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“This Poor People:’
Seventeenth-Century
Massachusetts and the Poor

Charles R. Lee

The relationship between seventeenth-century Massachusetts society and its
poor was an aggregate of customary attitudes about poverty and fundamental so-
cial conditions. A new look at both the seventeenth-century system of public poor
relief and correction—its cultural and intellectual underpinnings, and those who
came in contact with this system, certain social characteristcs of the poor—sheds
light on at least part of this very complex relationship. In this context, one particu-
lar factor seems especially significant. Analysis of the poverty cases that came before
Massachusetts town and colony officials between 1630 and 1719 indicates a clear
connection between public responses to poverty and the factor of age. This associa-
tion suggests a redefinition of poverty in early Massachusetts. This social connec-
tion also suggests certain hypotheses regarding change in early Massachusetts so-
ciety.

Poverty is an economic, social, and cultural phenomenon.! In part because eco-
nomic sufficiency was the rule, Puritan society seemed particularly preoccupied
with the social and cultural manifestations of poverty. Poverty was associated with
the absence of settled family and community relationships. And poverty meant the
inability or failure to labor at a particular calling. These concerns also reflected
practical matters. Public officials, faced with the task of providing for petitioners
who required or for those who were likely to require sustenance, concerned them-
selves with the causes of indigency, its extent, and appropriate means of relief or
correction. The economic definition of poverty was not as relevant to this society
and this deliberative process as was the nature of dependency in wilderness society.

Until recently, historians writing about poverty in the seventeenth century have
focused on the intellectual background and the public administration of the poor
law, specifically the Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601. These studies traced the evolu-
tion of the worthy, impotent poor and the unworthy, able-bodied poor as legal con-
cepts. This work also has underlined the importance given to local, public respons-
ibility for relief.?2 Students of early America have followed the application of the
1601 Poor Law to the American scene. Most argue that the transmission of English
precedent was simple and complete with only minor local variations.? Recently,
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historians have focused on the social effects of the poor law and have begun to re-
analyze the place of the poor in early American society. Eighteenth-century society
has received the greatest attention because, most historians agree, socio-economic
stratification and poverty first assumed significant scale in the late colonial
period.* This recent literature has contributed breadth toa field long dominated by
relatively narrow public policy or social-services related studies. But in many re-
spects the poor and their place in the community remain shrouded in seventeenth-
century rhetoric. Accordingly, reconsideration of some basic definitions seems in
order.

The framework for this reconsideration of poverty and seventeenth-century
Massachusetts society is the concept of Puritan community. The colonial notion
of social welfare rested squarely upon this base. Nathaniel Ward, of Ipswich,
writing to his fellow townsman John Winthrop, Jr., in 1635, outlined some ele-
ments he thought essential to properly organized communities. His thoughts
represent an ideal which proved influential even after hope of realizing it waned.
The letter was an attempt to convince Winthrop to return to Ipswich from his work
for the proprietors of the infant Saybrook settlement. Ward wrote that their town
seemed destined for both spiritual and material impoverishment. The community
was teeming with “‘multitudes of idle and profane young men, servants and
others.” If not rectified by “due and tymely care,” he told Winthrop, offenders
would drag Ipswich down with them to a poor, mean existence. The Bay Colony
experiment would be delivered “‘from the snare” of old England only to descend ““to
the pitt” in New England. One measure of “Gods presence and blessinge,” he ex-
plained, was the relative size of “Satans kingdom.”® The idle poor were Satan’s
minions. Ward’s observations about the “idle and profane” foretold the future of
towns bereft of adequate leadership. The caution also expressed Ward’s concept of
Puritan community.

