring to promote his Worship among us, which can never effectually be done without some such Provision as this, for bringing up the poorer Sort (who make up the Bulk of a People) in his Knowledge and Fear, and in the Way of providing for themselves by honest Industry. Should we neglect it, and by Vice and Immorality greatly prevail by our Negligence, may it not justly provoke him in his Anger to dispossess us, as he did the Israelites….23





This consciousness was present both within the explicitly Calvinist church of New England and the broader church of the Middle and Southern states.24 Bacon’s school was for poor children both white and black, and the emphasis on equipping all children to read the Bible continued until in the 1830s parts of the South overreacted to abolitionist threats.


The idea of schools for all and work for all carried over into the Northwest Territory, where justices of the peace appointed “overseers of the poor.” Their job was to set up poorhouses that would be maintained by the work of their inhabitants. Even the “most degraded” person would not have to starve, for the poorhouse (miserable though it might be) would be available. On the other hand, no one was entitled to receive any material provision outside the poorhouse:




If any poor person shall refuse to be lodged, kept, maintained and employed in such house or houses, he or she shall not be entitled to receive relief from the overseers during such refusal.25





Individuals and churches could and did help the “worthy poor” out of tight jams. But mandated “outdoor relief”—provision outside the poorhouse—was seen as making it too easy to avoid the responsibilities charged to every human being.


The final pre–1800 poverty-fighting principle was an emphasis on family relationships. Nothing that could contribute to the breakup of families, or to the loss of the family’s central role as support of its members, was encouraged. This understanding also was reflected in the early laws in the Northwest Territory, which decreed that parents, grandparents, and children of “every poor, old, blind, lame and impotent person, or other poor person not able to work” should “relieve and maintain every such poor person,” unless they themselves were economically incapable.26 Those immediate relatives who would not offer such support were fined heavily. And thus, the final leg of a stool on which every poor person could sit—a three-legged stool of family, church, and neighborhood—was put in place.


But that stool was steadiest in the countryside and in small towns. As cities grew, more organization was necessary if those in need through no fault of their own were to be helped. When the Constitution still was young, orphanages were established in New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Boston, and other cities. And some groups began providing small monthly allowances to supplement the earnings of widowed mothers who worked for a livelihood. “Widows who have the charge of two, three, four or five children,” a Boston association declared, “are unequivocally proper subjects of alms.” Even so, the Society for the Relief of Poor Widows with Small Children (founded in New York in 1797) was cautious in distributing aid. Volunteers checked the means, character, and circumstances of each applicant to make sure that relatives were unable to help and alcoholism was not contributing to the general misery.


Aid, furthermore, almost always was in kind—food, coal, cloth—rather than in cash. During the winter of 1797–98, the society helped 98 widows with 223 children; by 1800, 152 widows, with 420 children under the age of 12, were listed on its books. The emphasis was aid to find work, because the society would accept only those clients who “would rather eat their own bread, hardly earned, than that of others with idleness.” In one year widows were given nearly three thousand yards of linen, and other materials, in order to make shirts and other articles of clothing in their own homes.27 Other groups also tried to facilitate work within the home: the Female Charitable Society of Bedford, New York, organized in 1816, distributed raw wool to the “industrious poor” among women so they could spin and weave the material into finished products.


Orphans were aided by groups such as the New York Orphan Asylum Society, which in 1806 rented a two-story frame house in Greenwich Village and hired a “pious and respectable man and his wife” as superintendent and matron. According to the society’s constitution, only orphans deprived of both parents could be admitted. Their care and training also was prescribed:




The orphans shall be educated, fed and clothed at the expense of the Society and at the Asylum. They must have religious instruction, moral example, and habits of industry inculcated on their minds.28





The asylum—“asylum,” in those days, meant merely a place of security—opened with twelve orphans in 1806, but soon expanded to house two hundred orphans. After a few years the society received a state subsidy for its care of orphans; the records do not show that the curriculum and procedures of the asylum were compromised by such aid, nor that campaigns were launched to establish asylums under direct state control.


