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FOR MY GRANDCHILDREN,

WILLIAM AND SARAH LICCIONE

AND

ANDREW AND AARON TRATTNER


What a pity it is to see a proper gentleman to have such a crick in his neck that he cannot look backward! yet no better is he who cannot see behind him the actions which long since were performed. History maketh a young man to be old without either wrinkles or gray hairs; privileging him with the experience of age, without either the infirmities or inconveniences thereof. Yea, it not only maketh things past, present; but enableth one to make a rational conjecture of things to come. For this world affordeth no new accidents, but in the same sense wherein we call it a new moon, which is the old one in another shape, and yet no other than what hath been formerly. Old actions return again, furbished over with some new and different circumstances.

THOMAS FULLER

The Historie of the Holy Warre,

1639

You often say, “I would give, but only to the deserving.”

The trees in your orchard say not so, nor the flocks in your pasture.

They give that they may live, for to withhold is to perish.

Surely he who is worthy to receive his days and his nights, is worthy of all else from you.

And he who has deserved to drink from the ocean of life deserves to fill his cup from your little stream.

And what desert greater shall there be, than that which lies in the courage and the confidence, nay the charity, of receiving?

And who are you that men should rend their bosom and unveil their pride, that you may see their worth naked and their pride unabashed?

See first that you yourself deserve to be a giver, and an instrument of giving.

For, in truth, it is life that gives unto life—while you, who deem yourself a giver, are but a witness.

KAHLIL GIBRAN, The Prophet



From The Prophet by Kahlil Gibran. Copyright 1923 by Kahlil Gibran and renewed 1951 by Administrators C.T.A. of Kahlil Gibran Estate and Mary G. Gibran. Reprinted by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.
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Preface to the Sixth Edition


[image: Image] The first question most readers undoubtedly will ask is, why publish a new edition of From Poor Law to Welfare State at this time? While there are a number of reasons for doing so, there are two compelling, although related, answers to that question. First, the previous edition of this work ended on a rather upbeat, or optimistic, note. President Bill Clinton had just introduced his sweeping proposal to overhaul the nation’s health care system, and while many questions about that undertaking remained unanswered, I wrote that “most Americans reacted favorably to the plan and looked forward to the upcoming debate over its specifics.” Furthermore, to again quote from the last edition, “there seemed to be bi-partisan support, in and out of Congress, for the notion that the time had come for some sort of universal national health insurance scheme.” Obviously, I was wrong, and I am glad to have the opportunity to correct myself—and to explain why I was mistaken.

Second, and closely related, I also misunderstood, or placed too much faith in, President Clinton and his commitment to helping the needy by getting to the heart of their problems—and using the federal government to help resolve them. I really believed, I am somewhat embarrassed to admit, that Clinton,

unlike his immediate predecessors, who either did not recognize the nation’s social problems or refused to face up to them . . . certainly admits that the nation has many such problems, . . . that it cannot afford to ignore them, . . . and that the public sector can and should help to resolve them. Just as our colonial ancestors viewed their villages and towns as communities [I wrote] he cries out for the government again to become an instrument for the improvement of its citizens’ lives, especially by providing at least a minimal level of social welfare for all of its inhabitants.

Again, I proved to be in error. Indeed, as readers already may know, or will discover from reading the “new” last chapter of this book—the title of which I changed from “Toward a New Domestic Order?” to “Looking Forward—or Backward?”—just the opposite occurred. Thanks to what is referred to as the welfare reform act of 1996, signed into law by Clinton (just prior to the upcoming presidential election) over the protests of a number of concerned citizens, the entitlement to welfare, put into place in America some sixty years ago in the midst of the Great Depression (if not earlier, during the colonial period), has been removed and replaced by the “work or starve” mentality of an earlier time.

As that measure indicates, social and economic justice is not at the top of the public agenda today. Most Americans no longer wish to entrust government with the power, and the responsibility, to help their needy fellows. Unlike Herbert Gans and a handful of other brave scholars who continue to debunk stereotypes about the poor and deplore the fact that some misguided concepts, especially that of “the underclass,” have become weapons in the current war against the poor,I most Americans once again blame the victim and eschew collective, as opposed to individualistic, solutions to the nation’s social and economic problems; they certainly do not wish to see their tax dollars used for welfare. And by attacking the welfare system rather than the poverty problem, they have achieved their aims. And while the results of these developments are not yet clear, critics predict that more than 2.5 million citizens, including 1.2 million children, will be thrown into poverty as a result of the change; for reasons discussed in the last chapter of the book, I fear they are correct (although, of course, I hope they are not).

In any event, in addition to the changes alluded to above, I worked hard to revise the text in numerous other ways in order to clarify certain points, as needed, to update some interpretations, where appropriate, and to include new information, where useful. Rather than spell out all those changes, I especially call the readers’ attention to the chapters “Child Welfare,” where I inserted a good deal of additional material on recent developments in that field, and “War on the Welfare State,” where I added quite a bit of material on matters of race, especially the publication of Charles Murray and Richard Herrnstein’s The Bell Curve (1994), and its implications for social welfare policy. Also, as in the past, I have revised and updated the bibliographies at the end of all of the chapters.

Before closing, let me again take the opportunity to thank The Free Press, especially Philip Rappaport and Caryn-Amy King, with whom I worked most closely, for bringing out a new edition of this work, for allowing me to revise the entire manuscript in any way I saw fit, and for continuing to reprint the prefaces to all the previous editions. The latter is a very costly and unusual gesture which I greatly appreciate—and which, as I pointed out in the preface to the previous edition, will be of great benefit to the readers; I therefore again urge them to read all of the prefaces.

I also wish to thank all of the scholars of American social welfare history whose works I have used, in one way or another, in revising and updating this book. Many of them are cited in the text or in the bibliographies, some are not. In addition, I again wish to thank my wife, Joan, for all of her love and support, not only during the last six months or so while I worked on revising this manuscript but during forty years of a very happy marriage, and my children Stephen, Anne, and David, to whom all of the previous editions of this work were dedicated. I am sure they will not mind if I dedicate this edition to their children, my four wonderful grandchildren who have come into the world since the last edition of this work was published, Billy and Sarah Liccione and Andy and Aaron Trattner. May they bring as much happiness and joy to their parents as their mommies and daddies brought to their “grammy” and “papa”—and may they grow up to be kind, caring, and compassionate adults.

W. I. T.

April 1998



I. See, for example, Herbert Gans, The War Against the Poor: The Underclass and Antipoverty Policy (New York: Basic Books, 1995).
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Preface to the Fifth Edition


[image: Image] Ordinarily, authors are quite pleased to have the opportunity to revise and update books they had written previously. Certainly that was the case with me, as for example my comments in the Preface to the Second Edition indicate. Unfortunately, however, that was not so this time. For the most part, revising and updating this work proved to be a difficult and depressing task.

The last edition of this book, published in 1989, concluded with George Bush’s election to the presidency after eight years, under Ronald Reagan, of unremitting horror for the nation’s poor. Since that time, however, as I feared, conditions only have gotten worse. Under Bush, the war on the welfare state continued, poverty intensified, and homelessness and a variety of other related social problems reached new heights. All the while, the occupant of the White House and his supporters, who viewed the needy with indifference, if not scorn, did nothing—or worse: they cut even more holes in the social welfare safety net, such as it was. And while the violence that erupted in Los Angeles in the spring of 1992 thrust the state of America’s inner cities and urban poverty into the public consciousness once again, and even rekindled some public debate on these matters, certainly it did not propel them onto the public agenda, at least not yet.

If there is any light at the end of the tunnel, it is the fact that the twelve dark and dismal years of the Reagan–Bush era have come to an end, and—as I indicate in the conclusion to this work—there is hope (although not quite as much now as there was immediately after the 1992 presidential election) for the onset of a new domestic order, one that will allow Americans to regain their “dignity as a just and compassionate people,” as the authors of The Greatest of Evils: Urban Poverty and the American Underclass (1993) put it.

There is, then, a good, if not an entirely happy, reason to bring out a new, revised edition of this book at the present. Although, as in the past, this edition contains no sweeping interpretive or major structural changes, it has been altered considerably in a number of important ways.

The most obvious and significant changes occurred at the end of the book, in Chapter 16, which had been the concluding one. Quite a few revisions were made in the coverage of the Reagan years, especially in my comments on the 1988 Family Support Act—and what has happened to it since its enactment. More important, however, is the fact that the chapter now covers the Bush administration as well, including the advent of the “new paternalism.” In addition, a Chapter 17, entitled “Toward a New Domestic Order?,” was added to the manuscript. It includes the 1992 presidential campaign and election, the early months of the Clinton administration, and a brief conclusion.

At the same time, many other important revisions were made in the book. In fact, changes have been made in every chapter. The most noteworthy of these occurred in Chapter 14, where I clarified and added some material on both the Economic Opportunity Act and the “culture of poverty” theory, and included for the first time material on the Kerr–Mills Act (which provided the foundation for the Medicare and Medicaid Amendments to the Social Security Act); in Chapter 13, where I discussed recent allegations about the racist and sexist nature of the New Deal, especially the Social Security Act, and where I added a good deal of information on the most current theories about why the United States lagged behind the rest of the industrialized world in creating a welfare state, and in Chapter 10, where I expanded my comments on the gender-specific nature of widows’ pensions and the alleged intentions behind it.

In addition, in Chapter 8 I incorporated material from the most recent studies of the settlement house movement, including further discussion of the issues of social control and racism. In Chapter 7, which had been revised least since the original edition of the book but which now was changed considerably, I added a great deal of new material on the drug problem, on the AIDS epidemic, and on the return of tuberculosis and measles as major public health problems in contemporary America. In Chapter 6 I included additional material on child neglect, abuse, homelessness, and other forms of mistreatment (and their causes), which have grown significantly worse over the past five years. In Chapter 5 I added more material on African-American benevolent societies and other efforts at self-help by the beleaguered race. Here and throughout the work (as this list of changes suggests), I tried not only to update the book but, even more so than in previous editions, to address the issues of racism and sexism and to get away from the older ethnocentric and male-oriented history. In addition, of course, the bibliographies at the end of every chapter were revised and updated.