The English migration to America had prompted many similar essays, giving
identity to new settlements.5 Ward’s effort is noteworthy primarily because he
suggested a concept of community derived from the Ipswich example. Two parts
of this concept are relevant here. First, Ward’s notion of community had social def-
inition. A “homogeneous spirit and people” constituted the heart of Puritan com-
munity. Town, church, and economic sufficiency were to be built upon this exclu-
sive ideal. There was no place for the “idle and profane” in this setting. His Ip-
swich experience also led Ward to delineate a special, ambiguous place in this
society for the younger generation. Part of his concern focused specifically on ser-
vants: part was directed clearly at youth in general. The founders’ sons and daugh-
ters were both the hope of the future and the bane of the present. Their apparent
idleness and the community ideal as defined by Ward were not compatible. Second,
Ward'’s concept included a dynamic element. His sense of change and his sense of
community success or failure both rested upon the degree of homogeneity evident
in Ipswich.

The exclusivity evident in Ward’s social definition of community was also the
central characteristic of the Bay Colony’s public response to poverty. This response
was based upon the distinction between the worthy and the unworthy poor. There
were two necessary elements of this distinction. The first involved a social ethic
and the second involved legal definitions of inhabitancy. Poor persons who were
deemed worthy received public relief. Poor persons who were deemed unworthy
received public punishment, “correction,” or warning. The worthy poor were
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those whose poverty was essentially fortuitous. Widows, orphans, the sick, and the
aged all fit this category. The worthy poor all were legally recognized, settled
members of the community. The unworthy poor had brought themselves low
through idleness, intemperance, or capricious behavior. Itinerants were by defin-
ition unworthy. Causation and community membership were the essential differ-
ences between the two types of poverty. The condition of the worthy poor was prov-
idential in origin and familiar. The cause of unworthy poverty was personal,
voluntary, and foreign.

This distinction is traceable at least to twelfth-century legal commentaries, and
it was not the creation of Puritan society.” The distinction, however, was very im-
portant in Puritan society. Life in New England—throughout the “New World”
for that matter—put a premium on able bodies. The real scarcity of labor, the Puri-
tan emphasis on “calling,” and longstanding legal definition combined to make
the unworthy poor especially odious, even criminal. As Edward Winslow, signer
of the “Mayflower Compact” and future governor of Plymouth Colony, wrote,
those with “a proud heart, a dainty tooth, a beggar’s purse, and an idle hand” were
not welcome in New England.? Increase Mather’s Wo To Drunkards includes the
interesting notion that the idleness and waste occasioned by too great fondness for
strong drink was a form of ‘‘voluntary madness.”® The unworthy poor, who all
shared the drunkard’s crimes, lived beyond the pale. Ward’s standard of homogen-
eity placed them outside the community. On the other hand, the worthy poor were
poor despite having led what the Boston town meeting called “a peaceable and
godly life.”’1® Michael Walzer’s notion that Puritanism was “in a sense the religion
of the socially competent” is useful in this context. Full members of Puritan society
were willing and able to be disciplined and introspective in their daily routines.!
The worthy poor were, in this sense, social competents: community members. The
Puritan sense of community helped define unworthiness and worthiness. And in
a more direct, immediate manner, these definitions supported the legal relief and
correction structure.

The distinction between worthy and unworthy poor has been the subject of close
scrutiny and criticism.!? The essence of this matter in Puritan rhetoric was a matter
of character. The worthy poor were good people; the unworthy were bad. Without
denying the role character played, statistical analysis of those who received relief or
were corrected as idle poor between 1630 and 1719 suggests there was more to the
distinction than rhetoric alone reveals. The factor of age was closely associated with
the relief and correction system in seventeenth-century Massachusetts. Both statis-
tical evaluation and analysis of the evolution of Massachusetts poor law are reveal-
ing in this respect.