The decades from the Revolution to the Civil War saw a gradual extending of concern, but always in connection with the primary idea of helping those who could not help themselves. In 1791 the New York Dispensary began to care for the sick poor, and dispensaries in Baltimore and Charleston followed in 1801. In 1794 the Massachusetts Charitable Fire Society launched its work of “relieving such as suffer by fire….” And in Boston the Fragment Society, established in 1812, provided material for clothes-making and in other ways over the next three decades assisted 10,275 families faced with unanticipated problems. The society’s goal was not only material aid but personal involvement: “Let us penetrate the lanes and by-ways of the city, enter the abodes of poverty and distress, and show to the destitute inmates that we sympathize in their sufferings and commiserate with them in their losses.”29


In the growing urban areas, married women were not expected to have a paying job, and this proved vital to the expansion of voluntaristic compassion. Beginning with the establishment of a Female Humane Association to aid indigent Baltimore widows in 1798, women were often in the forefront of benevolent activity. Female Charitable Societies and Ladies Benevolent Societies, designed initially to aid widows and orphans, started up in New York City and Philadelphia, spread to smaller Northern cities such as Newburyport and Salem, Massachusetts, and finally reached the South as well. Women in Petersburg, Virginia, petitioned the legislature in 1812 to set up an orphan asylum, for they were “deeply impressed with the forlorn and helpless Situation of poor Orphan female Children… and wish to snatch [them] from ignorance and ruin.”30 A national organization founded in 1834, the American Female Guardian Society, quickly started setting up “Homes for the Friendless” in many cities.31


Religious beliefs underlay most activities. The Female Domestic Missionary Society for the Poor began to distribute Bibles and provide schooling in poor sections of New York City in 1816. Groups such as the Massachusetts Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (which received funds from thirty local women’s groups in 1817) and the New Hampshire Missionary Society (supported by fifty local women’s organizations) saw themselves as fighting against both spiritual and material poverty.32 And a Baltimore Female Association for the Relief of Distressed Objects, established in 1808, had a mandate that went beyond economic poverty; its members were to “search out distressed objects, to administer to their relief.”33


These patterns prevailed in the South as well as in the North. In Charleston, the Ladies Benevolent Society, formed in 1813, aided the senile, both black and white; those the society helped in 1825 included a Mrs. Cowie who suffered from blindness and leprosy and whose body was “a perfect skeleton,” Clarissa and Mary, two crippled black women, and Mary McNeile, a free black with leprosy.34 Sometimes the rich were stunned by what they learned of conditions among the poor; one newspaper, the Southern Evangelical Intelligencer, reported that society members had witnessed




scenes of distress, want, misery, and woe, scarcely to be conceived by those who have never entered the frail and unsheltered tenements of this city, where poverty, sickness and wretchedness dwell.35





Soon other Charleston groups, including the Female Charitable Association, were engaged in similar tasks.


The ideas spread. In Richmond, the Charitable Association of Young Men agreed in 1817 to help “indigent and distressed persons.” In Columbia, South Carolina, the Ladies’ Society for the Female Poor and Especially the Relief of Poor Widows with Small Children tried to have a reach as long as its name. During the 1820s, groups such as the United Female Benevolent Society of North Carolina (Fayetteville), the Female Benevolent Society (Newbern, N.C.), the Female Benevolent Society (Raleigh), and the Female Charitable Society (St. Louis) emerged. After a religious revival in 1822, the Presbyterian women of Petersburg, Virginia, established over the next several years an Education Society, a Young Ladies’ Missionary Society, a Married Ladies’ Missionary Society, a Tract Distribution Society, and a Dorcas Society, all devoted to aiding the poor; they also contributed to an interdenominational Female Bible Society.36 By the 1830s so much of this kind of activity was going on that American Christendom was said to be promoting a “Benevolent Empire.” The poor received Bibles, tracts, lessons at missions and Sunday schools, and material help when necessary and “rightful.” Gifted but poor young men who wanted to be ministers received scholarships.