In light of the above, a few more words are in order. Despite all the changes in this and in the prior three editions, which certainly have been important and, I am certain, have made this a better book, it is essential to remind the reader that this edition remains essentially the same in form, in spirit, and especially in intent as the original one. That is, it still is a general account of social welfare in America, “a brief [although much longer] review of America’s main social welfare policies and practices from the colonial period to the present,” which seeks to “assemble, assimilate, and synthesize the literature that already exists in the field,” to quote from the Preface to the First Edition. To reiterate, this book rests largely on the work of others, both those with whom I agree and those with whom I sometimes do not; to them—many of whom are mentioned in the text, some of whom are not, but all of whom I have tried to treat fairly—I am deeply indebted.

Also, as readers of the book will discover, on occasion I have used the term “underclass” with great care and perhaps even with some misgivings, hence always in quotation marks or preceded by the words “so-called.” It is a term, of course, that has been used rather widely during the last two decades or so, especially by a variety of social scientists, policy experts, and journalists, to describe those families and individuals, mainly African-Americans and Hispanics, who exist outside the mainstream of the American social and occupational structure and whose behavior appears to threaten the very fabric of American life. That term, however, and what it implies—more specifically, hordes of uneducated and unemployed ghetto residents who are into drugs, gangs, crime, and a variety of other degrading and menacing activities—has evoked a great deal of debate and confusion among scholars. Some argue that the “underclass” represents a new and especially corrosive development in American history, one that must be understood and treated in an untraditional manner. Others argue that the so-called underclass is not a new or menacing phenomenon, that urban poverty and disorganization existed in the past, that the term is nothing more than a euphemism for last century’s “immoral” or “undeserving” poor who, like their current counterparts, largely were victims of appalling social and economic conditions over which they had very little control, and that therefore there is no need to panic about their existence or to treat them significantly otherwise than we have the impoverished in the past.I

In all honesty, I really am not certain where I stand on the matter, hence my decision to use the term sparingly and in a guarded manner. In the end, of course, the reader will have to determine for himself or herself whether the term is appropriate—or whether it is at least defined and used in a correct manner.

Before closing, I would like to express my continuing thanks to the many individuals whose assistance I acknowledged in the previous editions of this book. That is especially true of my wife, Joan, and my three children, Stephen, Anne, and David, to whom, from the start, this book has been dedicated. Without their good cheer, encouragement, and help in ways too numerous to mention (and in ways they might not fully understand), the original edition of this work would not have been written, nor would the four revised editions that have appeared since that time. To all of them, I am deeply grateful.

My sincere thanks also are extended, again, to those readers of this book whose comments, from time to time, have made me aware of certain shortcomings in the work or of ways to improve it. I have always welcomed such suggestions and continue to do so.

I also wish to thank some people who, for some inexplicable reason, I am embarrassed to say, I have not acknowledged in the past: the many wonderful, talented, and exceedingly cooperative people at The Free Press with whom I have worked over the past twenty years. Too numerous to name, I thank them all for the skillful way in which they have handled the manuscript, for continuing to publish the work, for allowing me to make whatever (and however many) revisions in it I deemed desirable over the years, and no less important, for agreeing to retain the Prefaces to the previous editions with each successive one, a costly—and no doubt some would say unnecessary—inclusion. I, however, think they are exceedingly important. They reveal a great deal about my thinking on a variety of matters that are not always spelled out in the text (or in some editions of the text), including, for example, such things as my definition of social welfare for the purposes of the book, the selective nature of the book’s contents, the sparing use of footnotes (mainly to elaborate points made in the text rather than to cite sources), my thoughts on social control and the so-called social control thesis, the absence of a precise theoretical framework with which to interpret changing events in American social welfare history, the inevitability that authors’ values will influence their perceptions of the past, and my own values concerning the subject matter of this book.

As for that last point, let me add the following, in no uncertain terms: The social welfare system neither created nor exacerbated the problem of poverty in America, nor can it prevent or eliminate it. Furthermore, it has not been the abysmal failure many of its critics claim. On the contrary, over the years it has provided some badly needed assistance to countless Americans who have been subjected to a variety of injustices, hence who have deserved, and who continue to deserve, such aid. That the number of impoverished Americans now is at an all-time high is not the consequence of misplaced altruism, well-intentioned but misguided benevolence, or excessive social action, as current popular wisdom maintains. Just the opposite, these failures, if you wish to call them that, are the consequences of the hostility and the stinginess of opponents who, through their misguided theories and actions, have made sure that the system cannot perform more adequately. The continuation of poverty in America is a matter of choice. To end it, more, not less, action and resources are needed. We can, and I hope we shall, do better.

Besides spelling out important matters that are not always made explicit in the text, the Prefaces to the previous editions also are important historical, and historiographical, documents in their own right; they tell the reader a good deal about what was occurring in the field at the time they were written, at least as seen through my eyes. For those reasons, I encourage users of the book to read through all of them carefully.

Needless to say, I continue to be pleased by the widespread interest in and use of this book, especially by teachers and students of American social welfare history and policy. I certainly hope that continues. At the same time, while most historians refuse to admit it, their fondest hopes—and those of other scholars as well—are that their works “will make a difference.” Certainly I do; nothing, in fact, would make me happier than the knowledge that From Poor Law to Welfare State proved helpful, in however small a way, to the lives of those about whom it is written, the nation’s destitute and dependent citizens. More than ever before, at least in the modern period, they need such help.

W.I.T.

July 1993



I. The most recent and best single source on the subject, including the scholarly controversy over its history, is Michael Katz, ed., The “Underclass” Debate: Views from History (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993).
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Preface to the Fourth Edition


[image: Image] At the conclusion of the Preface to the third edition of this book, written in July, 1983, I stated, “Perhaps . . . a later edition of . . . [this] work, should one appear, will have a happier ending.” Unfortunately, that is not so. Despite the efforts of the outgoing administration to deny and conceal the fact, millions of American citizens remain mired in poverty. Indeed, the situation has worsened over the last eight years. In point of fact, there now are more Americans—especially women and children—who are poverty-stricken and in many cases homeless and hungry than there were when Ronald Reagan took office. In addition, in cities all across the nation, there has developed a demoralized “underclass,” comprising school dropouts, gang members, hustlers, criminals, drug addicts, drifters, and other marginal and functionless people who often prey upon and terrorize innocent citizens and threaten the very fabric of American life.

This new edition gave me the opportunity to take account of, and analyze, these developments and to put them into historical perspective. In so doing, I came to realize that “Reaganism” was not merely the continuation of policies initiated during the Nixon, Ford, and even Carter administrations, as I had believed (and written) earlier. In retrospect, it became clear that the period from 1969 to 1981 was a transitional era between the Kennedy–Johnson administrations, with their idealistic and grandiose social policies, and the Reagan administration, with its far more punitive and restrictive measures—measures that, for the first time, were designed to undermine and undo the welfare state that had emerged in America during the prior half-century. The major changes, then, in this edition are twofold: the first is a revised chapter on the Nixon–Ford–Carter years which not only contains a great deal more information than the previous one but which was written from a much more sympathetic perspective; the second is an entirely new chapter on the Reagan years, entitled “War on the Welfare State,” which concludes with a discussion of the recently enacted Family Welfare Reform Act and the 1988 presidential campaign and election.

In addition to these changes—in substance, in interpretation, and in structure—at the end of the book, there are numerous other differences between this edition and the previous one. In fact, modifications have been made in every chapter (in addition to revising and updating the bibliography at the end of each). The most significant of these are in Chapter 6, on child welfare, which deals with children’s institutions, with the rising infant mortality rate, and with the recent upsurge in poverty and homelessness among the young; in Chapter 9, on mental health, which relates to treatment of the retarded and to developments since the end of World War II, especially deinstitutionalization and its consequences; in Chapter 10, on the renaissance of public welfare, which analyzes the demise of the Sheppard–Towner Act and discusses the role of the private sector in the emergence of the welfare state; in Chapter 13, on the Depression and a New Deal, which includes new material on self-criticism among social workers and their attitudes toward rural poverty and the Lundeen bill; and in Chapter 14, on the years from World War II to the Great Society, which, among other things, analyzes the “culture of poverty” idea and discusses further the improved treatment of the elderly.

Apart from these changes, there is good reason to bring out a new edition of this work: the need to understand the history of social welfare in America is as great, or perhaps even greater, today as it was five (or more) years ago. In the introduction to the new edition of his work on the subject, James Patterson pointed out an interesting irony. The Reagan administration’s continued assault on the welfare state and the appearance in the nation’s cities of a menacing group of people who have been cast out of society (in part by the social and economic policies of that administration) have made the poverty and welfare problems sources of greater discussion and controversy than at any time since the 1960s.1 On the one hand, that is heartening, for these problems cannot be solved without first acknowledging their existence. On the other hand, it is rather discouraging, for it is evident that the problems remain misunderstood, misrepresented, and mistreated. The United States is the only Western democracy in the world without a system of family (or children’s) allowances and without a national system of health insurance. It has the highest infant mortality rate in the Western world. One out of five of its children are living in poverty and in many cases on its city streets. Thirty-eight million of its citizens, or about one-sixth of its population, have no health insurance, and millions of others only have very limited coverage. Close to seven million of its wage earners are unemployed (while several million others who have given up searching for work and thus are left out of the statistics also are jobless) through no fault of their own, and approximately thirty-two million of its citizens are living below the poverty line. It spends less per capita on “welfare” than virtually every other advanced capitalist nation in the world. Yet, the American people continue to deceive themselves into believing that “workfare”—the forcing of welfare recipients, mainly women with young children, into the job market—somehow will right those wrongs. Perhaps more than ever before, then, the public needs to understand what frequently is referred to as “the welfare mess”—why and how welfare programs have developed over time, how they have gone astray, and what really needs to be done to help the destitute and dependent. Only then can this blot on society be eliminated.

