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THE CASE AGAINST THE CHARITY 

ORGANIZATION SociETY. 

The Charity Organization Society Blocks the Way. 

IT is surprising t o find that Lh c mo t strenuous oppos ition to almost 
ev ry scheme for social betterment com s fr m a body of people 
who are devo ting their Jives Lo that very purpose. Why have charity 
organiz r r sisLcd and d nounced t he proposa ls of G eneral Booth' ::. 
"Darkest Eng land 11 scheme; of Mr. Chari s B oLh ' Old Age P en-
ions ·cheme ; of all the variou chemes for providing meals for 

hun crry chool hildren ; of the Old Age P ension · Act f 1908 ; of 
every scheme f r " chool clinics 11

; of ve ry sch eme for proYiding 
for the un employed ? Why did th ey obj ect to th e proposals of the 
Min rity Heport of the Poor L aw C mmission, t he m st ma t erly 
scheme ever bro ught forward for co-ordinating the forces aga in t 
de·Lilution, th e ve1y obj ect they h a·;e thcmselve · in \'i ew ?':' 

Tho ·c of us who arc keen thal the publi sense of r sponsibilit) 
should be awakened with regard Lo de ·Liluli on mu~L f el th at thi ~ 
opp ·iti n on Lhe part f ''charily ex pert s 11 is of th e utmost import -
an e, and I wanl il possible to trace it to it ~ ~ource and to see what 
it has t do with the organization of charity. 

"The Greatest of These is Charity. " 
c\ntl li r:; t of all , what do \\'e mea n by charity? ll i hard to ~ay 

how much t h ' Chri stian budat ion of th e \ ir t ue h a · to answer for. 
The cu rrent misint erpretat ion ot t he th irteenth chapter of the Fir t 
E pistl e to th ' Co rin t hi ans has ~e t a sea l nf m ·rit and re~pectability 
on lr ·e g il l~ that become · \ Cl") mischi evous if it sen ·es to accent uate 
the hu man" ealw •ss ol preferr ing impu be to sc i ·nce and generos ity 
to justice. 

· \Vh en th e qu •st itlll ari~es a~ to wh ' ther it is better to light desti -
tu tion nul ol the rates by means ol a se ri ·:-of pre\ enti ve measure~ 
.ti med not at re~ u l t s but ,tt causes, or on t he ot her hand , to lea\'C it 
to hL' dea lt\\ ith, ~(l Ltr :1~ pos~ i bk, by fl ·c ll' ill offeri ngs aclm ini tcred 
by Yolunteers, those be,tu t iful tam il i.tr " onb form a \ ery real han-
l!'icap in (\\or ol the obsokte and more sli ps lw d alt em:tll\e. B ut 
Ito\\ lllllch ol the \ irtue th,tl "yauntdh lllll itself'' is real ly tll he 
to ullll in t he nunlcr n subs ·ription list? · 

• F1..H tht..'il ,n,n ,u1sWt!l Lo thcs~..· q u eric ~ , see ll !' he Socia l nlCllc.Jil," 1), , B. 
II<Ntnqu~l. Blal'kwno I. 
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Charity and Commercialism. 
As long as the ties between men were largely personal, as long as-

production took place in the workshop of the craftsman and the 
household of the lord of the manor, almsgiving was a natural healthy 
expression of human love and sympathy. As such it is still to be 
found among the poor. One sees sometimes in the slums a certain 
generous happy go-lucky community of interests which comes far 
nearer to the charity that '' suffereth long and is kind" than any 
that can be organized. The virtue still inheres in such rash and ill-
considered acts as the hasty adoption of motherless children or the 
sharing a scanty meal with a starving neighbor, but it tends to be 
squeezed out by the machinery of investigation that becomes neces-
sary, if almsgiving is to be placed on a scientific basis. 