Social thought of this period did not insist on equal treatment for all who were in trouble. The goal, rather, was to serve individuals who had unavoidable problems. Along those lines the American Asylum for the Education and Instruction of the Deaf and Dumb opened in Hartford in 1817, as did a similar institution for the blind in 1829. Orphans, clearly not responsible for their plight, continued to receive major attention. During the 1830s in New York State alone, orphan asylums and societies opened their doors in Albany, Utica, New York City, Brooklyn, Troy, Buffalo, Rochester, and many other cities.37 One incomplete list of orphanages that sprang up across the country during the 1830s included Boston; Washington; New Haven; Cincinnati; Providence; Philadelphia; Mobile; Bond Hill, Ohio; and Bangor, Maine. And in the 1840s, orphanages opened in Baltimore; Avondale, Ohio; Richmond; Savannah; Syracuse; Nashville; Natchez; Poughkeepsie; Newark; Watertown, New York; Baton Rouge; Worcester; Chicago; Midway, Kentucky; and Hudson, New York.38


These activities were not restricted to Protestants; in 1827 Catholic women in Baltimore formed the Maria Marthian Society for assistance to those of “all denominations, ages, sexes, and colours.”39 As late as 1830 Catholics made up less than 4 percent of the U.S. population, but as more immigrants arrived they established St. Vincent de Paul societies along theistic principles, set up hospitals and orphanages, and built institutions such as New York’s House of the Good Shepherd for “the reformation of fallen women and girls.”40 Theistic charity also was evident among Jewish pioneers who established a Hebrew Benevolent Society (1784) in Charleston, a Hebrew Benevolent and Orphan Asylum Society (1822) and Hebrew Relief Society (1831) in New York, and other societies for relief of the “poor sick” and of destitute pregnant women “before and after confinement.”41


Meanwhile, additional problems were surfacing: What about those who were temporarily handicapped by illness or injury, or who had some other short-term problem? And how could programs be administered when small towns grew into large cities? The importance of personal involvement of rich and poor was still stressed year after year. At a time when communities were generally small, and where giver and receiver often knew each other, this was neither abstract nor unrealistic. Cities were growing throughout the antebellum period but were still generally compact, with rich and poor living near each other. Those who were better-off regularly saw different neighborhoods as they walked to work, and they worshipped among neighbors from various social and economic backgrounds. Thoroughgoing economic segregation was rare. But what would happen when that changed?


Some early attempts to strengthen American compassion against the storms to come stressed education of the charity-giving public. Each year from 1818 to 1824 the Society for the Prevention of Pauperism in the City of New York, a group whose goal was to attack destitution of all kinds, printed in its annual reports a list of ten causes of pauperism. The first three causes were ignorance, idleness, and intemperance; then came “want of economy,” imprudent and hasty marriages, and lotteries; and then three specific institutions—pawnbrokers, brothels, and gambling houses.42 This list, with its emphasis on personal failings and then-institutional lures, typified most social thought of the time, but a new element appeared: the tenth cause was “charities that gave away money too freely.” There were not many of these, but in a growing economy any ease of subsidy was viewed as destructive both morally and materially.


The report also firmly distinguished between “the unavoidable necessities of the poor” and those that resulted from wrongdoing. English pauper laws that did not distinguish among different types of poverty resulted in some benefits for all, the society argued, but “stingy” ones; the society, for its part, believed that the worthy poor should be relieved “amply.” Widows and orphans ought not be in absolute penury because of the sudden disaster that had befallen them. But on the other hand, barriers to independence should be avoided: “every system of charity,” the society declared, should




lay the powerful hand of moral and legal restriction upon every thing that contributes, directly and necessarily, to introduce an artificial extent of suffering; and to diminish, in any class of the community, a reliance upon its own powers of body and mind for an independent and virtuous support.43





A report from Boston in 1835 declared similarly that charity “is abused, whenever it ministers in any way to a neglect of forethought and providence.”44


The Boston report indicated a second kind of preparation for the anticipated storms: coalition-building among the charity organizations of the growing cities and agreement on common principles. Some twenty-three Boston charity societies declared in 1835 that recipients should believe it “disgraceful to depend upon almsgiving, as long as a capacity of self-support is retained.” The societies agreed that




to give to one who begs… or in any way to supersede the necessity of industry, of forethought, and of proper self-restraint and self-denial, is at once to do wrong, and to encourage the receivers of our alms to wrong doing.





