
People with Disabilities and the “Deserving” and “Undeserving Poor” in the Jacksonian Era (1820-1920)
Rooted in organized religion, those who practiced charity negotiated definitions of disability as they determined who could have access to the services they provided, but determinations of disability did not stop there. In the nineteenth century, the idea of “scientific charity” emerged and with it rigid categories of the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor framed by their ability to work. The predecessor of modern social work, scientific charity advocated examination of people seeking assistance in order to determine “appropriate relief.”
 The first Charity Organization Society (COS) in London in 1869 sought to coordinate public and private relief efforts in order to save money and guard the morality of giver and receiver alike. S. Humphreys Gurteen founded the first COS in the United States and self-published his collected writings, A Handbook of Charity Organization, which is cited as the exemplar of the principles of scientific charity.
 For Gurteen, the concept of work remained central and since most people with disabilities were considered unable to work, the discourse about the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor focused primarily on solving the “problem” of the “able-bodied” who, in the thinking of the COS, could but would not work. Gurteen’s collected works appear at the height of Social Darwinism, a social theory that followed the transition from a mercantile system to a capitalist system marked by industrialization and increased urbanization. Thought to be a misappropriation of Darwin’s ideas, Social Darwinism shows a remarkable similarity to Charles Darwin’s discussion of human populations in the Descent of Man. Built upon similar language and ideas as Darwin’s Descent, Gurteen goes beyond the categorizations “deserving” and “undeserving” poor to classify all of “the poor” as somehow “unfit.” 
Gurteen outlined the structure, operation, and thinking of the COS in his Handbook. According to the COS, poverty was not the problem but the “pauperization” of the poor, whereby charity, public or private, which made no distinction between the deserving and undeserving, demoralized the poor, making them dependent on society instead of individual, ambitious human beings. According to COS doctrine, indiscriminate alms-giving worsened this situation by cultivating dependence and immoral behaviors, like gambling and drinking. Gurteen argued that in spite of the increase of money spent to alleviate poverty, the numbers of poor people continued to grow, and he attributed this to a choice by the able-bodied to accept relief rather than work. For the COS, the reasons for poverty did not reside in growing industrialization or increased urbanization with its resulting overcrowding but in the lack of character of the poor. The COS sought to improve the condition of the poor through improved housing, savings banks (known as Penny Banks), and medical services.
 Recognizing the ever widening gap between the rich and the poor, Gurteen argued that the rich also had a responsibility for the situation of the poor which they could fix by entering into personal relationships with the poor. These volunteer visitors would form friendships with the poor, visit their homes, and offer advice and encouragement. Several assumptions inform the COS worldview, namely that poor people lived in dirty, unsanitary conditions because they did not know any better, that the rich had a responsibility to guide the poor to an improved lifestyle, and that most people seeking relief were dishonest and thus, their claims must be investigated. 
This investigation involved categorizing claims for relief into “deserving” and “undeserving” cases. Gurteen, however, identified three groups of poor people: the honest poor, those who qualified for aid (the deserving), and those who did not (the undeserving). Gurteen named specific groups of people when he outlined the responsibilities of the District Committee, the body that determined eligible and ineligible cases. Gurteen, following COS practice in England, recommended the “work-test,” denying aid “to the able-bodied men, except in return for work done,” as the best way to distinguish between the deserving and the undeserving poor.
 However, when Gurteen provided examples of people who might apply for relief, he began by stating an “axiom of our social life,” namely that the “inability to work, whether physical or mental, or inability to procure work, or to procure sufficient work with evidence of full willingness to labor, should be the sole conditions of relief, whether official or private.”
 
Gurteen identified the honest poor as

1. Those out of employment, but who are able and ready to work whenever work can be had.

2. Those who have insufficient work and are able and ready to do more.

3. The temporary sick, who, if well, would be wholly or partially self-supporting; (this class includes women in childbed, etc.)

4. The partially crippled, who can earn only an insufficient support.

5. Persons with very young children, who would gladly work but are prevented from doing so, by the necessities of a young family.

Although Gurteen states that this list is not exhaustive, he includes only those people who adhere to his labor axiom: “whether or not the applicant is willing to do as much work as his condition will allow.”
 Thus, some people with disabilities, people who are ill or have a “partial” mobility impairment, can be among the honest poor. However, Gurteen makes conflicting statements about the honest poor. Though eligible for relief, he intimates that they are too proud to seek aid and thus, most charitable giving never reaches them. 
Gurteen identifies five groups of the deserving poor entitled to relief

1. The full orphan who is too young to be self-supporting, and the half orphan whom, for any sufficient cause whatsoever, the surviving parent cannot support.

