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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
Today, national spending on the poor is among the largest elements of the federal budget. The US government spends millions each year on Social Security, welfare, and other programs. This has not always been the case, though. From the founding of the country through the 1930s, the federal government spent nearly nothing on social programs. For much of that time, the state role was almost as limited. The current state of charity in America came about as a result of changing views of who should receive relief, who should give it, how it should be given, and why. These have resulted from the interaction between changing social and economic policies, and shifts in philosophy. Before examining the history of charity in America, though, it is important to define several terms and explain the limitations of this study.


This paper is based almost entirely on secondary sources, synthesizing the arguments made by a number of historians, sociologists, and economists. Its goal is not to examine government programs or private initiatives in depth, but instead to discuss general trends reflecting differing views about those who deserve relief, the organizations which should give it, the ways it should be distributed, and the reasons for charity. The paper’s chief focus is programs for the poor, defined here as those considered to be in severe material need. In some cases, however, programs—such as Civil War veterans’ pensions—not directly dealing with the poor are considered, because of their close links to charity. “Charity” is used here to mean giving to the poor, mostly in organized settings, whether government or private. This term is used instead of “welfare” because the latter was not used in its current context for much of American history.


The first charity in colonial America was private and individualized, with neighbors helping neighbors. Even within the first years of the settlement of Virginia and Massachusetts, though, more organized systems of philanthropy developed. These systems flowed from the colonists’ conceptions of humanity and of poverty.


Ideas in both these areas stemmed from colonists’ Christian beliefs, and seem to have differed little between Calvinist New England and Anglican Virginia. Because the world was fallen, unhappiness was expected as a part of life. “[P]overty was accepted as natural, even inevitable, as part of the divine plan; a hierarchical society, after all, required its lower orders[.]”
 Within the human hierarchy, everyone had particular privileges and responsibilities, “the poor to respect and show deference to those above them, the well-to-do to aid and care for those below them.”
 Thus poverty, “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.”
 So to colonial Americans, charity was a duty, intended not to cure a social ill but to alleviate suffering.


Not all the poor, though, were deserving of charity. Since man was a fallen, sinful creature, early Americans believed, “many persons, given a choice between working and not working, would choose to sit.”
 Therefore, care was taken that those judged to be poor through deliberate idleness were not helped beyond the needs of survival. Thus distinctions were made between those in material want. People who worked and were simply upon hard times, along with the elderly and disabled, were deserving of aid. The idle poor, though, needed mostly spiritual help, by being made to work, so they would become productive and not fall into “‘pauperism,’ characterized by a defeated and dependent state of mind, as well as a lack of income.”
 No less an authority on American culture than Alexis de Tocqueville argued that indiscriminate public relief caused pauperism.


Early Americans could implement this view of proper charity because of the small, tightly-knit communities which characterized the colonies, especially Massachusetts. Most towns were small enough that the residents knew each other, and “accepted the right of their neighbors to examine and judge their lives,” which “the realities of community life gave them every opportunity to do[.]”
 Thus it was possible for the givers of charity “to know the poor individually, and to understand their distinct characters.”
 This personal involvement was perhaps the backbone of colonial charity. Not only was financial and material aid given to the poor, but when people were displaced from their homes—for example, by natural disasters—the better-off often opened their own homes.
 Furthermore, town governments reinforced private, individual charity by reimbursing those who took in the homeless, widows, and orphans. Sometimes even colonial or, later, state governments helped with expenses.
 In some cases, reimbursement took the form of auctions, in which the widows especially were entrusted to the care of those who put in the lowest bid for their care.
 This system of poor relief was modeled on, and given legal structure by, adaptations of the English Poor Law of 1601, put in place by Queen Elizabeth I.
 The boundary between government and private relief was quite indistinct, and was blurred still further by reimbursement programs. Churches, especially in Massachusetts, often administered programs as the legal authorities. Laws, though, were not the linchpin holding the system together. Personal relationships, specialized knowledge, and shame were crucial. Few people, who may have been tempted to abuse others’ charity, were “indifferent to the shame and reproach of a total forfeiture of the goodwill, respect, and confidence” of their neighbors—neighbors from whom there was no escape.
 In a small, close-knit community, it was clear who was deserving of charity and who was not, and what kinds of help different individuals and families needed.


None of this is to suggest that colonial charity was perfect. Certainly, most basically, there was far less material prosperity among colonial Americans than in modern times; even the rich did not enjoy current standards of living, so obviously the poor did not. In helping to alleviate the suffering of the poor, colonial charity seems to have done fairly well, but there were definite problems. Auctioning of the poor was often criticized as often fostering abuse.
 Moreover, community-based charity only worked well when applied to members of the community. “While townsmen relieved neighbors’ needs rather generously, and without suspicion, they showed considerably less compassion for the plight of strangers[.]”
 This was because such people, unknown to the community and not bound by the deterrent effect of shame, “might be a source of social and political as well as financial difficulty[.]”