Echoing Mather’s warning of 150 years before, the societies also noted that




a clear perception, and a faithful avoidance of the evils, of an injudicious bestowment of alms, is essential to Christian alms-giving…. We are not unnecessarily to do evil by the means by which we may, and should do good.45





For that reason the societies agreed that relief should be given only after a “personal examination of each case,” and “not in money, but in the necessaries required in the case.”


A third emphasis was cultural. It was important to promote the “right stuff” by publicizing as role models individuals who had received much and had then given of their time as well as their treasure. Merchant Stephen Girard became the subject of many popular biographical sketches.46 Born in France in 1750, Girard left home as a boy, sailed for a dozen years, settled in Philadelphia at the start of the Revolution, and accumulated a fortune in the shipping business over the next two decades. But it was his work during the yellow fever epidemic of 1793, rather than his business acumen, that won him wide renown. Girard, who had received previous exposure to the disease, took charge of and paid bills for a hospital during that and subsequent epidemics. But he also spent months nursing the inmates himself, and supplied food and fuel to sufferers and their families. Later, he took many orphans into his own home, and upon his death made a bequest that established a school for poor orphan boys.47


Furthermore, it was important to impregnate American society with the idea of small-scale, personal involvement, rather than large-scale administered relief. Children from their earliest school years were given texts with concepts that taught far more than the particular subject matter. William H. McGuffey placed in an 1844 McGuffey’s Reader a wonderful little dialogue between a “Mr. Fan-torn” and a “Mr. Goodman.” Parts of it went like this:




Mr. Fantom: I despise a narrow field. O for the reign of universal benevolence! I want to make all mankind good and happy.


Mr. Goodman: Dear me! Sure that must be a wholesale sort of a job: had you not better try your hand at a town or neighborhood first?


Mr. Fantom: Sir, I have a plan in my head for relieving the miseries of the whole world….


Mr. Goodman: The utmost extent of my ambition at present is, to redress the wrongs of a poor apprentice, who has been cruelly used by his master….


Mr. Fantom: You must not apply to me for the redress of such petty grievances…. It is provinces, empires, continents, that the benevolence of the philosopher embraces; every one can do a little paltry good to his next neighbor.





McGuffey gave Mr. Goodman a good comeback: “Every one can, but I do not see that every one does.… [You] have such a noble zeal for the millions, [yet] feel so little compassion for the units.”


Compassion for individuals meant avoiding stingy charity to all; instead of spreading bits of clockwork charity among those who “will not themselves toil while they can live upon the toils of others,” the goal was to provide ample help to those who “were cruelly used.”48 Charity groups were aware that the task of discernment was not easy, and that sometimes extraordinarily difficult problems emerged. For example, charity societies could agree that alms




should not be given to the drunkard. But the wife and children of the drunkard… may be without food… and wholly innocent in respect to the causes of their destitution…. Let him who thinks it easy always to act wisely in [this situation] give us the light of his counsel and example.





Even in such grey cases, however, the groups could agree that families of drunkards should not be given money, and that “even relief in kind should never be given to the families of the intemperate, beyond the demands of unquestionable necessity.”49





The emphasis on an obligation to change is criticized by many twentieth-century historians. Nineteenth-century practice is frequently described as “moralistic,” “paternalistic,” and “controlling.” Such criticism has a point.50 Those, for example, who established Erring Woman’s Refuges did not resort to euphemism either in naming their institutions or in defining their missions: they wanted to rehabilitate young women “urged into a life of vice… at a period when the young heart is confiding and unsuspecting.”51 Refuge administrators demanded a willingness to change not by the performance of a difficult task but by the taking of one small step (such as entering the door of a building entitled “Erring….”). Their goal was not to weed out people—for they saw all as created after God’s image, and thus very different from weeds—but to require the kind of self-confrontation that is evident at a modern Alcoholics Anonymous meeting when a person says, “I am an alcoholic.”