The bene6cence of to-day is not to be blamed because the 
element of love has evaporated from it. The loss is inevitable. It 
is due to the complexity of modern life, to those dissociating forces 
that have reduced all mutual service to a basis of cash payment. 
The swiftly rising tide of industrial change, sweeping away all the 
old landmarks of service and responsibility, has left a chasm between 
rich and poor. A capitalist class with a civilization of its own can-
not enter into the everyday life of the wageworker, who lives from 
hand to mouth, with habits, necessities, and pleasures entirely 
different. 

It is this separation that cuts at the root of charity, severing the 
outward act from the inward grace. Robbed of close personal con-
tact, the relationship of giver and receiver is bound to lose its 
beauty.'' I can without loss of dignity accept help from a friend 
who loves me, but not from a stranger. Among the rich the warm 
impulse to help a friend in distress is replaced by a sentimental pity 
for seething humanity, and the act of devotion or loving service by a 
donation to a charitable institution ; while among the poor, glad 
acceptance of friendly aid in time of need is apt to degenerate into 
cringing dependence, for gratitude is not a wholesome emotion 
unless it be vitalized by love. All the speci6c defects with which we 
are familiar-misdirection, waste, overlapping, professional para-
sitism-arise out of this separation. 

Or igin of the C.O .S . 
It was to 6ght these evils that the C.O.S. was founded. By the 

middle of the nineteenth century England, having outstripped her 
neighbors in industrial change, had become enormously rich. The 
contrast of the wealth of the capitalist class and the poverty and in-
security of the worker had become pronounced, and the blood 
money of charity flowed freely in an ever increasing stream. 

* It may be mentioned here that the C.O.S. does all it can to prevent a lmsgiving 
from becomi11g purely impersonal by sending to each donor a report on the cases 
helped by his subscription and enabling him to take some interest in their indi\"l<.luat 
circumstances. But thi s artificial contrivance for generating sympathy at a distance, 
aw:ty from the signts and sounds and smells of destitution, is far from restoring the 
ancient community of feeling. · 
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But thoughtful people were becoming dissatisfied with charitable 
methods and results. In the later months of 186o, a time of much 
poverty and distress, sundry letters to the Times gave expression to 
this feeling and led to the formation of the "Society for the Relief 
of Distress," which aimed at establishing a more personal relation 
between giYer and receiver and a more careful administration of 
charity. ln March, 1868, Mr. Hicks, a member of this society, 
brought forward a proposal for establishing a central board of 
charities, to classify them, analyze and compare their accounts, and 
present an annual report. In June of the same year the " Associa-
tion for the Prevention of Pauperism anci Crime" was founded, with 
the Rev. Henry Solly as Hon. Secretary, Lord Shaftesbury, Lord 
Lichfield, and many other well known people as members. This 
society, though it began by aiming at big constructive schemes, such 
as that of employing "waste labor on waste land," gradually decided 
to limit its work to organization and propaganda. A paper read by 
Dr. Hawksley on December 17th, 1868, seems to have brought 
about this decision. It was issued as a pamphlet, entitled "The 
Charities of London and Some Errors of their Administration, with 
Suggestions of an Improved System of Private and Official Charit-
able Relief." Dr. H awksley estimates the total annual expenditure 
in London on the repression of crime, relief of distress, education, 
and social and moral improvement, at over seven millions, but points 
out that little good was being done by the expenditure o± this great 
sum, because neither poor law nor charity aimed at p1'evmtiug desti-
tution. His recommendations are practical and far reaching. They 
include a central offi ce for the control and audit of charities and for 
the inspection of annual reports, and a large staff of voluntary dis-
trict visitors to carry out the necessary investigation of cases and 
applications. These suggestions formed the starting point of the 
C.O.S. "The movement began," writes Dr. Hawksley, in a letter 
dated October 22nd, 1892, and quoted in an editorial article on the 
~rigin of the society in the C. O.S. Review, "with Mr. Solly and the 
Association for the Prevention of Pauperism and Crime, and after a 
laborious existence of some months ended in accepting Lord Lich-
field's suggestion to concentrate all our forces on charity organiza-
tion, etc., as proposed in my pamphlet." ':' 