Hopefully, this book will continue to be a small and improved contribution to that educational and corrective process. Given the current state of affairs, however, including the recent election—during which the “L word,” or liberal(ism), was in disrepute and the President-elect demonstrated no concern for, let alone understanding of, the seriousness of the poverty problem, and which, if anything, seemed only to confirm Christopher Lasch’s contention that we now are living in an age of narcissism2—I am considerably less optimistic about the fate of the needy than I was when I concluded the third edition of this book.

Before closing on that rather gloomy note, let me happily inform readers that this edition, like the previous ones, rests largely on the work of other scholars, some of whom have published new studies, others of whom have revised older ones, on the subject during the last five years or so. Most of these people are cited in the text; to them, and to the others who are not mentioned, I am deeply indebted. As always, however, I of course am solely responsible for any errors—in fact or interpretation.

W.I.T.

December 1988



1James T. Patterson, America’s Struggle Against Poverty, 1900–1985 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986).

2Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations (New York: Norton, 1979).
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Preface to the Third Edition


[image: Image] Less than two decades ago, during the “booming” 1960s, a consensus existed in America regarding the welfare state. Few people on either side of the political aisle opposed strengthening the Social Security system or even declaring “war on poverty.” It was widely believed that the federal government was responsible for the well-being of all citizens, including their basic economic security and their physical and mental health.

Now, in the midst of a long period of low productivity, deep recession, near-record levels of unemployment, high inflation, and widespread and growing suffering, the welfare state is under severe attack. In the forefront of that attack is the Reagan administration, with its neo-conservative philosophy. After his landslide victory in the fall of 1980, Ronald Reagan and his business-oriented advisors came into office intent on altering the direction of public affairs, particularly with regard to the scope and costs of federal activities and the relationship between the public and the private sector, especially in the area of social welfare. Since that time, they have consistently sought, with great success, to eliminate some federal and federally subsidized welfare programs and to cut back on others in a concerted attempt to reverse the steady drift toward Washington’s greater involvement in the nation’s social welfare system.

The assault against the welfare state has come from the left as well as from the right, from radical scholars and activists as well as from conservative politicians, businessmen, and working class Americans. During the past fifteen years or so, the literature on social welfare, in fact, has been dominated by critics from the left, those who advocate the so-called social control thesis—the argument that the middle and upper classes have devised and used the nation’s welfare institutions and agencies not to help but to control the needy in order to safeguard the existing class system, perpetuate capitalism, and serve their own interests.1 In fact, so pervasive had such a view become that David Rothman, one of the authors of a widely cited statement on the “limits of benevolence,” rightly indicated that there even existed a widespread and acute suspicion of the very idea of doing good: “Whereas once historians and policy analysts were prone to label some movements reform, thereby assuming their humanitarian aspects,” Rothman wrote in 1978, “they are presently far more comfortable with a designation of social control, thereby assuming their coercive quality. . . .”2

Activists of all kinds also see the needy less as beneficiaries of a benevolent society and more as victims of an all-controlling state; such activists include radicals who preach “participatory democracy” and “community control,” liberals fed up with big government and the federal bureaucracy, and even some social workers and members of the other helping professions who are convinced that the “experts” or “helpers” do not really help, that their professional knowledge, techniques, and institutions have been used to promote a sort of societal imperialism designed to keep the needy in a dependent position in order to perpetuate and enhance the professionals’ own role in society.3

This, then, is an exciting and challenging (if not very encouraging) time to be thinking and writing about American social welfare history and the social work profession—and one of the justifications for a new edition of this work. This revised text is a product, at least in part, of the many things that have happened in the field, intellectually and practically, since the appearance of the last edition in 1979. While, like its predecessor, it contains no sweeping changes in substance or perspective, the book has been revised in many significant ways; in fact, there are far more revisions in this edition than there were in the previous one.

Perhaps it would be appropriate to begin by saying a few more words about “social control,” a matter, for good or for bad, that may be becoming passé. Faced by an administration intent on, and to a degree succeeding in, cutting welfare expenditures and returning care of the needy to the states and localities and to the private sector—dismantling the welfare state, in other words—more people are concerned now with what the dependent will receive, if anything, than with the motivation, or aim, of the provider, whoever it happens to be. Even Frances Piven and Richard Cloward, authors of Regulating the Poor, clearly the most forcefully presented and influential of the works stressing social welfare as a means of social control, suggested in their most recent work, The New Class War (1982), that the issue of social control no longer is as significant as it was previously—that it is more relevant to the past than to either the present or the future.4

Let me say something about the relevance of the social control concept to this book, particularly this edition. Reviewers and others rightly have placed this work in the liberal tradition, or school, of history. The book suggests, for the most part, that the development of American social welfare policy has been progressive, both in intentions and in results—a purposeful adaptation of state power to the needs of its citizenry (at least its white citizens). A careful reading of the second edition, however, should reveal at least some ambivalence on the matter; in places, I state that social control, with its evil connotations, was a motivating factor, or may have been, of the “reformers” and others working with persons in need. This edition reflects much more thinking about the matter (in light of critiques of the social control writings, the more recent literature on social welfare, current developments in the field, etc.) and, I hope, less wavering on it.

As I indicate in the text, the term “social control” originally had benign rather than sinister connotations. At the outset, it was used to describe those processes in a society that supported a level of social cohesiveness sufficient for the society’s survival, including measures that enabled the needy and the helpless to survive and function within the social order—the very things we now call social work or social welfare. Social controls, then, always are present in society; they enter every aspect of organized human activity. The question is not whether one group will seek to regulate, or control, the behavior of others but how that control is exercised and for what reason. As David Rothman has put it: “To attach a label of social control . . . and let the matter rest there hardly represents an advance.” It is, he added, essential to ask, “Social control by whom? For what purposes? And why in this form rather than in another?”5

To begin with, then, I believe that social controls operated, perhaps even often, but usually they were the work of well-intentioned people seeking not their own self-interest but the betterment of their charges and of society. We might not like what they did, nor did their efforts always turn out well—indeed, on occasion they even may have done more harm than good—but to impugn their motives as a result does them and the historical process a disservice.

Furthermore, social control advocates or believers in effect operate from the assumption that human affairs always are reasoned responses to specific developments, responses about which the historian or the social scientist can be certain—that history, in other words, is similar to the physical world; it is a determinate order about which statements that are unshakable and testable can be framed. I repudiate this notion, too. Even more so than previously, I am convinced that human affairs are too vagarious, disordered, unstructured, uncertain, and diverse to permit facile generalizations about social control or other matters.

I repeat, therefore, what I stated in the Preface to the previous edition of this work: “no simple ‘scientific’ formula can be devised to interpret the history of social welfare in America.” As I believe this work (and others) demonstrates, American social welfare policy has been the product of a wide variety of factors, including, no doubt, paternalism and self-interest, whether they reflect a desire to maintain capitalism or other motives. But our social welfare policy has been more the product of a wide variety of other factors, including good intentions (which have no place in the social control scheme), economic forces (prosperity as well as recession or depression), religious beliefs, cultural values, demographic changes, and such political and institutional developments as the nationalization of politics, the growing number and influence of pressure groups, and the bureaucratic expansion of established agencies and programs.6

As far as other changes in the book are concerned, clearly the most obvious and important occur in the last chapter, previously entitled “Where Do We Go from Here?” and now called “A New Era: Disenchantment and Retreat.” Chapter 15 not only has been brought up to date but also has been completely restructured and rewritten in light of developments during the past few years—and the opportunity to put much of the material into historical perspective. As a result, whereas the concluding chapter previously began in the 1970s, it now opens with Richard Nixon’s election in 1968, the start of a “new era.”

Chapters 14 (formerly “The War and Postwar Years” and now “From World War to Great Society”) and 13 (“Depression and a New Deal”) also have been extensively revised. The former includes a great deal more material on the 1950s, the Kennedy–Johnson years, and the growing disenchantment with the Great Society; the latter includes discussion of the new assessments of Herbert Hoover, extensive revision of the material on Franklin D. Roosevelt, form a slightly less favorable perspective, new material on rural poverty, a more extensive discussion of the Civil Works Administration (“the best of the New Deal relief measures”), and, especially, material on opposition to the administration from the left wing within the social work profession.

Rather than recite all the other changes made in this edition, suffice it to state, once again, that there are a great many; in fact, significant revisions were made in virtually every chapter, with the exception of the one on public health. In general, additional material was included, new interpretations were either incorporated into the text or alluded to for the readers’ knowledge or consideration (see the discussions of the institution in the early nineteenth century, the settlement house movement in the early twentieth, and the alleged “psychiatric deluge” of the 1920s, for example), and the narrative was brought up to date, or at least closer to the present (see the chapters on child welfare and the mental health movement, for instance). Two specific changes, however, should be mentioned: the material on the early twentieth-century social insurance movement was broadened considerably and moved from Chapter 8 to Chapter 10, for reasons that will be self-evident; moreover, the bibliographies at the end of each chapter were revised and updated.7

This new edition, then, is an attempt to bring to the reader the best, the most thoughtful, and the most recent material on the subject of American social welfare history, as defined in the Preface to the original work. I hope I have succeeded in so doing. Of course, there still will be those who differ with what has been said here or lament what has been left unsaid; that is inevitable. I welcome readers’ comments on these or other matters relating to American social welfare history and should add that I have profited greatly from such comments in the past. In fact, I wish to thank publicly all those people who took the time to write to me, whether to express satisfaction with the work, to call errors to my attention, or simply to query me about one thing or another.