There was a hardness in those days, based on the belief that some individuals needed to suffer in order to be willing to change. In 1821, Levi Woodbury and Thomas Whipple, in a report on New Hampshire’s pauper laws, argued that “the poverty which proceeds from improvidence and vice ought to feel the consequences and penalties which God has annexed.”52 In the Calvinistic sense, time spent in the pit could be what was needed to save a life from permanent debauchery (and a soul from Hell). No one, however, ought to be left to starve—as a committee of the Massachusetts legislature decided in 1831, “Absolute distress and want must be relieved, whatever causes may have produced it”—but “tough love,” in today’s parlance, was standard.53 Those who gave material aid without requiring even the smallest return were considered as much a threat to true compassion as those who turned their backs on neighbors and brothers.


But even at the end of the nineteenth century, it was not the toughness of earlier times that was most remembered, but the kindness. American social conditions of the past seemed almost paradisaical to charity leaders slouching through crowded urban slums. Francis Peabody told a meeting of New York’s United Hebrew Charities in 1896 that the charity of several generations before “was as simple and natural a duty as the care of one’s family. It was the friendly act of a well-informed neighbor.”54 Remarks by Peabody and others could, of course, be seen as nostalgia, and yet, eyewitnesses of American compassion early in the century made similar comments.


One of the little-known travelers, D. Griffiths, Jr., was amazed at the contrast between life in Ohio during the 1830s and that of the English cities and towns he had left behind. Griffiths was impressed not to see a




signboard nailed up against the wall…. “Beggars, Gipsies, and Trampers of every description, found in a state of vagrancy in this Parish, will be dealt with according to law.” The Traveller’s feelings are not harrowed at every turn by the sight of some squalid, ragged, wretched object in human shape. Indeed, during the whole two years of my residence in America, I saw but one beggar.55





Griffiths explained the absence of beggars by citing economic growth, an open countryside, and the compassion that those who were better-off showed for those rendered destitute by unforseeable circumstances. One “disabled Scotchman,” he wrote, received free “board amongst the farmers, sometimes at one house, and sometimes at another.” In another town, members of a Dutch family impoverished by sickness were “provided with doctor and nurse, and in fact with everything needful for them, until they recovered.”56


The most famous foreign observer of the early nineteenth century, Alexis de Tocqueville, noted similarly that Americans “display general compassion.” In the interaction of a person doing well with a problem-laden neighbor, Tocqueville observed, “personal feeling is mingled with his pity and makes himself suffer while the body of his fellow creature is in torment.”57 Tocqueville contrasted America’s “free institutions” with those of Europe, where the




state almost exclusively undertakes to supply bread to the hungry, assistance and shelter to the sick, work to the idle, and to act as the sole reliever of all kinds of misery.





Reasons for the difference included the existence of small communities and strong religious ideas: Americans, Tocqueville observed, feel “compassion for the sufferings of one another, when they are brought together by easy and frequent intercourse.”58


Those involved with fighting poverty gave additional explanations for the lack of “pauperism”—lackadaisical poverty—in small towns. One factor was shame: the Society for the Prevention of Pauperism observed that many were tempted to “improvidence, vice, and recklessness,” but few were “indifferent to the shame and reproach of a total forfeiture of the goodwill, respect, and confidence” that such activities would bring. In a small town, the society noted, those who acted in embarrassing ways were not “overlooked, nor could [they] escape in the crowd.”59 Another factor was an expanding economy with a convenient frontier: Since the able-bodied had opportunities to work, except during short periods of business panic, and since young men could always go west and grow up with the country, it was commonly said that “no man who is temperate, frugal, and willing to work, need suffer or become a pauper for want of employment.”60