The transition of American charity in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was largely driven by this problem of local knowledge. As industrialization, population growth, and better transportation broke down tightly-knit, insulated communities, the old charity system based on individual knowledge and acquaintance became less effective. At the same time, changing ideas about the nature of humanity and poverty fed new views of proper charity. Attempts to adapt new systems to changing economic and social conditions continued through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


Large cities were not well-suited to the community-based, individualistic charity used in smaller towns and villages. The central difficulty seems to have been distinguishing the deserving from undeserving poor. In urban areas, the better-off usually lived in different neighborhoods than the poor, unlike in villages where people lived in closer proximity, and the town’s leading citizens would likely be at least acquainted with its poor.
 Furthermore, the effect of shame diminished as communities grew—even as early as the mid-eighteenth century, “[t]he force of community opinion dissipated as towns grew and individuals experienced for the first time not only privacy but relative anonymity.”
 


These problems seems to have motivated opposition to “outdoor relief” in the early nineteenth century. Outdoor relief was monetary or material aid given to the poor in their own homes, in contrast to help inside an institution. While much early American charity had been outdoor relief, and the Elizabethan poor laws provided for such aid, opposition to it grew in the early nineteenth century. Outdoor relief was believed to create more pauperism, encouraging the poor to become dependent.
 Certainly—as discussed above—colonial Americans had been anxious not to breed pauperism. But in cities, it was far easier for outdoor relief to become a problem, because it was very difficult for the givers of aid—the well-to-do—to determine whether the recipients were indeed in genuine need, or if they were simply idle. The opposition to outdoor relief crossed the fuzzy boundaries between government and private aid; the concern was not that government should not be involved in helping the poor—under the poor laws, it certainly was—but that government monetary resources were highly dangerous, threatening to create more paupers. Despite opposition, though, outdoor relief was never eliminated in most cities.


Instead of outdoor relief, poorhouses became more and more prominent in American cities. These were institutions for the poor; those living in poorhouses were provided aid. Poorhouses were intended to be disreputable places, in the hope that, “no one would be attracted into pauperism.”
 This, it seems, was an attempt to recreate the shame structure that naturally existed in smaller communities, as an incentive for the poor to work. At first, poorhouses existed mainly in larger towns and cities
—probably because in smaller communities, the older system of outdoor relief and individualized charity still functioned. As the nineteenth century wore on, however, smaller villages and towns began to set up poorhouses. In part, this was due to growing movements against auctioning off the poor, felt to be a barbaric practice.
 It also seems, though, that the extension of poorhouses may have been due to a declining sense of community even in more rural areas, which undermined local, individual charity.


This decline in community sentiment was in part due to economic changes which in the early nineteenth century joined urbanization in changing the environment in which American charity had to operate. The Industrial Revolution replaced small artisans working at home with wage laborers working in factories. While standards of living overall went up, the rise of wage labor created several problems. Population mobility increased as more and more people moved around in search of a job; this further eroded community ties and often left people without friends or relatives nearby to call upon when in need.
 The simple disruption of the normal economic structure also threw some people into hard times. For example, normal seasonal work patterns were disrupted by the introduction of the threshing machine, which cut off a widespread source of winter employment. Through this and similar effects, the economic changes of the early nineteenth century created the idea of unemployment: that people who wanted work might not be able to find it. At the same time, the kind of local, community networks that might have supported workers through periods of unemployment were being broken down by increased mobility. 


In addition to poorhouses, another response to the problems of the Industrial Revolution was the rise of private relief agencies. These, often religiously-based, were tied to the Second Great Awakening; the key organizations were Bible or tract societies.
 In addition to spreading the gospel, such organizations sought to alleviate the suffering of the poor; societies dedicated to this purpose rose especially after a recession in the late 1830s.
 The principles of these new organizations were advocated by Scottish theologian Thomas Chalmers, who supported individual aid to the poor by well-off individuals (often through home visits to determine recipients’ eligibility), opposed government involvement—because it gave too much money indiscriminately, pauperizing the recipients—and argued that aid should be refused to those who would not work.
 None of Chalmers’ basic arguments were unique or new, but the proliferation of private organizations dedicated to these principles was a new phenomenon. While not as numerous as Protestant organizations, Catholic charities were important in large cities, and functioned on equally traditional principles—regarding poverty as a permanent problem, and attempting to alleviate its effects.
 Most of these organizations sought to evangelize the poor as well as help them materially, and worked alongside government poorhouses.


Thus by the mid-nineteenth century, American social welfare was a mixture of government and private enterprises. In their own ways, it seems that poorhouses, the campaign against outdoor relief, and private charity organizations were all attempts to cope with the rise of cities and the changes wrought by industrialization, seeking to alleviate poverty in a new social and economic context.