The Object and Methods of the C.O.S. 
are thus stated in its "Manual": -

"The main object of the society is the impro\·ement of the con-
dition of the poor. This it endeavors to attain (1) by bringing about 
co-operation between charity and the poor law, and between charit-
able persons and agencies of all religious denominations amongst them-
selves; (2) by spreading sound views on charitable work and creating a 
class of almoners to carry them out; (3) by securing due investigation 
and fitting action in all cases; (4) by repressing mendicity."+ 

*''Origin of the London C.O .. ," C.O.S. Review, No.9+· October, r8q2 . See 
also" Philanthropy and the State," B. Kirkman Gray, Appendix to ChaFter VIII. 

t "Relief and Charity Organization," Occasional Paper No. 8, Third Series 
C.O.S. Papers. 
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With regard to No: (1), it must be admitted that the society has 
met with no marked success. London charities are still unorganized 
and new bodies, called "Guilds of Help" and " Councils of Social 
Welfare," are springing up to attempt once more what it has failed 
to accomplish. 

Valuable Work of the C.O.S. 
With regard to (2), (3), and (4), it has been more successfuL 

There is no doubt that its influence on public opinion has been very 
important and, to a large extent, excellent. "The repression of 
mendicity" appealed forcibly to the well-to-do classes. The hideous. 
inconvenience to the public at large of street begging and of the 
begging letter ensured a welcome for any proposal for putting a stop 
to such nuisances, especially one which issued from high benevo-
lence and claimed to further the well being of the destitute. The 
views and methods of the society, though they never became really 
popular, were listened to with respect ; and it has certainly done a 
great work in training public opinion concerning the duties and 
responsibilities connected with almsgiving and in initiating orderly 
and efficient methods of social work. It has checked well meaning 
muddlers, has taught how to sift for helpable cases~ and how to 
choose the right modes of help. It may lay claim to initiating in 
England the reign of the enquiry form and the "dossier." Even 
the country parson and the district visitor are falling into line, while 
many of the paid investigators for Royal Commissions and the 
London County Council have owed their efficiency to its training. 

The society's want of success as an organizer of charity may 
perhaps be accounted for by the fact that it soon found itself largely 
occupied in the actual bestowal of relief, thus entering the lists with 
the various benevolent societies which it had set itself to investigate 
and to organize, and offering a concrete example of the actual work-
ing of those rules and principles on which the verdicts of the society 
were based. These soon became a strict and clearly formulated 
creed. 

Principles of the C.O.S. ~' 

I. Full investigation into the circumstances of the applicant to be 
undertaken in every case. 

2. No relief to be given that is not adequate, that cannot hope to 
render the person or family relieved self-supporting. 

3· No relief to be given to cases that are either so "bad" in 
point of character or so chronic in their need as to be incapable of 
perm anent restoration. 

4· All "hopeless " cases, however deserving, to be handed over 
to the poor law. 

This creed, which, like all sets of working rules, arose out of 
temporary conditions, many of them badly needing alteration, has 
gradually acquired a ](ind of sacred character, and a strange structure 
of social theory has been built on it that is almost grotesque when 
compared with everyday experience. 

* Cf. "Principles of Decision," C.O.S. Paper No. s. 
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The very excellence of the society's work has served to make this 
theory more mischievous, for it comes before the public backed by 
.the honored names of devoted workers. 

Fundamental Errors of the C.O.S. 
I.-LIMITATION oF STATE Acno:-~ WITH REFE!~ENCE TO 

0 ESTITUT!ON. 

The first step towards organization seemed to be to draw a clear 
line between the province of the State in dealing with destitution 
and that of private charity. Unfortunately the early leaders of the 
society stumbled in taking this first step, and their initial blunder, 
never having been corrected by their followers, has tainted all the 
valuable work which they proceeded. to set on foot. 