I also wish to acknowledge, once again, my continuing gratitude to those cited in the first two editions of this work, especially my wife and children, who continue to be sources of inspiration and pride, as well as enormous help in all sorts of ways. In addition, I would like to thank the many scholars—some of whom are mentioned in the text, others of whom are not—whose works proved helpful in the revisions found in this edition. And, finally, but by no means least important, I would like to express my continuing debt to someone I am embarrassed to say I somehow failed to pay tribute to, at least publicly, in the past—Professor Emeritus Robert C. L. Scott of the History Department at Williams College. It was Professor Scott, an inspiring teacher, who introduced me to the study of history, especially American social and intellectual history, and who, unbeknownst to either of us at the time, turned me (and quite a few others) into a historian.

Needless to say, I have been pleased by the widespread interest in the earlier editions of this book. Apparently quite a few students and teachers of American social welfare history and policy, and others, found them useful; I hope this edition proves a worthy successor to those works. While I did not write this book with the intention that it be applicable to current developments, but rather that it provide some historical perspective to those interested in such matters, I nevertheless confess to the hope that it might have some constructive impact on the nations’s social welfare system, however small, and ultimately on the lives of the nation’s needy citizens. Perhaps, then, a later edition of the work, should one appear, will have a happier ending.

W.I.T.

July 1983



1I do not mean to imply that all those who espouse or tend to support the social control thesis are “leftists” (members of the New Left or otherwise), but many are. For a representative list of such works and their authors, see Walter I. Trattner, ed., Social Welfare or Social Control? (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1983), note 3, pp. 11–12.

2Willard Gaylin, Ira Glasser, Steven Marcus, and David Rothman, Doing Good (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), p. 83.

3For excellent examples of such criticisms from the right and the left, respectively, see George Gilder, Wealth and Poverty (New York: Basic Books, 1981), and Ivan Illich, Tools for Conviviality (New York: Harper and Row, 1973), or Medical Nemesis (New York: Pantheon Books, 1976).

4See Frances F. Piven and Richard A. Cloward, The New Class War (New York: Pantheon Books, 1982), esp. p. xi. I should add, though, that their major point is that the welfare state is so entrenched in America—primarily in the form of various income maintenance entitlements—that the Reagan administration (or anyone else) will not be able to undo it and thereby control the poor. Regulating the Poor, then, which (as mentioned in the Preface to the second edition) describes a cyclical pattern of providing aid and then cutting it back, characterizes the past, not the future, according to Piven and Cloward.

5David Rothman, “Social Control: The Uses and Abuses of the Concept in the History of Incarceration,” Rice University Studies 67 (Winter 1981): 16.

6For the best general refutation of the social control thesis (especially Piven and Cloward’s Regulating the Poor) and discussion of “liberal incrementalism” as an important factor in the making of American social welfare policy, see James T. Patterson, America’s Struggle Against Poverty, 1900–1980 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981). For another good discussion of the problems with the social control thesis (and the progressive outlook as well), see David A. Rochefort, “Progressive and Social Control Perspectives on Social Welfare,” Social Service Review 55 (December 1981): 568–92.

7For a more extensive guide to sources, see the first comprehensive bibliography in the field: Walter I. Trattner and W. Andrew Achenbaum, eds., Social Welfare in America: An Annotated Bibliography (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1983).
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Preface to the Second Edition


[image: Image] Readers who are acquainted with the first edition of this work will quickly discover that this new, revised version contains no sweeping changes in content or interpretation. The book, however, has been improved in a number of important ways.

The initial version, completed early in 1973, brought the account of social welfare in America up to the start of this decade. To leave it at that critical juncture would be to shirk an obligation to readers who have witnessed the important, often complex occurrences since then and who seek to know how they are related to prior events. One of the most significant elements in the new edition, then, is the addition of a chapter on the 1970s, “Where Do We Go from Here?”

I was especially pleased to have the opportunity to bring the text up to date because, writing some five or six years ago, I ended the manuscript on a rather optimistic note. For reasons discussed in the work, I suggested that “as 1970 approached, all was not bleak”; despite the lack of progress, “there were rays of hope.” Events over the past half-decade have proved me unduly sanguine, as the new concluding chapter indicates. Perhaps a future edition of this work will see the restoration of my confidence in the future; I hope so.

The revision also offered me the opportunity to rectify a few errors and obscurities in the original edition and to rewrite my account of “the Postwar Decades,” clearly the weakest part of the original study, as some reviewers indicated. Writing about the eventful decade of the 1960s from the vantage point of only two or three years later was a hazard that I was mindful of but chose to confront. The time elapsing since has permitted me to place that period in better perspective. Another significant change, then, involves the inclusion of additional material in, and the rewriting of, Chapter 14, now entitled “The War and Postwar Years.”

Two other modifications in the new edition deserve special mention. In the interest of a more balanced treatment of the subject, I have added more material on the nation’s minority groups, especially blacks. In addition, when appropriate, I have tried to incorporate, or at least take into account, the new scholarship and fresh points of view that have appeared since publication of the original work. I hasten to add, however, that there have been few scholarly works on the subject in the intervening years, and, for the most part, those that have appeared have lent support to the interpretations already presented. Where they have not—as, for example, in the case of the settlement house movement—I was particularly careful to call this matter to the reader’s attention.

With these and a few other exceptions—a slight reorganization of the material in Chapters 4 and 5, the inclusion of a discussion of changing concepts of childhood and human development in Chapter 6, the redrafting of pages or paragraphs here and there, and the updating of the bibliographies—the work remains essentially the same in form and spirit. It is still a general account of social welfare in America, “a brief [although slightly longer] review of America’s main social welfare policies and practices from the colonial period to the present,” which seeks to “assemble, assimilate, and synthesize the literature that already exists in the field,” to quote from the original Preface.

Two other matters warrant comment here, especially since they evoked the concern of some of those who read the original work. The first involves the question of objectivity. As is generally accepted, it is impossible for the historian to be completely objective. His or her background, upbringing, education, and numerous other factors invariably affect the work, if only in deciding what to study or what to include or omit from that study. I am no exception; my experiences and values have affected my judgment and, although I have endeavored to be as fair and as judicious as possible, parts of this work undoubtedly reflect a point of view. The reader should be aware of this problem and approach the book with an appraising and critical attitude as well as an open mind.

Another matter of concern to some reviewers of the original edition, especially to political scientists, was its lack of a clear conceptual framework to explain changing events. As one critic put it, the book failed “to reflect the impact of a scientific approach to the subject matter.” To that charge I plead guilty—although without regret.

In my opinion, no simple or “scientific” formula can be devised to interpret the history of social welfare in America. Welfare programs, which to some degree involve the redistribution of resources from the “haves” to the “have-nots,” are contingent upon a society’s ability to pay for them. They depend in large part on the economic forces or realities that prevail at any given time. However, they are not determined on economic grounds alone. Society’s response to its needy citizens is affected by numerous other, sometimes related, factors, including inherited (but changing) customs and traditions, religious attitudes and beliefs, social values, the political climate, the degree of social stability or instability, and the importance attached to the family as a basic social institution. Consequently, broad generalizations about American social welfare history are, to say the least, difficult to come by. To those brave enough to attempt such a venture, I wish good luck. I have chosen to let the “facts” speak for themselves.

Two courageous souls who have pursued the risk-strewn path are Frances F. Piven and Richard A. Cloward, whose important and widely read book Regulating the Poor appeared after the completion of my original work. Piven and Cloward argued that, historically, relief systems have served—and continue to serve—two main functions: (1) to maintain social and political tranquility, and (2) to enforce work. Assistance has been given to the poor less out of concern for their plight than out of concern for the stability of the social and political order and out of a desire to maintain the work ethic. Relief, thus, has been an effective way of manipulating the poor—keeping them under control and occupied in low-income, menial labor. To quote Piven and Cloward:

Relief arrangements are initiated or expanded during the occasional outbreaks of civil disorder produced by mass unemployment, and are then abolished or contracted when political stability is restored. Expansive relief policies are designed to mute civil disorder, and restrictive ones to reinforce work norms. In other words, relief policies are cyclical—liberal or restrictive depending on the problems of regulation in the larger society with which government must contend.I

Although I allude to this work and its thesis in discussing the dramatic increase in welfare cases and expenditures in the 1960s, I have not attempted to substantiate or refute it. A general introductory work which presupposes that its readers have no wide technical knowledge of social welfare programs and services is hardly the place to do so. Still, the reader, with all the evidence before him or her, may wish to decide whether regulation of the poor was and is the primary motivating factor behind the development of the nation’s social welfare system.

Before closing, I would like to indicate my continuing obligation to those whom acknowledgment was made in the first edition, including the many scholars on whose work so much of this book rests, and Freeman Cleaves of Millburn, New Jersey, who was kind enough to read and correct parts of the revised as well as the entire original manuscript. It is also appropriate to mention again the debt I owe to my wife, Joan, and to my children, Stephen, Anne, and David. Without their consistent good cheer and assistance, manifested in ways too numerous to cite, this work would have been neither written nor revised. My sincere thanks are also extended to many readers and reviewers, friends and unknown associates, whose personal comments or published critiques have made me aware of certain shortcomings in the original edition. Among these, I would like to express my special gratitude to Ralph Pumphrey of Washington University in St. Louis; his helpful comments are appreciated.

I have made every effort to take full advantage of the suggestions and criticisms voiced in reviews of the first edition. I hope that these efforts have been successful, and that this revised work will remain useful to those interested in American social history, to social workers and members of the other helping professions, and especially to students and teachers of social welfare history and policy.