But the nineteenth century saw more than a change in methods of poor relief. The very goal of charity, and the foundations upon which it was built, came into question. The rise of Enlightenment ideas of progress, especially the utopian socialist ideas which arose in the early nineteenth century, caused many intellectuals to break with older ideas of charity as an alleviation of suffering, and poverty as natural. Instead, reformers felt that proper policies—usually by private charity, but sometimes involving the government—could change society and so reduce or even solve the problem of poverty. In the words of Horace Greeley, modern ideas offered a way “of reaching the causes of the calamities, and absolutely abolishing Pauperism, Ignorance, and the resulting Vices.”
 The tools proposed to work this miracle were specialized institutions—including poorhouses but also penitentiaries, juvenile homes, and schools for the disabled. All of these, usually sponsored by state and local governments, were intended to combat the “environmental sources” of social problems, in order to “improve society through their impact on individual personalities.”
 Underlying this faith in the power of change was, in many cases, a distinctly Enlightened view of human nature. Since humans were born as blank slates, and were inherently good—or at least not evil—it stood to reason that any problems were likely the result of environmental influences. “[T]he heart of man is not depraved,” wrote Greeley; instead, poverty was caused by “social distinctions of master and servant, rich and poor, landlord and landless”—in direct rejection of earlier ideas of natural, beneficial hierarchy in society.
 If society, then, was responsible for poverty, society should fix the problem. This did not necessarily mean the government; reformers also advocated private organizations. Those who did support government aid believed that local or perhaps state governments should do their part—almost no one called for a federal role.


In the realm of charity, reformers achieved one of their goals through the spread of poorhouses—but poorhouses were not purely tools of social reform; as discussed above, they were also an adaptation of older ideas of charity to a new social and economic context. By the mid-nineteenth century, then, charity in America was a patchwork of different programs trying to adapt to these changing conditions. Utopian reformers stood alongside traditional religious philanthropists, poorhouses spread from cities to smaller towns, and organizations labored alongside local governments. Few of these new attempts, though, were overwhelmingly successful. Christian organizations such as those inspired by Chalmers seem to have been successful for a time, while their wealthier members remained active and personally involved. But as the fervor of the Second Great Awakening faded, and the well-to-do withdrew, these organizations adopted more rigid, bureaucratic methods that de-emphasized evangelism and seem to have been ineffective at combating poverty.
 Poorhouses were largely unsuccessful as well, for they threw together the able-bodied poor who were temporarily in need, with the permanently idle, the disabled, and the elderly. In other words, poorhouses mixed the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor, to the detriment of both—and poorhouse administration could almost never give the kind of individual attention needed to attempt the rehabilitation reformers advocated.
 Here appeared two problems that seem to have been common among nineteenth and twentieth century charity programs. First, poorhouses (in practice if not in theory) failed to distinguish different types of poverty, and thus were unable to address each person as he or she needed. Those who needed temporary aid were treated the same way as the lazy and shiftless, and thus demoralized and not given the opportunity to get back on their feet. Second, both poorhouses and private organizations became bureaucratized; rigid rule structures were conducive neither to discrimination amongst the poor nor to individualized aid. In poorhouses, “[a] preoccupation with order, routine, and cost replaced the founders’ concern with the transformation of character and social reform.”


In the aftermath of the Civil War, the trend toward bureaucracy in charity only increased. The late nineteenth century saw the rise of several different movements, united by their common advocacy of institutional approaches to poverty. The trends of centralization and nationalization, apparent in business in the late nineteenth century, were also visible in charity. Organization was seen as vital; “[a] system of well-coordinated voluntary organizations staffed by people who would keep accurate records of applicants, [and] distribute aid honestly and carefully...appeared to be the better way to meet the problem.”


The scientific charity movement was in many ways a synthesis of two earlier trends: it combined the methods of Chalmers’ Christian organizations with the utopian dreams of the institutional reformers. Scientific charity agencies promised to coordinate and administer all private relief in their areas, avoiding duplication and ensuring the undeserving poor could not exploit more generous organizations.
 The movement also prescribed the methods used in helping the poor, based on the, “‘science’ of social therapeutics that was supposed to relieve philanthropy of sentimentality and indiscriminate alms-given...and to eradicate pauperism.”
 Here the movement’s mixed origins can be clearly seen: in its goal of eliminating pauperism, scientific charity shared the utopian dreams of reformers like Greeley. But its methods—built around wealthy, often female “friendly visitors” who would investigate recipients’ worthiness
—were largely drawn from Chalmers, and reflected older concerns about not giving indiscriminate aid to the undeserving poor. Instead of being based in Christian principles, these ideas were now claimed as scientifically justified.