They misread the facts that lay before them. They stoned the 
prophets of their own day and built the sepulchres of those who had 
preached to their fathers. In other words, they neglected the signs 
-of the times (easy for us to read in the light of the years that have 
elapsed since 1869), such signs as the agitation for public education, 
for the decent housing of the poor, and for factory legislation, and 
they harked back to the decisions of the wise men of 18::-4. They 
failed to see that laissez faire was giving way all along the line before 
the phenomena of modern capitalism. They stuck to the theory of 
individual independence and of the danger of State interference in a 
world where man-made laws were enabling the rich to grind the 
faces of the poor. So long as the relative amounts of rent, interest, 
and wages were believed to be beyond human control, generosity 
in the rich, fortitude in the poor, seemed indeed the virtues 
called for ; but tho e very investigations incidental to the careful 
bestowal of charity must ha\'e brought to light a gross disparity 
of distribution, a hideous waste of national resources that no charity 
·could stem or cure. If only the leaders of the society had recog-
nized this, had seen that the efficacy of charity for the redress of 
social grievances was at an end, and that the time had come when 
the community as a whole must shoulder its responsibilities, the 
C.O.S. might have begun work of great national importance in pre-
paring the way for modern social legislation. But they did not see 
this. Habitually oblivious of any department of State action except 
the Poor Law, they saw merely that the more humane and the more 
lax of poor law administrators were overstepping the limits which had 
been legally assigned to them, and they traced the increase not only 
of pauperism, but also of destitution, to this relaxation of the prin-
ciples of 1834. These principles-that the poor law should be a 
stern measure, seeking not the prevention, but merely the relief, of 
dire necessity, and that the condition of the pauper should never be 
"more eligible" than that of the lowest grade of self-supporting 
laborers, however insufficient for decent life that might be-they 
were prepared to adopt without modification, in the belief that the 
diminution of poverty which followed the reforms of 1834 is to be 
traced exclusively to those reforms, and that similar results might be 
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confidently expected from a return to them. The exclusive import-
ance attached to this one period of history and to this one among 
many possible causes for the improvement which took place at that 
time is very characteristic of C.O.S. thought as we know it. It is 
interesting, therefore, to disco,·er from the writings of Dr. Hawksley, 
to whom rather than to any other single person the origin of the 
society is due, and from those of Dr. Devine, the Secretary of the 
New York C.O.S., that these particular views have no necessary con-
nection with the organization of charity. Dr. Devine, in the" Prin-
ciples of Relief," points out that there were many changes going on 
in the thirties to which the improvement of the people may have 
owed quite as much as to that stricter administration of the poor law 
on which so much stress has been laid.* 

Dr. Hawksley goes still further, expressing the warmest disappro-
bation of the reformed poor law, "which in spirit sought to deal 
with destitution only in its completed state-it did not attempt the 
prevention of pauperism by seeing that the children of the 
dependent, or the idle, or the vicious, were trained for industry and 
virtue-it did not entertain the question of individual merit or 
demerit, but it adopted a uniform system of relief which was to be 
so ingeniously balanced that, on the one hand, its recipients might 
be prevented dying of starvation or want of shelter, but, on the 
other hand, that the kind and mode of the relief should be so hard, 
painful, and humiliating, that none but the very helpless and hard 
pressed should seek for it. The system was to be a test, and the 
idea was that if you drive away poverty out of your sight, you would 
cure it, as if the charnel house could be changed by screening it 
with a whited sepulchre. The system did not contemplate visiting 
'the fatherless and widow in their affliction,' but it set itself up in 
the broad way of misery and destitution, and to every applicant, as a 
rule, it refused the recognition of any domesticities. It treated with 
contempt the humanizing influences of hearth and home, and with 
stern voice, pointing the way to the dreary portal of 'the House,' it 
said : 'Enter or depart without aid.' The result has been the 
creation of an abject, miserable race." + 

The society that Dr. Hawksley was to some extent instrumental 
in founding has departed . widely from these views. Its members 
have fully agreed with him that paupers are "an abject and miser-
able race," but instead of attributing this, as he did, to "maladmin-
istration," to the fact that grudging relief was given instead of treat-
ment and that it was given too late, only after destitution had set in, 
they attributed the evil results of poor relief entirely to the fact that 
it was given by the State, ignoring altogether the very different 
results of other forms of State action. 

