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Editor’s Notes

“I am deeply convinced that any permanent, regular,
administrative system whose aim will be to provide for the
needs of the poor, will breed more miseries than it can
cure,” and “will deprave the population that it wants to
help and comfort.” These lines from Alexis d¢ Tocque-
ville’s “"Memoir on Pauperism,” written in 1835, are per-
tinent today when looking at our current social welfare
systemnt. :

The great paradox of American social policy over the
past twenty years is that progress against poverty, and the
social misfortunes that accompany it, ceased at precisely
the moment that government spending to aid the disadvan-
taged was massively increased. Did the attitudes and in-
centives which permeated the War on Poverty undermine
the efforts of poor people to better themselves?

In October, 1984, the Manhattan Institute in conjunction
with the Liberty Fund of Indianapolis, Indiana invited
twenty prominent social scientists and journalists to ad-
dress this question at a two-day conference on poverty and
social welfare policy.

The first conference session centered around intellec-
tual historian Gertrude Himmelfarb’s most recent book,
The Idea of Poverty, which gives an account of the debates
over poverty that took place in early nineteenth-century
England. In 1834, English reformers sought to alter what
many considered an overly generous welfare system,
known as the Speenhamland Plan. Their aim was to dis-
courage an already alarming growth in pauperism — those
poor who were totally dependent on public charity.

The second and third parts of the conference looked at
the results of our own government’s War on Poverty and at
possible future directions for reform. These later discus-
sions focused on the new book by Manhattan Institute Sen-
ior Research Fellow, Charles Murray, entitled Losing
Ground: American Social Policy, 1950-1980.

This issue features edited excerpts of the conference
proceedings. In addition, it contains an article by authors
James Gwartney, Richard Stroup, and Jane Shaw which
critiques the U.8. Catholic bishops’ pastoral letter on pov-
erty and the American economy.
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A Roundtable Discussion, Part I:
The Poverty Debate In 19th-Century England
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Gertrude Himmelfarb—One of the great contro-
versies among historians of the early industrial per-
iod in England was between two groups that came
to be known as the optimists and the pessimists. The
optimists argued that the standard of living of most
workers during this early period of industrialism
was rising, the pessimists argued that it was falling.
At some point in the controversy it became readily
apparent that the optimists were getting the better of
the argument, whereupon the pessimists retreated
to a second line of defense. If the material standard
of living was not declining, then at least the quality
of life was deteriorating for most workers.

As I began to research this period, I became
curious as to how, in the face of overwhelmingly
contrary evidence, this pessimist position became
so influential. What I discovered, rather to my
surprise, was that the optimists were as mistaken as
the pessimists, or more to the point, irrelevant,
What was really at issue in early industrial England
was not the material standard of living; that expres-
sion never even appears in the contemporary
records,

The poverty debate of this time centered rather
upon the condition of the poor or as it was often
called the “condition of the people.” Carlyle coined
the expression, “the condition-of-England ques-
tion,” and it’s in that form that the debate was
framed. That condition, as Carlyle noted, was not
merely a matter of wages and prices, but very much
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more a matter of the “condition” and “disposition”
of the poor: their “thoughts, beliefs, and feelings,”
as Carlyle said, those ideas and attitudes which
were conducive either to ““a wholesome compo-
sure, frugality, and prosperity,” or to “an acrid
unrest, recklessness, gin drinking, and gradual
ruin’”

This kind of language was habitually used by
people of all classes and all political views, ranging
from the Tories to the most extreme Radicals, Poor
Law reformers, and anti-Poor Law reformers—peo-
ple who disagreed about everything except that the
issue of poverty was basically a moral one. What
was at stake, in their view, was the demoralization
of the poor, a demoralization that led to their pau-
perization.

In 1834, it was this issue that Poor Law reformers
tried to address. They were convinced that the
demoralization and pauperization of the poor were
a consequence of the ““indiscriminate” distribution
of relief. It's true that they were also concerned
about the excessive amount of relief being distrib-
uted, which was reflected in ever-rising expendi-
tures on the poor rates. But they were much more
concerned with the effect of the relief upon the
poor. One-sixth of the population was in receipt of
parish relief of one kind or another, and that relief,
so far from helping the poor, seemed to be hurting
them. It was not getting people off the poor rolls, It
was not making fewer paupers. On the contrary, it