The philosophy of Social Darwinism also appeared in the late nineteenth century, giving added fuel to opposition to outdoor relief—and sometimes to charity in general. Social Darwinists contended that in society as well as in nature, “competition was the law of life, [so] there was no remedy for poverty other than self-help.”
 Therefore, Social Darwinists argued that charity was misguided, and hindered the progress of humanity. Even for those who were apparently unemployed through no fault of their own, Social Darwinists opposed charity, arguing that unemployment was inevitably due to personal faults.
 Social Darwinists seem to have had relatively little direct effect on charity—they had few successes at ending all relief—but they did add their weight to the fight against outdoor relief and indiscriminate charity. Perhaps more importantly, Social Darwinists provoked a rise in the number of Christian charity organizations, conforming to the model discussed above. In this way, Social Darwinism—sharing similar scientistic beliefs but reaching different conclusions—contributed to the scientific charity movement.


Scientific charity reached its height during the 1880s, but the depression of 1893 exposed its problems. As poverty and unemployment climbed rapidly, two challenges confronted scientific charity. First, it was difficult in the face of widespread need for charities to take the time to distinguish between the deserving and undeserving poor. It seemed that the danger of not helping the legitimately unemployed outweighed the harm of giving too few alms: in the words of a New York charity leader, “I am inclined to believe we have caused more pauperism by our failure to provide for the necessaries of life...than we have by excessive relief[.]”
 Perhaps more importantly, the widespread unemployment of 1893, coupled with the rise of labor unions, raised questions about the validity of scientific charity’s concern about the undeserving poor. This “discovery of unemployment,” in the words of Michael Katz, meant that, “even conservatives had to admit the structural roots of unemployment.”
 A new view of poverty grew, regarding those unemployed as a major group which should be targeted by charity. While scientific charity’s parsimony and conception of poverty came into question, the ideas of scientific methods and central organization were to return, in government programs. The increasing challenge of poverty and awareness of structural unemployment created a demand for government reaction at the local and state levels—and, for the first time in a major way, at the federal level.


Local government relief policies in the 1890s were a mixture of poorhouses (though most were neglected and little faith was placed in them) and outdoor relief (despite their best efforts, reformers had not succeeded in its elimination). In larger cities, the political machines of the major parties performed a pseudo-governmental role, serving as employment agencies for out-of-work supporters.
 With the challenges of 1893, these roles were extended, as city governments implemented public works projects to employ the poor. Municipal outdoor relief was also expanded. Support for these measures grew by necessity: “in the 1870s and 1880s, almost all charity workers and municipal reformers had condemned public relief; by 1915, most either welcomed it or, at least, accepted it grudgingly.”




The expanding role of municipalities was tied to an increased professionalization by city relief workers. Even as scientific charity began to decline, these new social workers adopted a scientific approach to poverty, though there were differences from the approach of private workers. In contrast to the home visits of private charity workers, government social workers applauded the impersonality of municipal relief, since then, “relief becomes merely a business transaction and the element of charity is entirely eliminated.”
 The utopian aspirations of scientific charity remained, though, along with its optimistic view of human nature. In the words of one municipal worker, 

we are fully convinced that no people born with normal faculties should be either led or driven into pauperism or crime and the ranks of the poor and the delinquent are filled with people who began life as normal individuals.

The goals of the new, scientific municipal relief were summed up by the principles of the Kansas City Board of Public Welfare:

1. Government care for the unfortunate classes.

2. Government control of the conditions of living.

3. The centralization of all the government’s social agencies into one system [in the interests of efficiency, which is the watchword of our times].

4. The establishment of social action on a scientific basis.

In many ways, then—the role of scientism, the emphasis on organization and centralization—the new brand of municipal reform represented the extension of the scientific ideas of private charity into the governmental realm, even as such ideas became discredited among private organizations. The greater power of government, it seems, was expected to succeed where private resources had proven insufficient to implement proper principles of social work.


At the same time, during the 1890s major, credible demands were heard for a federal role in poor relief, due to several related causes. First and most immediately, as local municipalities took greater responsibility for the poor, they often strictly excluded those who were not from within their jurisdictions—known as “tramps.”
 It must have seemed that a higher level of government would be needed to administer relief to those who had no clear roots in a certain community. More broadly, and more importantly, though, the post-Civil War period had seen a growth of American national consciousness. Railroads, national corporations and unions had all helped to make the United States “integrated and homogeneous,”
 while the Civil War had encouraged the idea of the United States as a single nation. This nationalization was critical, especially for the Progressives—intellectuals and government leaders—who came to advocate policies for the entire nation.