W.I.T.

January 1978



I. Frances F. Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Regulating the Poor: The Functions of Social Welfare (New York: Pantheon Books, 1971), p. xiii.
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Preface to the First Edition


[image: Image] Despite the great bulk of social welfare literature, the widespread concern about poverty and social justice, the current reassessment of our public assistance programs, and the growing number of historians turning their attention to the field, there is no interpretive history of social welfare in America from the colonial period to the present. There have been state and local studies, there have been accounts of various chronological periods in American history, and there have been histories of specific developments within the field—housing reform, the social settlements, child labor reform, the struggle for social security, and so on—but no attempt has been made to synthesize these into a broad account of American social welfare. This book is intended to fill that gap.

It is important to do so for several reasons. First of all, social welfare is an important aspect of American social history. As Merle Curti, the eminent historian, has suggested, it is a vital part of the American character; thus it should be brought into the mainstream of American history.

Also, while professional social work and our present social welfare institutions are products of the twentieth century, their antecedents go far back into history. From the beginning of recorded time, people have shown a concern for others; individually and collectively, they have tried to deal with insecurity and human need and to help those fellow men found unable to meet the minimum requirements of society. Perspectives on those attempts and the development of a variety of social welfare activities associated with such terms as alms, charity, poor relief, philanthropy, social reform, and the like may help us appreciate how far we have come.

It may also help us realize how far we still have to go. This would be especially helpful for social workers, who, like most people in the helping professions, tend to be absorbed with the burdens of those they are trying to help. Thus, they seldom look back to learn how they arrived where they are, or to obtain perspective on the magnitude and character of the problems they are dealing with. I hope that this book will help them gain that knowledge. An awareness of the rich tradition behind modern social work should also add to their professional security and philosophy and help them, and others, in planning for future social action.I

In addition, a general history of social welfare in America is needed for classroom purposes, especially for students enrolled in social welfare history, social policy, and other similar courses taught at schools of social work and elsewhere. This work was written, in part, to fill that need. I have taught the history of American social welfare for several years and, along with my students, have been frustrated at times by the lack of a text-like book that could be used for the course; this work grew, in part, from that experience.

This, then, is a history of social welfare in America. Since social welfare functions within and is determined by the larger setting of which it is a part, the book is set against the background of certain developments in American history, especially social and intellectual trends. And because so much that has happened in America in this field has been derived from or been influenced by the British experience, some attention has been given to English developments.

This is by no means a definitive or comprehensive account of the entire field; to cover all aspects of the subject would require many volumes. Rather, it is a brief review of America’s main social welfare policies and practices from the colonial period to the present—one that attempts to bridge the gap between a topical survey and a monographic study. Naturally, some developments are alluded to only briefly, such as the role of religious and ethnic groups and the whole field of corrections, and others have been omitted, particularly American social service overseas, measures for the physically handicapped, recent efforts to stimulate self-awareness, and the like. Still, the book embodies what I believe to be the essence of social welfare history and its significance in the American experience. There is little here that is new, for I have tried mainly to assemble, assimilate, and synthesize the literature that already exists in the field; I hope that the work, nevertheless, will have value.

Perhaps a word on the footnotes is in order. As stated, this book grew in part out of my classroom experience. Since it contains information accumulated from many sources (including my students) over a period of years, it would be impractical and impossible to cite all the material used. Moreover, the source of a quotation here, or a statement there, would not do justice to the associated material and the whole process of reflection that has gone into my course and into the manuscript. So I have used notes sparingly, and, for the most part, only to elaborate points made in the text. At the end of each chapter, however, I have included a bibliography in which the reader may locate sources. (Although many of the sources could have been listed in several places, for reasons of space I have listed each only once, in that place where I think it would be most useful.) These include many of the titles that my students have found helpful, as well as those I have relied on in preparing both my classroom lectures and this study.

Finally, the obvious should be mentioned—“social welfare” is a broad term that has no precise definition. Agricultural programs, for example, which were designed to provide financial help and other forms of assistance to poor farm families (but which too often have become methods of subsidizing the rich) may be considered part of our social welfare system. The same may be said of education or, to go a little afield, of political machines which, by distributing food baskets or fuel in winter, often helped the needy. In other words, almost anything can fall within its scope, as William Graham Sumner, the pioneer sociologist, indicated in an essay entitled “Sociology,” written in 1881: “In truth,” Sumner declared in objecting to treatment of the matter as a novel issue, “the human race has never done anything else but struggle with the problem of social welfare. That struggle constitutes history, or the life of the human race on earth.” Since this book is not a history of the human race, perhaps I should define “social welfare.” As used here, the term embraces those social security, social service, and health programs, activities, and organizations, public and private, intended primarily to promote the well-being of individuals who society felt needed and deserved help.

At first, the objective of those efforts was simply to care for those in need—either as individuals or in groups. Later on, it became a matter of preventing destitution and other social ills and of restoring those in need to economic and social self-sufficiency, of bringing them up to a standard of living consonant with that of others in the community. Still later, social workers fought for the creation of constructive programs aimed at ensuring a more secure and abundant life for all. Our social welfare system today, then, acts not only to support and enhance the well-being of needy individuals and groups, but also to improve community conditions and help prevent and solve social problems affecting all citizens. To use current terms, it plays an “institutional” as well as a “residual” role in society. To follow the development of these activities is to trace the evolving concept of man’s responsibility to man and of the community’s and the government’s responsibility for the well-being of all citizens.

Far too many debts have been incurred in the preparation of this book for me to attempt to list all of them here. As indicated, much of this work rests upon the scholarship and ideas of others, including many students in my social welfare history course at the University of Wisconsin—Milwaukee. I am certain they will understand that adequate personal acknowledgment is not possible. I have attempted, however, to indicate in the text those authors and works from which I have borrowed most.

I do wish to acknowledge the special assistance of a number of people. Among these, I would like to express my special gratitude to Freeman Cleaves of Millburn, New Jersey, who read the entire manuscript and improved it in many ways. Another discerning critic who read the entire manuscript and suggested changes that I was happy to incorporate in the final revision is Clarke A. Chambers of the University of Minnesota. I am also heavily indebted to Charles Harbaugh, my research assistant, who did an excellent job reading and analyzing articles in various social work journals. For the funds to engage Mr. Harbaugh, and for me to spend the summer of 1971 working on the manuscript rather than in the classroom, thanks is due to the Graduate School of the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. My gratitude is also extended to the secretarial staff of the U.W.M. Department of History, and especially to Kathy Poplawski, for typing various drafts of the manuscript with speed, accuracy, and good cheer.

Once again, I owe a special debt to my wife, Joan, who not only provided the atmosphere and the encouragement without which this book would not have been written, but who also took the time to improve its prose. Finally, I would be remiss if I did not mention my children, to whom this book is dedicated—Stephen, Anne, and David; never once did they complain about the long working hours, and irritabilities, of an author. For that I am deeply thankful.

While all of those mentioned helped me, the writer is solely responsible for any errors in fact, interpretation, and style.

W.I.T.

January 1973



I. On the role of history in social work see: Clarke A. Chambers, “The Discipline of History in a Social Welfare Curriculum,” mimeographed paper prepared for the Minnesota Resource Center for Social Work Education, 1971; Karl de Schweinitz, “Social Values and Social Action—the Intellectual Base as Illustrated in the Study of History,” Social Service Review 30 (June 1956): 119–31; Philip Seed, “The Place of History in Social Work,” Case Conference 15 (February 1969): 407–8; and Elizabeth Wisner, “The Uses of Historical Material in the Social Work Curriculum,” Social Service Review 34 (September 1960): 265–72. See also Merle Curti, “American Philanthropy and the National Character,” American Quarterly 10 (Winter 1958): 420–37.



CHAPTER 1
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The Background

[image: Image] The basic tenets and programs of any social welfare system reflect the values of the society in which the system functions. Like all other social institutions, social welfare systems do not arise in a vacuum; they stem from the customs, statutes, and practices of the past. Therefore, one cannot understand current efforts to help the needy without first comprehending the foundations on which they were built. And since the practice of assisting people in need as we know it in America did not originate in this country but was transplanted from the Old World to the New during the colonial period, we must go back in time, perhaps even to antiquity, to begin our study of American social welfare.

Hospitality to strangers, for example, was recognized as a virtue even among primitive peoples. Hammurabi, the famed ruler of Babylonia some two thousand years before Christ, made the protection of widows and orphans, and the weak against the strong, an essential part of his code. Buddhism, founded about 400 B.C., taught that all other forms of righteousness “are not worth the sixteenth part of the emancipation of the heart through love and charity.”

The ancient Greeks and Romans frequently discussed the matter. Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) spoke of man as a social animal and, as such, one who had to cooperate with and assist his fellow men. He also said it was more blessed to give than to receive. Then there was Cicero (106–43 B.C.), the famed Roman, who wrote: “Justice commands us to have mercy on all  . . . , to consult the interests of the whole human race, to give everyone his due,” rich and poor alike. In fact, the words “philanthropy” and “charity,” and the concepts for which they stand—love of mankind, love of humanity, brotherhood—are of Greek and Latin origin.1 It is not surprising, then, that the ancient Greeks, and the Romans after them, had a variety of ways of relieving distress and helping those in need. Some of those we might not recommend today, such as infanticide, slavery, concubinage, and euthanasia. On the other hand, they also had such other practices as daily allowances or pensions for the crippled, public distribution of grain for the needy, and institutions for the custodial care of various unfortunates, especially youngsters orphaned as a result of fathers lost in battle.