The data for this study were drawn from the public records and histories of
Massachusetts Bay and Plymouth colonies: the sources include the records of
approximately twenty-five towns, five churches, court records from four Massa-
chusetts counties, and the colony court records. The entire ninety year span of this
study was surveyed, through obviously not all individual records covered the full
period. The towns and counties surveyed were not confined to one geographical
region of the Bay Colony, but includes all areas from Boston to Springfield, from
Ipswich to Plymouth. The towns were not all of one type, but range from small,
subsistence villages to the port city of Boston.!® While recognizing that somewhat
different perspectives are possible looking at specific locales, institutions, or time
periods the focus here is on the general social experience.
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The total number of individuals and families given relief or correction in the
towns and courts surveyed was 2,089.14 For this study families were counted the
same as one individual since the records frequently failed to specify the number of
family members, thus the number of cases does not equal the number of individ-
uals. The records rarely specified the exact age of individuals or of family members
but most entries included sufficient information to allow classification of the
sample population according to household status. The data were amenable to
seven household categories: single individuals (divided into “young adults”” and
“mature adults’’), orphans, widows and widowers, married couples, one-parent
families, and two-parent families. Household status is useful here as an indicator
of age. Marriage and family do, to a point, indicate age in relative terms. When the
records indentified a single individual and did not provide accompanying status
indexes—age, references to a wife or family, or details about a trade or occupation—
the assumption was made that this individual was unmarried, unattached, and
relatively young.!s In this manner, the data can be evaluated according to age.

This method of evaluation has certain advantages and disadvantages. The con-
cept of household status is revealing in some respects, but not of basic social con-
ditions. Categorization according to an age factor is more fundamental and also
has the advantage of approximating seventeenth-century modes of thought and
expression. As noted above however, the records do not allow easy categorization
according to age. The assumption made regarding certain single individuals is
open to some question. Careful, conservative reading of the records hopefully has
kept errors to a minimum. And finally, young and old are relative concepts. Joseph
Kett and James Henretta estimate that contemporaries included a wide range of
ages, stretching from our modern notion of the adolescent years to the middle
thirties, in their references to “youth.”® The community-conferred concept of
social maturity—which includes the factors of age, wealth, and status—often was
not attained in early Massachusetts until a person reached forty years of age. Im-
maturity and “youth,” in this respect, measure the same condition. So for the pur-
poses of this study, “young adult” will refer to the young, immature individual
and “mature adult” will refer to those cases involving older, mature persons and
families.

The age factor does not appear to be significant when the sample population is
analyzed without considering the worthy-unworthy distinction. Of the total
sample, 50.5% were “‘mature adults” while 49.5% belong in the “youngadult” cate-
gories. The difference is insignificant. But once the sample population is divided
into worthy and unworthy groups the age factor becomes important.

Considering the worthy poor first, an age connection is evident both in gross
figures and in decade by decade subtotals. The total number of worthy poor cases
evaluated equals 960. The “mature adult” category accounts for 71.7%, or 688,
of this total. The “young adult” category accounted for 28.3%, or 272 cases, of the
total worthy sub-population. Approximately half of the “mature adults” receiving
relief were identified as married couples, families, or widowers. The records gave
the remaining “mature adults’ other status indicators such as property or a trade.
Of those who were considered worthy fitting the “young adult” category approx-
imately two thirds of the total were identified as adolescents or younger. The re-
maining one third, approximately ninety cases, were assumed to have been young.
In sum, by far the majority of those who received poor relief in seventeenth-century
Massachusetts were older, mature persons. Furthermore, decade by decade sub-
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totals indicate the number of “mature adults” receiving relief was slowly but stead-
ily increasing. The number of unattached youth receiving relief slowly declined.
The correlation between maturity and relief became closer between 1630 and 1719.

Age and unworthiness were also connected. With a total sample here of 1,129
cases, the “mature adult” category accounted for 32.4% of the unworthy poor. The
“young adult” category accounted for the remaining 67.6%. The unworthy sub-
population includes those warned out of towns and those punished for prudential
offenses by town or court officials. Warnings accounted for 807 of the cases, a size-
able majority, and “young adults” accounted for 76% of the warnings. Prudential
offenders accounted for 322 cases. ‘“Young adults” comprised 46% of these, with
the category “mature adults” accounting for the balance. Prudential offenders thus
contribute little or nothing to the imbalance evident in the warning out cases.
Taken as a whole, over two thirds of the unworthy poor fit the “young adult”
category.