There was little precedent for federal aid to the poor. The federal government had, however, shown its willingness to provide payments to social groups through Civil War veterans’ pensions. The first pensions had been established by Congress in 1862, for soldiers with severe disabilities directly resulting from combat wounds.
 The pool of eligible veterans was expanded over and over again through the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s, until finally in 1906, any aged veteran was allowed to apply—regardless of type of service or disability.
 Civil War pensions soon became old-age pensions for those who had served, based on the principle that veterans were, “a group that ought to be generously and constantly repaid by the nation for their sacrifices.”
 Thus Civil War veterans were considered deserving of charity, but not for economic reasons. The nation—after the Civil War, a meaningful entity centered on the federal government—owed them a debt.


This idea of a national debt to the deserving was, in the late nineteenth century, used to justify the importation of European state social policies. The most significant of these was the drive for workingmen’s pensions. Broadly speaking, these would have been policies, similar to modern Social Security, paying disabled or retired workers a pension from a pool paid into by all workers. This push, inspired by Otto von Bismarck’s implementation of such insurance programs in Germany,
 explicitly used Civil War pensions as a precedent. In the words of advocate Charles Richmond Henderson, 

The nation and the states have already declared it to be our duty to shelter the aged and wounded soldier, why should the victims of the “army of labor” be neglected? They have also served their country in occupations even more dangerous and destructive than war, and quite as useful.

Thus the social insurance movement advocated government aid not just to the poor, but to all workers—based not on their moral worthiness because of poverty or hard work, but simply based on their contribution to the nation. Hence, the responsibility of the nation—the federal government—to provide for the “army of labor.”


Aside from calls for federal workingmen’s insurance, reformers also pushed for a number of policies at the state level, such as minimum wage laws, limited hours of work, and state disability policies. In general, as the nineteenth century drew to a close and the twentieth century dawned, these reforms (with the exception of workers’ compensation) failed for a number of reasons. First, American courts proved quite sympathetic to employers, holding to laissez-faire doctrines of “liberty of contract.” Workers who agreed to sell their labor, the courts reasoned, formed contacts with their employers in which the government had no right to intervene. Another reason for the failure of Progressive reforms was a contradiction between different strands of Progressive thought. Many Progressives were suspicious of the corruption and inefficiency of government, especially as run by party machines. “[P]reoccupied with battles against patronage and corruption,” many Americans “were not about to support new social benefits that might lubricate ties between politicians and the populace.”
 A third and final reason for failure also revolve around party machines. While reformers may have been nationally-minded, the political culture of the nineteenth century was still based on local political organizations. Male, establishment reformers—despite their transatlantic connections—had difficulty establishing the kind of interstate organizations within the US necessary to push for their policies.
 Thus, the turn-of-the-century push for workingmen’s insurance and other federal and state reforms largely failed. 


Where male, establishment reformers failed in their European-inspired programs, women’s organizations largely succeeded at the same time in creating a state and federal system to aid mothers and children—using similar logic of a national debt. Women’s movements succeeded because of the unique and powerful role they occupied during the late nineteenth century. Women were regarded as generally more virtuous than men, and were outside the political patronage system of the day. This meant that, 

Outside of the formal political institutions of patronage democracy, yet in many ways parallel to them, female voluntary federations increasingly pursued legislation that American women boldly claimed was in the moral best interest of society as a whole. Maternal values were projected from homes and local communities onto the agendas of state and national politics.

Women’s organizations, unhindered by the barriers of local political machines, were able to organize across state lines, and to join elite and grassroots movements. This allowed women to push for elements of what Theda Skocpol has called a “maternalist” welfare state. These included “mothers’ pensions,” minimum wage and maximum hour laws for women at the state level, and eventually a Children’s Bureau at the federal level. The Supreme Court showed in the 1908 case Muller v. Oregon that it would accept laws limiting women’s liberty of contract, even where such laws were not acceptable to men—because of women’s “physical structure, and the function she performs in consequence thereof.”
 This was the key element in women’s arguments: women were idealized as “supposedly unique embodiments of morality and warmth, virtual ministering angels,” mothers who raised the next generation of Americans while also promoting “religion, morality, and...social welfare.”
 Women were able to take the moral high ground, and appeal to the good of society. Thus they followed the precedent of Civil War pensions, arguing that the nation owed a debt to its mothers. It was not in the country’s best interest for mothers or future mothers to be harmed by long work hours, or for widows to be forced to work for a living. 


Preventing widows from working was a key goal of mothers’ pensions. Adopted by forty states between 1911 and 1920, these set up systems of direct payments to the poor mothers of dependent children—preventing the impoverishment of children, or their placement in institutions. While workmen’s pensions failed, mothers’ pensions succeeded, because of the power and position of the women’s lobby. Women also succeeded in establishing several federal social agencies: the Home Education Division of the Bureau of Education, the Women’s Bureau, the Bureau of Home Economics (in the Agriculture Department), and most importantly the Children’s Bureau, between 1911 and 1923.
 The Children’s Bureau in particular promoted the health and welfare of mothers and children through education programs, funded both directly by the federal government and through grants to the states.