Even more important for the history of American philanthropy and social welfare are the ancient Jewish doctrines which teach the duty of giving and, equally important, the right of those in need to receive. Throughout the Old Testament, the ancient Hebrew collection of historical books, laws, proverbs, psalms, and prophetic writings that go as far back in time as the late eleventh century B.C., one finds commandments to give to others (tzedakah), especially the sick, the old, the handicapped, and the poor, not as a matter of charity but out of a sense of justice (or tzedek).2 Thus, the Scriptures not only state that “one might break off his iniquities” by showing mercy to the poor, but command that “thou shalt not harden thy heart nor shut thy hand” to the poor, and note that “it is forbidden to turn away a poor man . . . empty-handed.” Moreover, such aid “should be given with a friendly countenance, with joy, and with a good heart.”

Not only is everyone who can afford to do so obliged to contribute to the unfortunate, but according to the Old Testament, all those in need are obliged to take it. Thus, as Maimonides (1135–1204), the Jewish scholar and philosopher, put it: “Whosoever is so much in need of charity that he cannot live unless he receives it—as, for instance, a man who is old or sick or in constant pain—but takes none out of pride, is guilty of bloodshed and is responsible for his own life; so that he has nothing for his suffering, save punishment and sin.”

The Talmud, a collection of Jewish law and tradition (based upon biblical texts and rabbinical commentaries on those texts) codified around A.D. 500 and still considered the source of authority among Orthodox Jews today, prescribes exactly how “charitable” funds are to be collected and distributed, including the appointment of gabbaim, or tax collectors, to administer the system.

How much should be given a poor man? The Talmud provides the answer: “Sufficient for his needs in that which he wanteth.” Thus, if someone is hungry, “he should be fed; if he needs clothing, he should be clothed; if he lacks household utensils, they should be purchased for him. . . . [E]ach and every one should be supplied with what he needs.”

Christianity carried on this tradition. Its emphasis upon good deeds, love of one’s enemies, and entry into heaven through mercy and charity stemmed, of course, from Old Testament doctrine and Hebraic law and custom. Since Jesus, Peter, Paul, and the other founding fathers of the Christian church—including the first fifteen bishops in Jerusalem—were Jews, it is not surprising that the New Testament no less than the Old contains many verses that stress charity.3 The text that perhaps more than any other weaves together the threads of early Christian-New Testament teaching on charity is the description of the Day of Judgment in St. Matthew, especially: “And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily, I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.”

The Decretum, a compilation of papal decrees, canons of church councils, and commentaries of church lawyers codified in the twelfth century which, along with subsequent decrees and writings, is considered the authoritative source of law for Christians, contains an elaborate discussion of the theory and practice of charity. Study of the Decretum reveals that the leading principle underlying early Christian social welfare policy was similar to the Hebrew idea that preceded it—poverty was not considered a crime. And while discretion was to be observed in bestowing assistance, and careful rules were elaborated for discriminating among the various classes of needy people,4 generally speaking, evidence of need overrode all else. It was assumed that need arose as a result of misfortune for which society, in an act of justice, not charity or mercy, had to assume responsibility. In short, the needy had a right to assistance, and those who were better off had a duty to provide it.

In practice, these ideas operated in a variety of ways. At the outset, when the church was small and its early followers owned no private property, there was little need to establish any formal social services. While there was some poverty, it was not a social problem. Those suffering misfortune were among close friends and associates who came to their assistance as a matter of course; mutual aid, in other words, sufficed to meet the needs of the faithful.

With the passage of time, the end of persecution (as marked by Emperor Constantine’s conversion to Christianity in the fourth century), an increase in members and wealth, and greater ease of travel, church fathers found it more and more necessary to establish a formal system of charities. Beginning in the sixth century, the monasteries that emerged served as basic agencies of relief, especially in rural areas. Some monastic orders, in fact, were organized to help the needy. Receiving income from their lands and from donations, legacies, and collections, they not only gave generously to those who came to their doors, but carried food and other provisions to the poor in the community.

By the eleventh century, with the evolution of feudalism, a system of government in which those who possessed landed estates also held political power, there was little uncared-for distress, at least in theory. Most people lived on feudal manors as serfs, protected by their liege lords or masters against such hazards as sickness, unemployment, and old age. In return for imposing a strong measure of constraint on individual freedom, feudalism, in other words, provided a form of social insurance against the exigencies of life.

Those who received no such protection, especially in the rapidly emerging cities, were often helped by social, craft, and merchant guilds. While for the most part the guilds provided benefits for their own members (who, because of their craft or trade, were somewhat removed from the immediate threat of poverty), they also provided assistance to others. Thus, many maintained “works of charity” for the town poor—they distributed corn and barley yearly, fed the needy on feast days, provided free lodgings for destitute travelers, and engaged in other kinds of intermittent and incidental help.

A more important source of aid to the needy during the Middle Ages was the hospital (or hospitale in Latin). Medieval hospitals did not merely provide medical assistance to the sick poor; rather, they housed and cared for lepers, for weary wayfarers and pilgrims, for orphans, the aged, and the destitute, and in general provided a variety of services for all those in need. Most early hospitals were attached to monasteries or were found along main routes of travel. Soon they appeared in cities and later were taken over by municipal authorities, thus forming a link between ecclesiastical and secular charity. By the middle of the fourteenth century, there were more than eleven hundred such institutions in England alone. They varied in size from those caring for a dozen or so people, to others accommodating up to several hundred.

Most important in terms of administering medieval poor relief was the aid dispensed by ecclesiastical or church authorities at the diocese or parish level. The bishop of each diocese was charged with the duty of feeding and protecting the poor within his district. He was directed to divide the total revenue of the diocese, which came from the church tithe, and distribute a fixed portion—from a third to a fourth—to those in need. In most cases, though, the diocese was divided into several parishes, and in practice it was the parish priest who became directly responsible for relieving distress.

Most priests were diligent in carrying out their duties, and the money available for care of the poor was sufficient for the need. By the “high” Middle Ages, then, a highly developed and effective system of poor relief had been established. Because the church was a public institution and the tithe a compulsory tax, it could be argued that the system as regulated by the church was the prototype of the one that arose under the famous English Poor Law of 1601. With the rise of the modern state, which in the middle of the sixteenth century absorbed the church, civil authorities naturally became responsible for administering the system of poor relief conducted earlier by church officials.

In any case, medieval poor relief, it must be remembered, was governed by the time-honored beliefs that poverty was a permanent and inescapable feature of society and that the better off were obliged to share some of their riches with their poorer brethren. Furthermore, it was practiced in an environment of localism and social stability in which strangers and mass destitution were absent; relief, for the most part, had to be provided only for members of the community with unusual cases of poverty occasioned by accident, illness, death, or some other calamity that strained the resources of families, landlords, and voluntary associations.

In the meantime, however, certain social and economic upheavals occurred that altered the situation greatly. The general dissolution of feudalism and the manorial system resulted, on the one hand, in an increase of individual freedom but, on the other hand, in social disorder, uncertainty, and serious hardship for many, especially agricultural laborers forced from the land. The growth of commerce and international trade and the rise of a money economy with its elements of capital investment, credit, interest, rent, and wages also affected the incidence and nature of poverty. So too did the Industrial Revolution and development of the factory system, which led to the decline of rural handicrafts and the rise of urban masses with limited skills who experienced not only seasonal but also cyclical unemployment and other social and economic hazards over which they had no control. Subsistence, in other words, depended much less now than previously on the individual, or on work itself, as on the farm or in the home, than on employment by those who owned the resources, on the factory whistle and the time clock—and on the state of the market.

In England, conditions were made worse by the so-called enclosure movement, which resulted from the growth of the woolens industry. As the demand for wool increased, and with it the price, it became extremely profitable for landowners to turn their fields into pastures and to raise sheep. Since sheep-raising could not be done on small fields, this upset the earlier feudal system of tillage, which rested on landlords dividing their estates into small tracts and parceling them out to tenants (or serfs) in return for certain specified services. Thus, enclosure led to the further destruction of rural homesteads, the scattering of many more cottagers, and a sizable increase in the number of unattached persons without the traditional means of support and therefore forced into wage labor in search of a livelihood.

Then a series of natural calamities—crop failures, famine, pestilence, and especially the dread Black Death (or bubonic plague), which occurred in 1348–49 and killed almost a third of England’s population—produced further suffering and hardship for many. Finally, the growth of corruption and the general decay of the church in England and elsewhere ultimately led to the Protestant Reformation and, in 1536, to the dissolution of the monasteries and other church property by Henry VIII; many of those who had lived or had been employed in ecclesiastical institutions were turned out and forced to join the ranks of poor wanderers.

Taken together, these developments—the breakdown of the medieval economy, the social structure with its relatively fixed order of things, and the church with its entire framework of charity—meant for many people the loss of the economic security given to a serf by his master, and the social, economic, and spiritual security given by the church to its members during the Middle Ages. This, in turn, resulted in a tremendous increase in unemployment, poverty, vagabondage, begging, and thievery, especially in the growing commercial centers to which many of the needy gravitated in search of work and higher wages. New social arrangements were required to mitigate these hardships, to reduce uncertainty, and to stabilize community life. It was in this contest that the modern institution of social welfare emerged.

As early as the mid-fourteenth century, the state began to intervene where the church had no dominion. Kings, lords, and rising businessmen perceived mendicancy, widespread population movement, and labor shortages as problems. In an effort to do something about these conditions, especially to suppress the restless wandering of the landless and to keep laborers in the state of servitude from which they were just emerging, Edward III, as early as the mid-fourteenth century, initiated a series of restrictive measures. Although sometimes considered the beginning of parliamentary involvement in welfare policy, they were basically repressive statutes aimed more at immobilizing laborers and thereby recreating a subserviant work force than at assisting the needy. Among these, the most important was the Statute of Laborers. Proclaimed in 1349 (a year after the Black Death, which killed so many people that it caused severe labor shortages and demands for higher wages among the poorer classes as well as widespread fears of potential carriers of the plague), the measure fixed maximum wages, placed travel restrictions on impotent and unemployed persons, and in effect compelled the jobless to work for any employer willing to hire them. The law also forbade the giving of charity to “sturdy” and “valiant” alms-seekers, a practice which allegedly induced mobility or laziness and unemployment; all able-bodied persons would be forced to work in their place of residence at a rate of wages fixed by law and hence would be unable to exploit the more favorable labor market conditions resulting from the Black Death—and perhaps spread the dread disease.