But probably most important was the state of mind of those who gave help. In 1990 Christopher Edley, Jr., former issues director for Michael Dukakis, wrote in the Legal Times that he did not give money to panhandlers because “I pay taxes for social workers to determine who is truly needy.”61 Edley’s decision was right, as we will see, but his rationale was wrong, and would have been horrifying to democrats of the early nineteenth century who opposed reliance on government. As Charleston minister Thomas S. Grimke argued exuberantly in 1827,




Formerly, the community was a mere bystander, a mere spectator, as to all that was going on. The government, a few ancient, well-endowed institutions, and a handful of individuals, were the only agents.





He concluded, “Now the people are everything, and do everything, through the medium of a vast multitude of organized associations.”62










CHAPTER TWO Turning Cities into Countryside



As American cities began to grow, those who looked ahead studied the experience of those in the British Isles who were already tasting the future. Americans observed the establishment in England’s newly industrialized cities of largely indiscriminate “outdoor relief”—subsidizing individuals living in their own homes rather than in poorhouses. They also noted with concern that the availability of such aid would lead many who did not really need it to receive help and become dependent on it. In particular, they watched the fight put up against it by Scottish theologian Thomas Chalmers, rector of St. John’s Parish in Glasgow from 1819 to 1823, and later occupant of a chair in philosophy at St. Andrew’s College.


Chalmers’ prose was often ornate, but four key principles can be extricated. First, Chalmers insisted on a distinction between pauperism (a state of unnecessary dependence, characterized by intellectual lassitude and spiritual malaise) and poverty. Second, he argued that legal or statutory relief tended to pauperize because it removed the need for self-help and discipline. Third, he stressed the biblical obligation of the better-off to become personally involved with the poor. Fourth, he argued that those who were poor because of their own failings needed to indicate a willingness to change modes of thinking or acting that were dragging them down; if they did not, those who wished to help were to step away for a time, renew the offer, and be willing to step away again for a time if hearts had not changed.1


Chalmers lost the political battle in Glasgow generally but gained permission to try out his alternative plan in a specially created ten thousand-person district—an early enterprise zone—officially titled the Parish of St. John. Chalmers said he would meet the expenses of all needed relief in the district, one of the poorest in Glasgow, by asking parishioners for donations. His only stipulation was that state authorities and others who wanted to give indiscriminately agree to stay out. They did, and Chalmers divided his parish into twenty-five districts, putting a deacon in charge of each. When anyone asked for relief, the appropriate deacon investigated in order “to discriminate and beneficially assist the really necessitous and deserving poor….”2


The result was extraordinary. Chalmers’ Sunday evening church collections for deaconal purposes increased, for givers were confident that the funds would be used wisely. The cost of relief also dropped as better-off church members used personal counseling and established savings banks and work exchanges to “foster amongst the poor the habits of industry, providence, frugality, saving and honest desire to rise in the world, and simple dependence on their own exertions.”3 Lives changed:




In a few years the established pauperism of the parish sank from 164 to 99… in a population of ten thousand, but twenty new cases arose in four years, of which five were the results of illegitimate births or family desertion, and two of disease.4





Ripples were visible: savings in relief combined with the charity of the parishioners allowed St. John’s to endow a parish school and pay the salaries of three teachers.


Chalmers himself attributed success to God’s blessings and man’s management. Chalmers’ program was described as “thoroughly Christian in its severity and its generosities.”5 He argued that God blessed his desire to avoid stinginess with the worthy poor and demoralization among those who needed a push. He also explained that dividing up his parish into what he called “manageable portions of civic territory” was crucial, for




there is a very great difference in respect to its practical influence between a task that is indefinite and a task that is clearly seen to be overtakable.6





The need to provide relief to a large city “has the effect to paralyze,” Chalmers noted. But personal knowledge of those who needed help in one small area of the city tended to “quicken exertion.”