Thus by the early 1920s, the United States federal government had moved into the realm of social programs, though in a limited way. More importantly, the women’s movements had established state governments as a major force in giving relief to some poor mothers. In these ways, by the beginning of the Great Depression, both federal and state governments were involved in social programs and spending. However, the federal role in direct relief payments to the poor was still limited. The workingmen’s and women’s movements had aimed at government protections for, and aid to, certain groups based not purely on economic need, but on those groups’ valuable roles in society. The unemployed, infirm, and elderly were not major players in turn-of-the-century reform movements. States nevertheless contributed significantly to poor relief, as their poor laws and relief agencies had been professionalized and increased since turn-of-the-century reforms, alongside municipal relief agencies. Though this was not uniform—“the uneven development of social work” meant that it was still possible “to find every practice of the nineteenth century...still followed in some spot”
—it was the dominant trend. As in 1893, though, an economic downturn changed priorities and brought the unemployed back to the center of national attention.


During the first two years of the Depression, local agencies and private charities coped with greatly rising relief claims. Because of the amount of money required, and spurred by fears of social unrest, state governments began to step into the field of general relief in the fall of 1931—going beyond their traditional responsibility for institutions, to aid the unemployed. Then in July 1932, the federal government stepped for the first time into general unemployment relief, giving loans to states through the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, and enacting a federal “dole” through the Emergency Relief and Reconstruction Act. From this point—under President Herbert Hoover—onward, the federal government took the leading role in unemployment relief.
 Thus even before Franklin Roosevelt took office, the Depression had affected a shift in American poor relief. Under the pressure of significant unemployment, the federal government had stepped into the realm of general relief, helping primarily the unemployed—concentrating “neither on old poverty nor on low income.”


Roosevelt began his anti-poverty efforts by expanding federal relief through the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, to disburse funds and encourage the states to match. Direct relief was coupled with works projects—as discussed above, works projects had been used in 1893, but only at the city level. FDR introduced them at the federal level, trying to put Americans back to work. The dangers of relief without work was still very real to most Americans; Roosevelt echoed this concern when he said, “continued dependence upon relief induces a spiritual and moral disintegration fundamentally destructive to the national fibre.”
 Therefore, he viewed his relief and works projects as temporary. Particularly worried about the danger of charity producing pauperism, it seems, FDR increased the role of public works with the Works Progress Administration
 in 1935, while curtailing direct unemployment relief through the FERA. At the same time, though, 1935 saw the “Second New Deal.”


Under political pressure from the left as the Depression dragged on, Roosevelt felt threatened by movements such as Huey Long’s and Father James Coughlin’s, as well as Francis Townsend’s old-age pension program. Townsend in particular reflected the growth of the elderly as a lobby; even as the Depression shifted attention to the unemployed, the elderly made demands of their own. Roosevelt protected himself by moving to the left; the Second New Deal, “took on a social-democratic tinge.”
 Measures that he passed through Congress in 1935 included rural electrification, the Wagner Act aiding unions, the Banking Act, and others—but most notable was Social Security.
 


Using contributions by current workers to finance payments to retirees, Social Security was a variation of the old idea of government pensions or insurance, such as had been advocated by reformers in the late nineteenth century.
 The Social Security Act also created Aid to Dependent Children and several other federal programs, but these were largely overlooked at the time. ADC—giving money to poor mothers raising children—in particular had been put in the act at the insistence of the Children’s Bureau, the maternalist agency created by the women’s movement.
 Thus the program that in the 1990s became the symbol of government poor relief began in some ways as a federal extension of mothers’ pensions,  relic of the turn-of-the-century movement to pay mothers what the nation owed them.


By the outbreak of World War II, then, the Great Depression and New Deal had affected significant changes in American charity. Private, state, and local agencies still had a major responsibility for aid, a role which expanded as state governments, under the pressures of Depression unemployment, began to provide unemployment insurance—some on their own, some pressured by the federal government.
 The federal role, though, increased greatly during the Depression. By 1941, national direct relief programs helped the unemployed, some of the disabled, and mothers. In parallel, Social Security provided a separately-funded system of relief to those who had earned it, through contributions while working. The New Deal, however, did not mount a systematic attack on poverty in general. Its provisions sought to address the immediate problem of unemployment, and to provide security for the elderly, while also giving aid to certain other deserving groups. This did not amount to an attempt to end poverty. 