The social and economic changes that occasioned the statute, however, were far more powerful than the law designed to stop them. The progress from feudalism toward a capitalistic-democratic society—one of the most profound upheavals civilization has known—continued, not always peaceably. As a result, in the sixteenth century other measures were enacted which further attempted to repress vagrancy and mobility. In 1531, Parliament passed a statute that provided severe punishment for able-bodied beggars. They were to be brought to the market place and “there to be tyed to the end of a carte naked and be beten with whyppes throughe out . . . tyll [their bodies] . . . be blody by reason of suche whypping.”

The act, however, also contained constructive features concerning relief of the poor; it decreed that mayors, justices of the peace, and other local officials “shall make diligent search and inquiry of all aged poor and impotent persons which [sic] live or of necessity be compelled to live by alms of the charity of the people,” and assign such people areas where they may beg. While still primarily a punitive and repressive measure designed to limit begging, by making a distinction between the able-bodied who refused to seek work and the poor who could not work and thus needed relief, and authorizing the latter to beg, and even setting aside areas where they might do so, the state took the first step toward administering an organized network of relief.

In 1536, with the passage of the Act for the Punishment of Sturdy Vagabonds and Beggars—the Henrician Poor Law—the government exercised further responsibility for the relief of persons in economic distress. While the measure made the penalties for begging even more severe (including an elaborate schedule of branding, enslavement, and execution for repeated offenses), it also ordered local public officials to obtain resources, through voluntary contributions collected in churches, to care for the poor, the lame, the sick, and the aged. Instead of merely setting up machinery for legalizing begging and confining it to the impotent poor, as the previous statute had done, this measure attempted to eliminate the need for alms-seeking, making the parish the unit of local government for poor relief.

Furthermore, the act permitted local officials to use the funds they collected to provide work for “such as be lusty or having their limbs strong enough to labor.” A perceptive and novel feature of the measure, then, was its recognition of the fact that the able-bodied were not always able to find jobs. In such cases, parish officials could furnish work for those in need. They were also given the authority “to take . . . children under the age of fourteen years and above the age of five years, in begging or in idleness, and to appoint them to masters of husbandry or other crafts or labors to be taught, by which they may get their living when they shall come of age.” By the provisions of this act, then, the state, through civil and church authorities, assumed legal responsibility for the relief of all its poor, old and young, impotent and able-bodied alike. It was a serious attempt to cope with the economic and social problems of the age.

Although local officials—“mayors, governors and head officers of every city and the church wardens or two others of every parish”—were required to provide assistance to the destitute, funds for the purpose were to be raised through voluntary contributions in churches. The next logical step was introduction of a compulsory assessment when donations proved insufficient. This came in 1572 with the enactment of a measure stating that the justices of the peace and other local officials “shall by their good discretions tax and assess all and every the inhabitants dwelling in all and every city, borough, town, village, hamlet and place” for the care of those in economic distress. The statute also created a new public official, the overseer of the poor, who was charged with the duty of providing work relief for the able-bodied unemployed, a job more clearly defined and made mandatory by the provisions of yet another measure, enacted four years later.

By the late sixteenth century, then, the government had perceived that punitive measures directed at vagrants were insufficient to preserve order, let alone the general good of the realm, or, in the words of R. H. Tawney, that “the whip had no terror for the man who must either tramp or starve.” Based on the idea that poverty was an economic rather than a personal matter and that the state should help those people who could not provide for themselves, a series of measures relating to poverty, vagrancy, and relief of the poor had been enacted that attempted to deal with the problem of economic security in light of the changing religious, social, and economic conditions of the period. The principle of relief locally financed and administered for local residents had been established. Public officials administered a system of assistance that included both direct grants-in-aid to the unemployable and a policy of apprenticeship for the young and work relief for able-bodied adults. Taken together, these measures embodied most of the principles written into the renowned Poor Law of 1601.

The immediate background of the famous statute was the worsening times of the 1590s—a decade of food scarcity and widespread famine, of inflation and high prices, of insecurity and great suffering. Rioting, thievery, and social disorder again became widespread. Lawmakers, not only fearful of insurrection (especially since England had no standing army at the time), but also compelled to recognize the existence of large-scale involuntary idleness and suffering due to difficult conditions, felt the need to act.

This, too, was the age of mercantilism, an era of paternalism, and of faith in the government’s capacity (and need) to arrange the affairs of mankind. The interests of the state—especially the desire to build up a strong, self-sufficient economy—were dominant. And since the means of accomplishing this were by “setting the poor to work” and turning the country into “a hive of industry,” direct and active government intervention was required to overcome the threat of insecurity and the prevailing social disorder; hence, the Poor Law of 1601.5

Like its predecessors, the Elizabethan Poor Law, which was to stand with but minor revisions for almost 250 years, embodied the conflicting strain between the desire to reinforce the feudal structure and the increasing assumption by civil government of responsibility for the downtrodden. Thus it had some harsh, repressive features (or at least features that today would be considered harsh). Parents—insofar as they had the means—were legally liable for the support of their children and grandchildren. Likewise, children were responsible for the care of their needy parents and grandparents. More important, vagrants refusing work could be committed to a house of correction; whipped, branded, or put in pillories and stoned; or even put to death. And the measure did not provide for the right of “appeal” by recipients—or potential recipients—of relief if they felt aggrieved.6

On the other hand, the measure had many constructive features—especially its assumption that the state had a responsibility to supplement ordinary efforts to relieve want and suffering and to insure the maintenance of life. It further conceded that there were helpless or needy people who not only deserved such assistance but who had a legal right to it. In addition, the statute defined three major categories of dependents—children, the able-bodied, and the impotent—and directed the authorities to adapt their activities to the needs of each: for needy children, apprenticeship; for the able-bodied, work; and for the incapacitated, helpless, or “worthy” poor, either home (“outdoor”) or institutional (“indoor”) relief.

The law firmly established the principle of local responsibility, at the lowest level, for the care of those in need. In executing the measure, the parish was to act through its church wardens and a small number of “substantial householders” who would be appointed annually by the justices of the peace to serve both as overseers of the poor and as collectors of the revenue—a wholly secular or civil position. Funds necessary for carrying the act into effect were to be raised by taxing every householder in the parish, with the threat of imprisonment for those who failed to pay such taxes.7

So while the basic principles of public assistance did not originate in 1601—for poor relief had been a matter of public concern long before that time—the Elizabethan Poor Law brought together, in a single coherent statute, the “inconsistent and erratic relief legislation of the previous” years, firmly placing its operation in the hands of civil authorities and establishing a definite system of obligatory financing outside of the church. According to Karl de Schweinitz, author of England’s Road to Social Security, it culminated a development that started in 1531, or perhaps as early as 1349.8

Written to bring order out of chaos and with an eye toward preserving stability in case of future social and economic crises, the statute recognized the existence of involuntary unemployment and of need, and firmly established the individual’s right to public assistance. For the most part it was a broad, permissive act. From what evidence we have, we can say that it was put into effect throughout England with a fair degree of efficiency and success. Although it did not eliminate all human suffering, many of the needy were helped, the able-bodied put to work, children apprenticed—and society remained relatively tranquil.9 The statute also provided the pattern for the poor laws in the American colonies, in the original thirteen states, and in the subsequent ones as they entered the Union.
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1Philanthropy comes from the Greek words philo, or love, and anthropos, or mankind; charity comes from the Latin word caritas (or carus), or love (brotherly love), although there is some evidence that it may be derived from the Greek word haris (or harieis), which technically means grace but may imply brotherly love or its equivalent.

2This is especially true of the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old Testament, sometimes called the Torah. Within the Pentateuch, the book of Deuteronomy, the last book (in which the God of the Israelites is described as one who “loveth the stranger, in giving him food and raiment”), is most important for these purposes.

3It should also be mentioned that the seventh-century Koran, the sacred text of Islam, or the Muslim faith, exhorts the believer to show charity to widows, orphans, wayfarers, and the unfortunate, and specifies various “right” ways of giving. Almsgiving is one of the Five Pillars of Islam (along with confession of faith, prayer, pilgrimage, and fasting during the holy month of Ramadan), and those who perform such good deeds are promised paradise.

4A man’s first responsibility was to his family, especially his parents, then to his neighbors, and after that, to strangers. Even among strangers, however, a rather elaborate hierarchy existed.

5Although the 1601 Act is the most famous and is thought of as the most important poor law, it was in fact anticlimactic. In 1597 and 1598, a comprehensive poor law was enacted which brought together all the previous legislation on the matter; about the only thing the latter measure added to its predecessor was the extension of liability for support to grandparents. As Karl de Schweinitz has pointed out, the 1601 statute has been considered a landmark in the relief of economic distress largely because it was the last rewriting of the total law.

6The right of appeal against a decision made by the overseers of the poor was granted to the needy in England in 1796.

7The justices of the peace, who fixed the rate of assessment, also had the authority to raise revenue from other parishes should local funds prove to be insufficient and to levy fines against overseers of the poor for being negligent in their duties.

8Perhaps it should be pointed out that a number of statutes enacted after the Poor Law of 1601 perpetuated some of the repressive features of the Acts of 1349 and 1531, including the Law of Settlement of 1662, which was designed to restrict the movement of the poor from their parishes. Another such measure, passed in 1772, provided for the establishment of workhouses, which were to act as deterrents to home relief for the able-bodied. On the other hand, there were Gilbert’s Act of 1782, which mitigated the demoralizing effects of such workhouses, and the Speenhamland system, discussed in Chapter 4.