2. The aged, who are too feeble to work.

3. The insane, who are mentally disqualified for work.

4. The incurably sick and infirm, who cannot gain a livelihood.

5. The crippled and deformed, whose infirmities are such as to preclude self-help.

The language used to mark disability in the nineteenth century, “insane,” “sick,” “infirm,” “crippled,” and “deformed,” dominate Gurteen’s categorization of the “deserving” poor. However, these groups of people, largely people with congenital or acquired disabilities, are only eligible for support if they agree to “in-door” relief,” that is to become wards of the state and enter a public or private institution.
 He summarizes, 

According to the classification here made, it will be seen that we have restricted in-door official relief to the helpless, the incurable, the crippled, the insane and the aged; i.e. to those who are permanently incapacitated for work or who have not as yet reached the working age.

Here, Gurteen characterizes people with disabilities as helpless on the basis of a specific notion of work. 
Gurteen identifies the undeserving as
1. The shiftless, who are too idle to work.

2. The improvident, who squander their means, making high wages at one season of the year and willing to beg when the working season is past.
3. The dissolute, who drink or gamble away their means and unfit themselves for steady work

4. The confirmed pauper, who prefers to beg rather than work.

5. The tramp, who leads a worthless lie and is but too often a thief.

Gurteen’s categories and their explanations underscore his assumption that individual actions and moral failings cause poverty. Gurteen effectively negates out-door relief (monetary payments, clothing, food, or coal given to people who remained in their own homes) by offering this type of aid only to the undeserving. For Gurteen, young children, the aged, and people with disabilities were not considered eligible for this type of relief. Gurteen then asks a battery of rhetorical questions: “What then is to be done with these cases? Are we to leave them to starve? Are we to allow them to live upon alms and rob the honest poor? Or, again, are we to make them a charge upon the industrial classes by taxing our citizens for their support?” Gurteen answers, “But one course is open…if official out-door relief is to be retained a part of our poor-law system…it should be given on the sole condition that each one makes a full return in work for whatever he may receive.”
 For Gurteen, work remains the most important factor in determining who is eligible for aid and he does not necessarily bar people with disabilities from working, since they can be among the honest poor. 

 In the last chapter of his book entitled “The Scientific Basis of Charity Organization,” Gurteen presents a theory about the origin and development of poverty and pauperism. It is here that identifiable Social Darwinist beliefs, the struggle for life and survival of the fittest, appear. Gurteen begins by noting the range of variation, though in judgmental terms, among human beings
It is self-evident that there is great variety of the offspring of various members of the human race. Some are sickly and feeble as compared with others; some are even imperfect or deformed, while others are remarkable for their strength and perfection, both of body and mind.

He continues

It is also the fate of the vast majority of human beings to have what is called a “struggle for existence.” They have for example to search for food and other necessaries of life, and this search always involves labor…It is the necessary outcome of this struggle for life, and of this variety in offspring, taken together, that those of the human race, who are best fitted to live have the best chance of living, and that those who are the least fitted to live are the most likely to die early. This is what is known as the law of the “survival of the fittest.”

Gurteen, then, goes on to distinguish between humans and animals. Whereas animals do not provide mutual support to one another, humans are, by contrast, sympathetic, banding together (what Gurteen calls band-work) to subvert the law of natural selection. Gurteen explains
[T]he survival of those of the human race who are either physically or mentally unable to provide for themselves, is the direct result of civilization, i.e., of the banding together to defeat the law of Natural Selection. Our hospitals, our dispensaries, our insane asylums, our homes for the aged, our benevolent societies, our charitable institutions of nearly every class are the necessary outcome of this banding together for the purpose of defeating this grand law of Nature. If man lived in a state of isolation and not in an organized society, such institutions could have no existence. It is this banding together which has caused the “survival of the unfit” and thrown them as a not unwelcome burden upon Society to be wholly or in part supported by the strong and vigorous. This scientifically considered is the origin of Poverty.

Gurteen characterizes the “unfit” as a “not unwelcome burden,” since they serve as the group upon whom the “fit” within humanity exercise the human virtues of love, sympathy, and “enthusiasm for humanity.”
 Gurteen explicitly associates people with disabilities with poverty and defines people with disabilities as unfit to live. Still, work remains a determinative factor

If in any civilized community the weak, the defective, the dependent had invariably aided by the strong, the vigorous, the self-supporting, so far and only so far, as to keep up a good average of labor, there would still have been in every community the “survival of the unfit,” i.e., the survival of the deformed, the sick, the defective, etc., but there would have been no Paupers.