While the New Deal was highly controversial in the 1930s, Republicans largely came to accept it during the Eisenhower Administration.
 The New Deal had greatly strengthened the federal social bureaucracy, which had been small and weak compared to its European counterparts.
 This strengthened bureaucracy facilitated a new round of government programs in the 1960s. The roots of the Great Society lay in the late 1950s and early 1960s. With economic success and prosperity, many American political and academic elites considered poverty largely a problem of the past, existing only in small areas such as Appalachia. This view was changed in 1962 and 1963, partly by the emergence of Michael Harrington’s book The Other America: Poverty in the United States.
 Harrington and a host of other “journalists, economists, and government researchers,” “discovered” mass poverty in the United States.
 In contrast to the unemployed, the elderly, or the disabled, the poor who attracted attention in the 1960s were the “underclass,” those suffering from “structural poverty”—especially blacks. This was “embedded within the nature of the system (or demographics) and [would] not be eradicated by economic growth. Its elimination, according to proponents of this view of poverty, [would require] radical surgery.”
  


The roots of the anti-poverty programs of the 1960s, then, were a combination of New Deal bureaucracy and nineteenth century utopianism. Intellectuals embraced the ideas similar to those of Horace Greeley in the 1840s, that society was responsible for poverty. “What emerged in the mid-1960s was an almost unbroken intellectual consensus that the individualist explanation of poverty was altogether outmoded and reactionary...poverty was not the fault of the individual but of the system.”
. The bureaucratic tools of modern government could eliminate poverty—“once the effort was made...progress would surely follow.”
 In this way the 1960s programs also inherited the ideas of scientific charity; the faith that organization and scientifically-verified methods could be used to eliminate poverty.


The first attempts to do this focused on education and improving opportunities, and were closely linked to the civil rights movements. This drive continued efforts begun by John Kennedy, tied to the civil rights movements, to train and rehabilitate the poor; while some measures were passed by Kennedy, most fell to Lyndon Johnson after Kennedy’s assassination. In helping to end poverty, these programs were also expected to end the need for relief: Johnson said in 1964, “the days of the dole in this country are numbered.”
 The key agency under the first set of education programs was the Office of Economic Opportunity—its name conveying the goal of helping people out of dependence, instead of simply giving relief funds.


Opportunity programs, though, were soon seen to be failures. In education, in community action, and in rehabilitation, “it soon became clear that large numbers of the American poor were not going to be moved off the welfare rolls by urban development schemes or training programs.”
 This failure, Charles Murray has argued, produced a “paradigm shift” among policy makers and intellectual elites. Society, they reasoned, was responsible not only for poverty but also for the poor’s inability—through a lack of preparation—to take advantage of opportunity programs. Extending this logic of societal responsibility, the traditional role of government relief spending came into question. Until the 1960s, government at different levels had helped the unemployed, the elderly, the disabled, and even sometimes the idle. But gainfully employed Americans had generally not received aid—“to have a job was ipso facto to be self-supporting. If the income from that job was less than one liked, it was up to the job-holder to do something about it.”
 By 1967, though, many intellectuals were reasoning that, “the system was to blame that the person was trapped in a job that paid too little money for a decent existence”—and the government had a responsibility to fix it.
 Thus the War on Poverty set out “to achieve its goals in part by providing services to individuals and in part by reshaping the environment.”
 Even as this happened at the federal level, states moved in the same direction. It had become accepted, at least among many intellectuals, that the government had both the ability and the responsibility to stamp out structural poverty and help the working poor. The result was programs to help the working poor (such as Food Stamps and Medicaid), and to change the formative environment of those born in structural poverty (such as Head Start).
 Direct government payments and in-kind vouchers went alongside grants to states and local communities. 



Presidents Nixon, Ford, and Carter largely continued Johnson’s anti-poverty programs.
 But the War on Poverty failed in its attempt to eliminate poverty. Indeed, between 1968 and 1980, federal spending on social welfare quadrupled, while poverty rates did not change.
 This was most likely due, Charles Murray and others have suggested, to the effect of almost indiscriminate government giving in making work less attractive, and breeding a culture of dependency among the already-poor. By failing to discriminate between different types of needy people, government charity “pauperized” many recipients by reducing the incentive to work. In other words, the War on Poverty contributed to the kind of structural poverty it sought to combat. In addition, as government spending rose, “individual giving [to private charities] as a proportion of personal income dropped 13 percent between 1960 and 1976,” perhaps because people felt that the government was dealing with the problem of poverty.
 The War on Poverty further harmed private charities because, as community action programs turned charities into contracted service providers, private organizations had more difficulty in innovating and developing new policies.
 Ironically, the if the War on Poverty was successful at all, it was by alleviating the suffering of poverty—the very goal rejected in favor of total eradication. After the implementation of Medicare and Medicaid, and Food Stamps, standards of medical care and nutrition improved in poor areas. At the same time, though, federal medical programs increased costs for other patients, and it is arguable that economic growth would have alleviated suffering even without the War on Poverty.