Comparison of the worthy and unworthy poor, focusing on the age factor, adds
a social component to the seventeenth-century concept of poverty. Definitions of
poverty which on the surface appear to be based upon character traits triggered
age-group related responses from the public welfare apparatus. The unworthy
poor were mostly young, unattached individuals. The worthy poor were older, had
families, or had lost families. They had some property or a trade, or community ties
that indicated maturity, status, and worthiness. While age was only one part of a
social matrix related to the worthy-unworthy distinction, social conditions in the
Bay Colony accented the importance of the age factor. In this sense, Puritan society
made the young unworthy and the old worthy.

In some ways Massachusetts poor law came to reflect this social process. The
legal foundation of the Bay Colony’s response to poverty was laid very early and
then periodically elaborated. The colony and subsequent town charters all speci-
fied that public authorities were responsible for relieving the worthy poor. In 1636
colony magistrates wrote local responsibility into the law.!” The language of the
law emphasized that all towns were responsible for the “town’s poor.” Seventeen-
teenth-century towns never questioned his basic responsibility, although they
looked to the county courts for assistance. Early relief law was age-specific only
insofar as it consistently recognized orphans and the aged-infirm as the “town’s
poor.” The preponderance of older, mature persons receiving relief in every decade
after 1630 therefore seems attributable to society itself, not to legal design. Older
persons tended to become dependent through no fault of their own more often
than younger persons.

The first laws written regarding the unworthy poor also served as the founda-
tion for other seventeenth century laws. These initial laws, local and colony, were
all on the books by 1637. In their original form they were not age specific. Supple-
mentary laws and administrative reforms did, however, give special attention to
youth.

The practice of screening strangers for admission to and possible inhabitancy
in the Bay Colony and its towns was the first line of defense against the unworthy
poor.!8 The General Court wrote the first screening law in September of 1630, pro-
viding that all newcomers to the colony required magisterial permission to settle.
By 1637, when the Court delegated the screening responsibility to local officials, all
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existing towns had written screening into the local ordinance books.!® For those
“social incompetents” the screening laws missed, the General Court in 1633 order-
ed that idlers, “common coasters, unpfittable fowlers, and tobacco takers” would
be punished by public measure. The towns followed suit with local proscriptions.?®

By the middle of the seventeenth century Massachusetts officials had supple-
mented the original laws, giving special attention to young, single individuals in
the administration of screening and prudential laws.2! Dorchester selectmen kept a
list of these individuals. Salem, Watertown, and Dedham surveyed families to dis-
cover those youth living without proper supervision. In a manner typical of how
many of these surveys concluded, Watertown selectmen in 1656 called in Jonathan
Phillips to answer charges of “loose living.” Phillips and three others, all young
and single, were ordered to provide themselves with masters. Watertown and Dor-
chester soon appointed tythingmen to carry out these surveys on a regular basis.??

The General Court also refined colony prudential law in 1646 and again in 1676,
specifying that town officials should inspect families for *‘idle persons . ..as well as
other single persons, who are greatly, if not altogether, negligent in their par-
ticular callings.” Tythingmen were instructed to turn offenders over to the county
courts so the magistrates could “settle” them. The Suffolk County Court “settled”
these miscreants with fines, whippings, and servitude. One incorrigible youth was
“disposed of by sale.”’??

This effort mirrored social conditions. Throughout the seventeenth century, the
population of the Bay colony was relatively young and highly mobile. The mid-
century emphasis on screening and the prudential concerns accounts for these
social realities. This is not to say that the magistrates intended these legal revisions
to ensnare youth. Law and society perhaps produced this effect together, but legal
design was not enough. As noted above, throughout the century prudential offen-
ders were about evenly divided between the “young” and “mature” categories.
There was some increase in the number of cases recorded in the two decades after
1660, but both “young adults”” and “mature adults” increased in roughly equal
proportions. Public officials concentrated their re-emphasis on prudential
offenses, but the most dramatic change in the characteristics of the unworthy poor
at mid-century is the rise in the proportion of ‘“young adults” warned out of towns.
Historical demographers have established that family, land, and community kept
many Massachusetts youth from realizing full social maturity for a major portion
of their lives.2¢ Poor law and the public administration of this law may have con-
wibuted to this condition. The screening laws clearly did not circumscribe mobil-
ity, but they did prevent full access to established towns for those in search of
opportunity. In short, poor law and society simply intersected at the age factor.?