Instead of recognizing that the poor law was already obsolete and 
was bound to become more anomalous with every succeeding 

*See" Principles of Relief," Professor Devine, pp. 276-7. The Macmillan Co. 
t "The Charities of London," etc., T. Hawksley, M.D. Published by the Asso-

ciation for Preventing Pauperism and Crime, London, 1868. 
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measure of social legi lation, they accepted it as immutable and 
made it th corner stone of their system. Their line of argument 
was very singular. They admitted that the poor law was de-
moralizing ; that its action was merely palliative, not restorative ; 
that at best it could on ly prevent the worst horrors of destitution, 
but could not prevent its occurrence and its recurrence; and yet 
they never proposed any change in the application of public funds! 
They insisted that pri vate fund should always be expended with a 
view to prevention and ure, but that public funds should be strictly 
reserved for those who were already in the last stage of destitution, 
and th erefore already beyond curative mea ures. 

T aking for granted that Stale action must demoralize, they 
a signed to private charily th task of preserving from pauperism all 
those persons or famili e whose need was only temporary or acci-
dental, or ea ily remediable, especially where such need was accom-
panied by go d haracler and record. 

It i interesting to lind this limitation of State action in a book 
published in 1868 by Mr. Charles Bosanquet. He wa not one of 
the group who tarted the s ciety, but he was an early member of it 
and became secretary in 1870. 

11 It would not be diffi cult," he says, 11 to lass ify ca ·es between 
the poor law and v luntary charity. The former would take the 
ordinary chronic case , th latter, perh ap , orne of th e more deserv-
ing chronic cases, but especially those temporary ca e which, it 
might b hoped, judiciou help would save from sinking into 
pauperi sm ."~' 

Wheth er Mr. Charles B sanquel was or was n t the first to 
intr duce this sys l m f clas ification into the C.O . creed, there is 
no doubt th at h e c ntinu d to preach it aft er h e b ame secretary 
and that it has taken a p rmanent pla e. 11 ll is an essential differ-
ence betw en hari ty and the poor law," he write , "that the~ rmer 
can direct its energies to preventive and rem dia l act ion. A the 
poor law is b und to give necessary xisl nee to all destitute per-
sons, chari ty i nly doing the work of the law if it take up uch 
case· with ut special rca on." I 

An authoritative tatemenl of the same view is lo be found 
in the intr ducli n l a recent number of the very Yaluable 
Charities I gister and Digest which is publi h d annually by the 
society . 

'' J'he claim f r p or law relief rests, it may be broadly staled, 
upon the de~litulion of the claimant. . . . n th e thre~h ld of the 
question then we ·ce the boundary lin s of hari ty and th e p or Jaw. 
To harity it is not a que ·ti n of primary importance whether a per-
·on i · de ·titute r not. For it de titution is no te ·t. It ha · more 
chance f helping ·n· ctually if a per ·on i · n l de titutc. It ha to 
prevent de titution and indigence. It may ha\ to supply actual 
necc --arie ·, but to place the poor beyond the reach f need or to 

• " London : ome ccounl or it~ Growth, ' haritable 1\gtncies, and \Vants," by 
C. B. P. Bo anquet, M.i\ ., Ba11i ster -at- Law, pp. 199-~02. ll al h.•rd, 1 68. 