9It should be mentioned that while the state gave notice (through passage of this act) that the poor were to be cared for from public funds, the state was quite willing, if not anxious, to allow parishes to look after their poor through voluntary (or private) relief, if they elected to do so. The same Parliament that passed the Poor Law of 1601 encouraged private philanthropy through enactment, the same year, of the Law of Charitable Uses which, in the words of W. K. Jordan (Philanthropy in England, 1480–1660), “was far more important to the history of Tudor-Stuart philanthropy than the great Elizabethan Poor Law of the same year.” According to Jordan, until 1660, the mainspring of the English charity system remained private, in both organization and in financing. The Trust Law directed the spirit of generosity into the founding of numerous free private schools, hospitals, almshouses, dispensaries, and the like. In short, private philanthropy at least complemented public relief at this time, providing a second cluster of institutions and services for the needy.



CHAPTER 2
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Colonial America

[image: Image] Widespread destitution, which existed in many parts of the Old World, was not present in the New. The combination of abundant resources and a sparse population contrasted sharply with conditions in Europe, especially in England. Labor was at a premium; thus, unemployment was not a major social problem. Moreover, a liberal system of land tenure enabled many of those without property to acquire it, while commonage for grazing or tillage added to the possible sources of a livelihood. All in all, there was real opportunity for success in the New World.

Yet, the picture of America portrayed by early promoters of settlement—a land abounding in wealth and good auspices, indeed a new Paradise, a veritable Garden of Eden—was hardly true. Those who came to the colonies (land proprietors, tax-dodgers, and a handful of others excepted) were of moderate or poor means. The English practice, as authorized by Parliament and the transportation laws, of shipping to America thousands of rogues, convicts, political prisoners, beggars, vagrants, orphans, the unemployed, and other undesirables hardly helped. Then there was the trip across the Atlantic; not only a prolonged but also a debilitating experience for many. Passengers were packed into tiny ships with filthy and foul-smelling quarters, lack of adequate food and drinking water, and exposure to disease. Many did not survive the wretched conditions of the voyage; those who did frequently reached shore ill or infirm.

Once in America, life was so severe, so full of hardship and deprivation, that many were forced to live in poverty or so close to it that any misfortune might reduce them to that state. As a result, despite favorable chances for acquiring land or for earning a living in other ways in the New World, they did not escape poverty and many of the other social ills that plagued them in the Old World. Each colony soon had to deal with the problem of caring for the poor, the aged, the blind, the sick, the lame, the mentally ill, the lazy, the destitute of all kinds.

At the outset, as in all closely knit communities, especially in pioneer settings where there was no recourse to other forms of assistance, neighborly kindness, or mutual aid, sufficed; as Governor William Bradford’s account Of Plimouth Plantation indicates, sheer survival depended upon it. As the population increased, however, and as the social life of the colonies grew more varied, the problem of dependency became more complex and the need for a permanent, carefully regulated poor relief policy and system became more acute, especially around the middle of the seventeenth century. By that time, so many indigent colonists were about—idlers, misfits, tramps, criminals, widows, the sick, and so on—especially in growing towns such as Boston, Newport, and Philadelphia, that their care had to become a community function and responsibility. As one would expect, the colonists turned to the manners and customs, the social and legal institutions that were part of their cultural baggage, to meet the need—the English Poor Law of 1601.

Conditions in the New World seemed to invite the adoption and nurture of the relief policies of the mother country. There were neither private charitable trusts nor ecclesiastical welfare institutions in the New World. The hardships of frontier life and the isolation and self-containment of the early settlements led to the development of a strong sense of social obligation and community solidarity which, in turn, provided a sufficient rationale for local responsibility, especially in New England where the system of local self-government prevailed.

In addition, as David and Sheila Rothman have pointed out, for seventeenth-century Americans need was in the order of things, a natural and inevitable part of the human condition. The poor, mere pawns in a divinely destined universe and hence not responsible for their condition, were always present—in America as elsewhere. This, however, was not a necessary evil, but rather a blessing, a God-given opportunity for men to do good—to serve society and their Creator.

According to God’s scheme, a well-ordered society was hierarchical; it had a series of ranks ranging from top to bottom. Some people “the great ones, high and eminent in power and dignity,” were at the top, others, “the poor and inferior sort,” at the bottom. Each had special privileges and obligations; the poor to work hard and to respect and show deference to those above them, the well-to-do to be humble and to aid and care for those below them. Disparities in wealth and condition existed not to separate and alienate people from one another but to make them have more need of each other—to bind them closer together “in the bond of brotherly affection” so that they might “improve [their] . . . lives to do more service to the Lord,” as John Winthrop, the noted Puritan leader, put it—or perhaps militate against class antagonism and thus maintain order, as more recent observers have suggested.

In any event, social theory and theology gave meaning to poverty in colonial America. Its presence did not indicate a flaw in society, or in the needy, something to be feared and eliminated. Its victims, permanent and integral parts of the community, were to be pitied and helped. It is not surprising, therefore, that the colonial assemblies quickly acknowledged public responsibility for those unable to care for themselves or those whose families, extending through three generations (as in England), were unable to care for them, making the taxpayers of each locality responsible for their support.

The Plymouth Colony adopted such provisions in 1642, Virginia in 1646, Connecticut in 1673, Massachusetts in 1692, and so on. The colonial poor laws not only were patterned after the Elizabethan legislation, but often retained many of its specific provisions, in some cases in toto. Thus, the first session of the Rhode Island colonial legislature announced that the doctrine of local care for the needy was to be implemented and that overseers of the poor were to be appointed to assess a tax and collect the money to care for the poor “according to the provisions of the law of England.”

In marked contrast with the practice of applying the Elizabethan Poor Law in a simple matter-of-fact way, was the case of New Amsterdam. Settled in 1609 by the Dutch, the colony set up an ecclesiastical system of poor relief; officers of the Dutch Reformed Church were vested with the authority to raise the necessary money through voluntary collections and then to distribute it to the needy. However, when the colony came under English rule in 1664, its relief policies were transformed to conform to the English pattern—public assistance through compulsory taxation.

Colonial administration of the poor laws was left to the smallest unit of government. In New England, the town was responsible for executing the statute. The Town Meeting made the decisions, which were carried out by the selectmen, tithingmen, or overseers of the poor, civil officials. In the southern colonies where, as in England, the Anglican church was established, the parish was the administrative unit. There, the board of vestry, a group of men, usually twelve in number, chosen by the freeholders to oversee the religious affairs of the parish, was also charged with the responsibility of caring for the poor. Although the entire board assessed and collected the taxes, two vestrymen served as church wardens or the “executive arm” of the body and actually distributed the aid, which was raised through a compulsory tax designed specifically for that purpose.

The simplest method of aiding the poor, especially those unable to care for themselves, was for each family to care for a destitute person during a part of the year. Thus, in Massachusetts, the Hadley Town Meeting voted in 1687 that a certain widow should be sent “round the town” to live two weeks with each family “able to receive her.” Others, particularly those who needed only temporary or partial assistance, were provided with outdoor aid. The most common seventeenth-century practice, however, was to place the poor in private homes at public expense.1 While this usually involved the payment of a fixed sum agreed upon for each person, with the town often supplying clothing and medical care besides, it was not unusual to auction off the needy (usually at the village tavern on the Saturday evening following the Town Meeting), who went to the lowest bidder. In all cases, the family and the private home, considered to be the foundation of the social order, was the setting in which the assistance was provided.

Another form of relief was abatement of taxes or parish dues. For example, on October 29, 1656, the Boston Town Meeting agreed that a “Mr. Wales hath six shillings abated of his [tax] rate for this year in regard to his poverty.” Moreover, the poor were usually provided with free medical attention.2 Towns and parishes employed doctors to treat those who could not afford to pay medical bills. Hence, in 1664, Boston’s selectmen paid Dr. Thomas Oliver five pounds “for seven months attendance upon . . . Thomas Hawkins,” a needy person. Other doctors had their taxes remitted or reduced for performing such services.

While townsmen relieved neighbor’s needs rather generously, and without suspicion, they showed considerably less compassion for the plight of strangers—people who might be a source of social and political as well as financial difficulty for the community. As the number of people without means of support steadily increased, as did transiency, some communities began to restrict immigration, or the movements of strangers. As early as May 1636, Boston’s selectmen prohibited citizens from entertaining strangers for more than two weeks without first securing official permission; if the visitors seemed likely to stay longer and become a public burden, such permission was denied. Those who came anyway, or perhaps were already present, were “warned away,” or told to leave by the selectmen or overseers of the poor; those who did not go willingly were forcibly removed by the constable.3 Three years later, Boston officials required that some townsman provide security for any newcomer in order “to save the town from charge,” as the ordinance read, again with the threat of warning away those not so covered.4 The frequency of these and other regulations indicates that Boston and other communities continually faced the problem of caring for unwanted strangers who became public charges.

Establishment of residency requirements to determine eligibility for—or “entitlement” to—public assistance originated in the Plymouth Colony. There, as elsewhere, each town was obliged to support its resident poor, but, by the provisions of its poor relief statute of 1642, the status of an “inhabitant” or “resident” was defined to apply only to those who remained in a community for three months without being asked to leave.5 Another safeguard against the influx of needy persons was a statute that prohibited the sale of land to strangers without first obtaining official approval. Also, residents who brought servants into a town had to agree to maintain them if the latter became ill, lame, or impotent.

In New York, no stranger could be harbored in a private home or in a tavern for more than one night without first registering with the town recorder. Constables in each ward were instructed to seek out strangers and present a list of their names and addresses to the mayor.
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