According to Gurteen, band-work, or the cooperation of human beings, enables the “survival of the unfit” and in so doing, provides three things: a population to serve as the object of human virtue, a basis for combating the evils in society caused by this group, and an assurance that this group does not become a burden on society by “shirk[ing] each one’s due share in the labors of life.”
 Gurteen likens COS’s organization of public and private charity to the cooperation of the human community. He develops his argument by identifying the division of labor as the second great natural law. Within this argument, Gurteen comes close to appreciating the variability within humanity when he compares the human community to the parts of a body working together: a “bundle of organs, each having a separate and useful function and together forming a complete whole…In this way the variously constituted find places of usefulness”
 Gurteen, however, needs people with disabilities to make his theory of the division of labor work: “The cripple, may not be able to gain his living as a farm hand, but he may be able to keep the books of the produce merchant. The sickly, may not be able, physically to pass an army examination, but he may be able to perform duty in the manufactory which makes army supplies.”
 For Gurteen, however, this division of labor guards against any person becoming a burden to society, in that “each member of the community must perform that part which he is best able to perform, so as to keep up the just average of labor.”
 Gurteen attributes responsibility for the honest poor, the only truly deserving population, to the “survival of the unfit” and deems the division of labor “Nature’s compensation for the survival of the unfit.”
 For Gurteen, however, “unfit” becomes a way of understanding all of the poor; each one possess some degree of “unfitness.”
 Nonetheless, Gurteen holds people with disabilities responsible for setting in motion poverty and the resulting pauperization of the poor.

Gurteen’s theorization is indicative of Social Darwinism, a dominant stream of social thought in the nineteenth century. The scientific community is quick to denounce Social Darwinism as an exploitation and misappropriation of Darwin’s ideas; however, in the application of the ideas of “natural selection” and “survival of the fittest” to human populations, Darwin is not entirely blameless.
 To view Darwin’s work as somehow neutral disregards the social context in which he lived and worked. Darwin first encountered the idea of a “struggle for life,” what he later called “natural selection,” in Thomas Robert Malthus’ (1766-1834) Essay on Population. Malthus postulated that human populations would grow faster than food supplies causing a struggle for existence; therefore, delaying marriage, war, poverty, and famine keep human populations from outpacing food production. Darwin saw in Malthus’ work a way of understanding what he encountered when he sailed around the world aboard the H.M.S. Beagle, namely that while the Galapagos Islands displayed the general flora and fauna of South America, each island showed slight variations in plant and animal life. For Darwin, the struggle for existence favored some traits over others and this accounted for the similarities and slight differences on each island. The second primary idea associated with Darwin, “survival of the fittest” was created by Herbert Spencer in an 1852 essay about biological evolution, animal and human. Although Darwin incorporated these two ideas into his work about biology, he insisted that he used them metaphorically; however, these two ideas retained their earlier associations with human populations from the writings of Malthus and Spencer.
 The idea that “[Darwin’s] use of metaphorical concepts from Malthus and Spencer made possible the social interpretation of what Darwin intended only to be a biological theory of evolution” is true for Origin, but Darwin, himself, applies these “metaphorical” concepts to humans in The Descent of Man in 1871 only three years after he incorporated Spencer’s idea of the “survival of the fittest” into the fifth edition of Origin published in 1869.
By the time Darwin published The Descent of Man, he had accepted the application of natural selection and survival of the fittest to human populations. According to Darwin, people with disabilities would be among those who would not survive as a result of the “struggle for life/natural selection” were it not for the social nature of human beings that leads to cooperation and the nurturing of the highest human virtue, sympathy. In his section entitled, Natural Selection as affecting Civilised Nations, Darwin writes

With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health. We civilised men, on the other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination; we build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life of every one to the last moment. There is reason to believe that vaccination has preserved thousands, who from a weak constitution would formerly have succumbed to small-pox. Thus the weak members of civilised societies propagate their kind. No one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man. It is surprising how soon a want of care, or care wrongly directed, leads to the degeneration of a domestic race; but excepting in the case of man himself, hardly any one is so ignorant as to allow his worst animals to breed.
 

For Darwin, the moral virtues that slowly developed among humans, courage, fidelity, and sympathy, work against natural selection. He explains in the next paragraph
The aid which we feel impelled to give to the helpless is mainly an incidental result of the instinct of sympathy, which was originally acquired as part of the social instincts, but subsequently rendered, in the manner previously indicated, more tender and more widely diffused. Nor could we check our sympathy, even at the urging of hard reason, without deterioration in the noblest part of our nature… We must therefore bear the undoubtedly bad effects of the weak surviving and propagating their kind; but there appears to be at least one check in steady action, namely that the weaker and inferior members of society do not marry so freely as the sound; and this check might be indefinitely increased by the weak in body or mind refraining from marriage, though this is more to be hoped for than expected.

Thus, Darwin is not completely innocent of Social Darwinists’ application of his ideas. Gurteen’s theory of the scientific basis of charity and Darwin’s argument in Descent share similar language and ideas. Darwin uses disability language to identify those who would not survive a “process of elimination” or natural selection and attributes their survival to the cooperative effort of the “non-disabled” portion of humanity. Darwin also attributes the cooperation of human beings to the exercise of virtue, and both Gurteen and Darwin identify the virtue, sympathy. Darwin adds a Malthusian touch, however, when he hopes that the “weak and inferior members of society” will wait to marry. Gurteen, however, goes beyond Darwin’s categorizations when he applies the idea of “unfitness” to anyone applying for relief, but this too simply supports traditional associations of people with disabilities and the poor among marginalized groups within society.
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