Since the full bloom of the War on Poverty in the 1970s, attempts have been made—by the Reagan administration in the 1980s and Congressional Republicans in the 1990s—to cut back on federal welfare spending, and to transfer authority to the states. A main justification for these efforts has come from a revival (led by Charles Murray) of the claim that indiscriminate charity breeds dependence. While this argument was once made in religious terms, contending that fallen and sinful people would naturally rather be lazy than work, it is now more often phrased economically: when benefits can be gained for a lower opportunity cost (without work), the rational actor will choose not to pay the costs. The “Contract with America,” published by House Republicans before the 1994 election, asked, “isn’t it time for the government to encourage work rather than rewarding dependency?”
 While movements against federal welfare have been successful at trimming the rolls, there is little debate today about the existence of federal welfare targeted at fighting structural poverty, or even aiding the working poor. Most discussion concerns the extent of benefits, the rules for obtaining them, and the devolution of authority to states. Social Security, too, is secure politically; indeed a Republican president is currently attempting to keep it solvent into the future. Thus the legacy of the War on Poverty is still very significant in shaping American ideas about poverty and relief.


The history of charity in America seems to illustrate four important points about charity, which policymakers today would do well to keep in mind: the elimination of poverty should not be taken as a goal; it is important to distinguish between different types of poor people; bureaucratized charity is ineffective; and the government has always been involved in charity to some extent.


First, it seems clear that efforts to eradicate poverty are doomed to failure. Admittedly, this argument cannot be conclusively supported historically: while the attempts of nineteenth century utopians, scientific charity advocates, early twentieth century municipal reformers, and War on Poverty policymakers have all clearly failed to eliminate poverty, it is still possible to argue that these efforts’ methods were wrongheaded, or simply pursued inadequately. Nevertheless, the failure of all of these attempts to do more than simply alleviate suffering seems to indicate that eradication is not a viable goal. Setting such a goal may in fact be harmful, encouraging excessive optimism which, when disappointed, leads to scorn for charity in general. Such was the case with Horace Greeley; when his utopian hopes were disappointed, he renounced all charity except for “widows, orphans and others within the traditional categories of charity recipient.”
 Therefore, charity should aim to help individuals and alleviate suffering, but not to eradicate poverty.


This leads to a second important point about charity: until the mid-nineteenth century, nearly everyone who thought about the issue believed that there were some people, in some conditions, to whom charity should not be given—and this view should be taken seriously. Modern historians often demean these views, putting the words “disreputable poor” in quotation marks. Certainly, it would be callous to say—as some Social Darwinists did—that some people serve humanity best by dying. At the same time, though, there are people who can be hurt by indiscriminate charity. This seems to have been illustrated by the War on Poverty, as Charles Murray has demonstrated. When people are offered relief payments with no expectation that they work to better their own lives, they, and society as a whole, are often harmed. Programs that work with individuals to improve their own lives seem more likely to succeed than simply handouts. At the same time, indiscriminate charity empties treasuries and thus hurts those—for example, the unemployed and victims of natural disasters—who need only temporary help while getting back on their feet. Effective charity needs to distinguish between different individuals, and determine the type of aid best for each.


Such individual assessments are difficult for large, bureaucratic agencies. This seems to have been a large reason for the failure of charity organizations in the nineteenth century and government relief in the twentieth. Bureaucracies, favoring uniformized, systematic policies, tend either to give indiscriminately—as modern welfare has too-often done—or to launch official investigations so lengthy that those desperately in need are deprived of aid—as scientific charity organizations sometimes did. As can be seen in American history, both governments and private agencies have been harmed by bureaucratization.


Finally, it is clear from the history of American charity that government has always played a role in relief. From the original poor laws, to poorhouses, veterans’ and mothers’ pensions, unemployment relief, Social Security, and the War on Poverty, different levels of government have been a major part of charity throughout American history. When government programs have encountered difficulty—and this has been frequent—it has usually been for reasons shared by failed private programs. Bureaucratization, indiscriminate charity, and utopian aspirations have foiled private movements like that toward scientific charity, as well as government schemes. While federal programs seem often to do more harm than good, local government initiatives have been useful partners to private initiatives. 


The history of charity in America is one of changes, in four categories: why it is given, to whom it is given, who gives it, and the means by which it is given. The reason for poor relief have moved in three hundred years from a sense of religiously motivated duty, to a governmental recompense for the flaws in society. Throughout, philosophical views of the nature of humanity have affected justifications for charity. The primary recipients of charity have changed greatly over time, as the elderly, infirm, idle, structurally unemployed, working poor, and the underclass have all benefitted more or less in different eras. Where charity was once the responsibility of individuals and local governments, state governments, consolidated large private organizations, and finally the federal government have all assumed significant roles. Finally, the means by which charity is given have changed as well, as community-based, individual giving gave way to institutionalization and a decline in outdoor relief, scientific charity, and bureaucratic government. The development of charity in America has been the result of changing economic and social conditions, interacting with changing ideas of poverty and the proper responses to it.
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