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The word “poorhouse” evokes images of dreary, prison-like buildings in which poor people were virtually
imprisoned and half-starved. While some poorhouses were inhumane places in which inmates experienced
overcrowding, inadequate food, lack of medical care, and even beatings, others provided a real refuge for
the poor and needy. Other names for the poorhouse include “almshouse” and “poor farm” (some
poorhouses had farms attached, and residents were expected to work on the farm).

Poorhouses were used in the United States for more than 300 years, and as David Wagner emphasizes,
their conditions and their role in society varied according to the time and place. Wagner researched
poorhouses in New England and found that some of them evoked fond memories among former residents.
Some poorhouses were cheerful, communal places in which single mothers, the unemployed, elderly, ill,
and sometimes even petty criminals, all lived and worked together, ate the same food, enjoyed evening
card games and other social activities, and more or less came and went as they pleased (2005, 19-38).

The first poorhouse in the United States was built in 1664, in Boston. During the 1700s, several other major
cities also built poorhouses. However, until the mid-1800s, most places in the United States used “outdoor
relief” to aid the poor—that is, they gave them food and fuel in their own homes, or paid another family in
town to take them in (Katz 1996, 15).

As the problem of poverty grew, and as towns and cities began using more and more of their money on
poverty relief, states began to investigate the problem. The Quincy Report of 1821, put out by the state of
Massachusetts, and New York state's Yates Report of 1824 both recommended building more poorhouses.
Other states wrote similar reports. The experts who studied the problem believed that it would be less
expensive to care for the needy in one institution, than it would be to provide aid in individual homes. Many
people also believed that poorhouses would be a way to reform the poor, by making them work for their aid,
and by keeping them away from liquor and other vices. Furthermore, some charitable people believed that
the poor would get better food and care in a government-run institution, because some needy people were
mistreated by the families which took them in.

After the Quincy and Yates reports were published, more and more poorhouses were built throughout the
country. At the beginning of the 1800s, there were just a handful of poorhouses in Massachusetts, for
example. By the end of the Civil War in 1865, 80 percent of the poor in Massachusetts were housed in an
institution. Other states soon followed this same pattern (Rothman 1971, 180-184).

As David Rothman emphasizes, poorhouses proliferated in an era in which reformers were eager to
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institutionalize and impose order and discipline on deviant populations, such as prisoners and the insane.
“Almshouse organizers who agreed that the fact of poverty in the new republic pointed to a social as well as
a personal disorganization looked to institutionalization as an effective antidote. A well-ordered
environment would transform the poor, like the criminal and the mentally ill, into hardworking and
responsible citizens” (1971, 193).

The goals of the poorhouse movement were contradictory, as University of Pennsylvania history professor
Michael Katz points out. The poorhouses were to provide humane treatment for the poor, but at the same
time not such good treatment that the needy actually wanted to go to the almshouse. Furthermore, the
poorhouse was supposed to make their residents work—yet they also were supposed to discourage able-
bodied people who could find work elsewhere from staying at the poorhouse. Therefore, often the
poorhouse would find itself with mostly the elderly, ill, and children, who could not work; the able-bodied
would often stay in the almshouse only during the winter, when they could not find work elsewhere, and
when not much work could be done around the poorhouse. In fact, the idea that able-bodied residents had
to work was so strong that sometimes poorhouses would create “make-work” for the residents, even when
there was no real work to do: healthy men were required to dig holes and fill them up again, or to move a
stack of wood and then move it back again (Katz 1996, 25; Wagner 2005, 55-56).

THE FEAR OF THE POORHOUSE

Jane Addams, the famous social reformer of the late 1800s and early 1900s, describes the following scene
in Chicago, in which two men from the county agent's office were trying to remove an old woman from her
home to the poorhouse:

The poor creature had thrown herself bodily upon a small and battered chest of drawers and
clung there, clutching it so firmly that it would have been impossible to remove her without also
taking the piece of furniture. She did not weep nor moan nor indeed make any human sound,
but between her broken gasps for breath she squealed shrilly like a frightened animal caught in
a trap. The little group of women and children gathered at her door stood aghast at this
realization of the black dread which always clouds the lives of the very poor when work is slack,
but which constantly grows more imminent and threatening as old age approaches. The
neighborhood women and I hastened to make all sorts of promises as to the support of the old
woman and the county officials, only too glad to be rid of their unhappy duty, left her to our
ministrations. (155)

Source:

Addams, Jane. Twenty Years at Hull-House. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1911.

Unfortunately, poorhouses did not live up to the grand aims of their promoters. Many almshouses were
badly run, because the job of superintendent was low paid and often did not attract educated or capable
people. When members of the New York State Senate visited poorhouses in 1856, they wrote of crowded
sleeping dormitories; inadequate medical care (often inmates cared for each other, because there were no
professional nurses); and illegitimate births resulting from liaisons within the poorhouse. Furthermore, the
superintendents of the poorhouses were often merchants or farmers who sold their own supplies to the
poorhouses at high prices (Katz 1996, 26-27).
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Nevertheless, some poorhouses were in fact pleasant places to live, and even productive institutions in
their communities. This was especially the case in smaller towns. The Rockingham County Home in New
Hampshire, which started in 1860, provided a library of classics to its residents. The Home was so inviting
that it had a category of residents called “boarders”—people who paid their own way to stay there.
Residents of most poorhouses performed much of the day-to-day work, such as cooking, cleaning, sewing,
and nursing the ill. Some poor farms did manage to grow most or all of the food consumed in the home, and
some provided garbage pickup services to the larger community (Rothman 1971, 200-201; Katz 1996, 29,
33; Wagner 2005, 31, 56).

Although many reformers believed that poorhouses were less expensive than “outdoor relief” (providing
help in private homes), poorhouses did not in fact reduce the amount of money spent on poor relief. It turned
out to be more expensive to keep someone in the poorhouse than to give them what they needed in their
own home. Furthermore, the poorhouse did not achieve its goal of keeping the poor away from vices like
liquor. Poorhouse doctors often prescribed large amounts of alcohol as medicine, and poorhouse residents
did not find it difficult to indulge in liquor (Katz 1996, 29, 33).

Despite the fact that poorhouses did not meet the goals of the reformers who championed them,
almshouses continued to serve large numbers of needy people through the Great Depression of the 1930s
—mostly because the poor had nowhere else to go, and no other means of supporting themselves. With the
advent in 1935 of Social Security payments to the elderly, unemployment insurance, and federal welfare
programs for children and the disabled, there was less and less need for poorhouses. These institutions
gradually transformed themselves into nursing homes, jails, or hospitals.

See also: Outdoor Relief; Poor Laws, Early American; Quincy Report, 1821; Scientific Charity
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