The legal structure did not readily adapt to social change. Over time, it appears
as though the age of those coming in contact with the system shifted somewhat in
relative terms. Near the close of the seventeenth century a greater number of mature
persons, those with families or tradesmen, were being considered unworthy of aid
and admission to settled society. As Massachusetts towns became increasingly
unable to provide room for each generation, the household status of transients
shifted ever so slightly. The web of prudential and inhabitancy laws began caich-
ing different prey.? The “mature adult” proportion of those warned out of towns
shows the most significant change. From roughly one-fifth of the total during the
first decade of settlement, “mature adults” accounted for almost one-half the
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warnings during the final decade of this study. The number of ““young adult” cases
also rose over the same period, but proportionally their significance was radically
altered. As noted above, the proportion of “mature adults” counted as worthy poor
also increased over time. Clearly, changes in the definitions of community and
social maturity were taking place. The poor relief and correction system was touch-
ing an older population.?’

This shift in patterns of dependency seems more significant than seventeenth
century increases in poverty itself. This hypothesis, however, runs counter to
contemporary opinion. From Ward to Mather, contemporary social commentary
cited poverty as an increasingly significant aspect of colonial life.

Nathaniel Ward evaluated Ipswich society using a kind of deductive social
analysis common during the seventeenth century. The poor, in this instance, were
indexes of social health and well being. Puritan society did not court the notion
that poverty could be eradicated, but the number of poor persons in any one comm-
unity and the public response to them did have meaning. The polemicists Robert
Cushman and John White, organizers and promoters of the Plymouth and Massa-
chusetts Bay Colony settlements respectively, used the number of sturdy beggars
roaming the English countryside as a measure of social decay and decline. Ward
simply borrowed their technique. Examples could be multiplied. Michael
Wigglesworth and Cotton Mather kept their own social ledgers. Wigglesworth’s
Day of Doom and Mather’s Diary both include, in their own manner, censes of
poverty in Bay Colony society.2®

The fact that Cotton Mather blamed the poor for ruining the “utopia’ that New
England had been should not necessarily suggest social decline, although this was
a powerful contemporary image.?® Something we might call the “concept of pov-
erty” was a familiar part of seventeenth-century expression. Ward and Mather both
employed the concept; it served their larger purposes. In a similar sense, the phrase
“this poor people’” was used frequently throughout the century for evocative and
descriptive purposes.?® Neither should Mather’s charge necessarily suggest a
society being overrun with poor persons. Analysis of the above data suggests the
hypothesis that the population of the colony was increasing faster during the sev-
enteenth century than were poverty cases. Relying solely upon percentage in-
crease instead of absolute population figures, population increased from 1640 to
1715 by a factor of ten. During the same period, total poverty cases increased by a
factor of three.?! In relative terms, poverty may have been less a problem in 1715
than it had been in 1640.

This last discrepancy between rhetoric and reality suggests both continuity and
change in the relationship between seventeenth-century Massachusetts society and
its poor. Poverty was still a preoccupation of the Bay Colony. The concept of pov-
erty and the definitions of the poor still helped define the “‘edges’ of the seventeen-
th-century community. And these attitudes continued to cut far beyond economic
distinctions and into social and cultural matter. The interaction of attitudes, law,
and social conditions skewed the age distribution of the Bay Colony’s poor, making
the worthy poor overwhelmingly ‘“‘mature” persons and the unworthy poor over-
whelmingly “young” persons. Moreover, this same interaction tended to make
both worthy and unworthy populations increasingly “mature” by the end of the
century, indicating changed patterns of social maturity and dependency.
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