t" ll i tory anti Mode or peration or the .O.S.," . B. P. Bosa nquet 
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prevent the recurrence of need is its true vocation. It is unlimited 
in its scope and gives as a free gift. From the point of view of the 
poor law the question of destitution is all important. It is the pass-
port to relief. Its administration is tied and bound with restrictions. 
Its s~pplies are drawn from a ratepayers' trust fund. Its main pur-
pose IS not to prevent or remove distress, but to alleviate it. lt is a 
stern a)leviative m c-asure. It helps only when it must; charity 
alway.> when i~ wills." ':' 

lt is singular that in these utterances, and hundreds of similar 
ones that could be adduced, the charity organizers give no reason 
(other than the present condition of the law) for this hard and fast 
di~tinction between the principles which should guide public and 
pnvate admiuistrators in dealing with destitution. Presumably they 
think the reasons srwtenf aux yeux, but surely much might be said 
for entirely reversing their decision. The prevention of destitution 
implies that we should search out those who are on the downward 
road and arrest their progress before they become ''destitute.'' 
Such action demands a many-sided and far-sighted policy, for the 
roads that lead to destitution are many and gradual. It demands a 
considerable outlay, producing distant and not always obvious 
results. Above all, it demands disciplinary powers. t Where are we 
to look for the statesman who will co-ordinate and maintain such a 
policy, for the Exchequer to supply capital for such a purpose, for 
the authority to wield such powers, if not the Government of the 
country? And yet, according to Dr. Loch and Dr. Bosanquet, this 
is precisely where we are not to look. 

If they wished to lay down a hard and fast rule, one might have 
expected that it would be that great remedial and preventive measures 
should be left to the national and local executive, the collective wis-
dom of the nation, while private charity should concern itself with 
the pitiable, but apparently hopeless cases, should indeed humbly 
take up the work of palliation with instruments of love and religion 
and personal self-sacrifice that the State can with difficulty com-
mand, as, in fact, the Salvation Army and the Church Army profess. 
to do. On the contrary, their decision is, as has been shown, exactly 
the reverse ; charity is to be remedial, the State is to confine its. 
action to palliation. 

This decision accords perfectly, no doubt, with facts as they are. 
It is a statement of the theory behind the existing poor law, but in 
the writings of the charity organizers there is acceptance and 
approval as well as statement. Dr. Bosanquet emphasizes and ex-
plains that approval in his essay on "Socialism and t\ aturaU 
Selection " " vVe should never forget," he says, " that the system,'' 
i.e., State" interference," "is a nece sary evil, nor ever handle our 

• Introduction to Annual Charities Register and Digest, 1909, "On the Func -
tions of the Po.>r Law and Charity." Cf. ·'Charity and Social Life," C. S. Loch . 
p. 3+9· Macmillan, 1910. 

t The experiments alrear:ly tried in the operations of the Local Health Authority . 
the Local EJuc.llion Au thonty. and the Local Lunacy Authority have been-iL> 
marked contra>t with the Poor Law-highly promising in their succe:;s . 
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national initiative, whether through the poor law or through more 
general legislation, so as to relieve the father- of the support of the 
wife and children or the grown up child of the support of his 
parents. We should raise no expectation of help or of employment 
invented ad hoc which may derange the man's organization of life in 
view of the whole moral responsibilities which as a father he has 
accepted." • 

A good example of the actual mischief wrought by this per-
nicious doctrine that public action weakens private resource is to be 
found in the C O.S. attitude towards the agitation for school clinics. 
The absolute futility of school inspection unless followed by treat-
ment is obvious. At least fifty per <;ent. of the children in our 
schools are suffering from defects which, if not dealt with, will 
seriously handicap them in after life. These defects require treat-
ment from a nurse under medical supervision. It is simply ridic-
ulous to suppose that the mother of a family living on a pound a 
week in two rooms can find leisure to take h er child suffering from 
adenoids to a distant hospital, can wait for it to recover conscious-
ness, and then bring it back, still bleeding, in a public omnibus ; 
that she can afterwards superintend the breathing exercises that are 
as important as the operation, or if the child's ears are affected, can 
spend h alf an h our daily in sy ringing them. The position becomes 
still more impossible if a second child requires spectacles and a third 
has decayed teeth to be stopped or extracted ; yet such a case is not 
impossible or even unusual. lt is perfectly clear that if th e men and 
women of the next generation are to start life with a fairly sound 
physique, the preventive measures which are taken for the rich 
man 's child in the nursery must be taken for the poor man's child in 
the sch ool. 