The Chalmers idea was not, in fact, foreign to American thinking. Shortly before Chalmers put his plan into effect in Glasgow, the Society for the Prevention of Pauperism in the City of New York announced a plan




To divide the city into very small districts, and to appoint, from the members of the Society, two or three Visitors for each district, whose duty it shall be to become acquainted with the inhabitants of the district, to visit frequently the families of those who are in indigent circumstances… [and] to administer encouragement or admonition, as they may find occasion.7





But the New York group had problems in execution, and in any event the concept was ahead of its time. New York was still a small city, and Americans accustomed to small towns and pastoral settings felt little need of organization, since those in need would be known to their potential helpers. Not until a recession in the late 1830s led to the quick rise of thirty relief agencies in New York City alone did Americans pay attention.


The effectiveness of those thirty agencies, which were devoted to passing out soup to all who asked, received careful analysis. All agreed that there was need for fast action, but an evaluation report in 1843 concluded that some, in wanting to do so much so fast, failed to establish personal relationships with recipients, and did not sufficiently discriminate between the needy and the lazy.8 It was agreed that some of the worthy poor suffered—but observers concluded that the reason might have been too much aid indiscriminately handed out at first, rather than too little. That is because charitable individuals who wished “to improve as well as to relieve” would give confidently and generously only when they knew that the charity would help rather than harm. When they were not sure, contributions leveled off, and since those funds affected both the worthy and unworthy, the poor who did deserve support were worse off than they would otherwise have been.


A new group, the New York Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor (AICP), grew out of these concerns with promiscuous charity. It put into effect the Chalmers district plan, and thus made large projects workable. AICP volunteers promoted participation of the working poor in savings banks, benefit societies, and life insurance programs, so that families could remain independent during unemployment or after calamities. The better-off supplied materials for domestic labor of the poor and helped them to find jobs; promoted church involvement and Sunday schools; and tried to shut down liquor shops and stop the general public from giving money to beggars, who usually would spend the money in those shops.9


The AICP also distinguished between its “disciplined” ability to help and the limitations inevitable in a governmental program “bound to relieve all not otherwise legally provided for.” AICP leaders vowed “to aid those whom it can physically and morally elevate, and no others.” They asked,




If the Institution fails in this discrimination, and has no higher aim than the Almshouse, why should it exist at all? and why should those already heavily taxed for the public poor intrust funds to this charity?10





They pointed out that contributors were entrusting them with funds “solely” to give generous help to the “worthy poor” and nothing to the lazy: “Take away this consideration, and the motives for [AICP] support would cease.”11


To be effective with the poor and to gain the confidence of the better-off, the AICP not only fought “indiscriminate charity” but also deemphasized material distribution; instead, the AICP stressed “home visitations” designed to guide in matters of religious observance and to advise concerning thrift, hard work, and temperance.12 The AICP, pointedly distinguishing between poverty and pauperism, worked to keep the “poverty-stricken sons and daughters of misfortune” from following “the course of pauperism.”13 Its volunteers organized district by district as in the Chalmers plan, visited applicants for assistance, ascertained the facts, and provided references for work or for grants of coal or food, along with advice concerning the importance of school attendance for children and temperance for all. The visitors dispensed no cash.


Robert M. Hartley, secretary of the AICP for over three decades, had the typical experience and understanding among charity workers of his day. Born in 1796, he volunteered as a gospel tract distributor in New York City beginning in the 1820s. Wondering why so few were receptive to his evangelical efforts, he decided that alcoholism was the problem. As a leader of the City Temperance Society, Hartley visited distilleries, debated their owners or managers, and wrote a temperance pamphlet entitled “Way to Make the Poor Rich.” He pointed out that twelve-and-a-half cents a day spent on drink amounted to $45.62 a year, which at that time was enough to buy three tons of coal, 1 load of wood, 2 barrels of flour, 200 pounds of Indian meal, 200 pounds of pork, and 8 bushels of potatoes; “into a house thus supplied,” Hartley wrote, “hunger and cold could not enter.”14
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