Advice, nurses, nursing appliances must be provided collectively, 
since it is a sheer impossibility that th ey can be provided in the 
home. Th e Education Department, the medical profess ion, m em-

~bers of care committees, and even county councils outside of London , 
are beginning to see that the difficulty can be met only by means of 
medical centres in connection with the schools. One might expect 
that a society whose aim is " the improveme nt of the condition of 
the poor" would guide public opinion towards such a conclusion. 
W e find instead that the C.O.S. h as been acting, as usual, not as a 
pioneer, but as a powerful, though fortunately insufficient, brake. 

At this last stage of the controversy (March 21st, I':) I r) nothing 
authoritative has been issued by the society. In default of it we 
may quote from th e Occasional P aper on " Th e R elief of School 
Children" (No . 8, F ourth Series). Such measures " teach him" (the 
child ) "to look to outside h elp for the thing he h as a right to expect 
from his parents, a lesson h e will not be slo11i to remember when h e 
himself is a parent. The child needs before all things in the present 
day to learn th e lessons of ::;elf-reliance and self-respect." I 

• "Aspect Qf the Socia l Problem": XV I. " Soci.dis m ·11 .d Natur.d Selection," 
Dr. B. Bosa nquet , p. 304. 

t Occasional Paper C.O.S. No.8, Fourth Seri es. 
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And from an essay of Dr. Bosanquet's entitled "The Socia1 
Criterion" : "Granting a complete system of inspection at schools 
and of sanitary supervision through the health authorities and 
advice from health visitors, the normal mode of medical attendance 
should be for the wage earner as for ourselves, attendance by his. 
family doctor, whom the head of the family chooses, trusts, and 
pays. On a provident system this is in many places successfully 
arranged, to the complete satisfaction of the doctor and of the 
patient. When, however, we should go to the specialist or to 
expensive nursing homes, the wage earner will be referred by his. 
family doctor to the appropriate hospital or infirmary .... Thus. 
the division of labor is properly maintained, the all important rela-
tion of trust and confidence between the family and the family 
doctor is not interfered with, the general practitioner's position is. 
secured, and the hospital also is secured in the acquisition of inter-
esting cases and in the fullest exercise of its powers of helpfulness."" 

With regard to proposals for free medical treatment, Dr. Bosan-
quet says: "Such a policy is calculated to ruin the medical clubs and 
provident dispensaries, and to substitute visits of an official who, 
however good, is not the people's choice for the family doctor whom 
they like and trust and pay.'' t 

This question of school medical treatment is for the momentr 
perhaps, more under discussion than any other question of social 
reform, and for that reason affords the most striking example of the· 
C.O.S. policy of obstruction ; but that policy is perfectly consistent 
and perfectly general in character. It erects a barrier in the face of 
every attempt to lighten that pressure on the wage-earner which 
results from existing industrial conditions. 

IL-THAT UNEARNED INcoME INJURES THE PooR RUT NOT THE 
RI CH. 

Another arbitrary assumption of the charity organizers is that for 
any man to enjoy any benefits which he has not definitely worked 
for and earned is injurious to his character. The naivete with 
which they take this for granted is really preposterous when one 
remembers that nearly all the more respectable and refined members. 
of the community are themselves living chiefly on wealth which 
they have not earned. One begins to wonder how those of us. 
whose income is derived from dividends have any independence of 
character left. Dr. Bo anquet points out that the recipient of 
charitable help is injured because it comes miraculou 'y and not as 
the natural result of personal effort ; ! but what effort do ~ make in 
connection with my di\·idends from the North Ea t.ern [{ailway, and 

• "The Social Criterion." a Paper read by B. Bosanquet, M.A., LL.D, Novem-
ber 15th, 190i, before the Edinburgh C.O.S., p. 23. 

t I bid. p. 24. 
t ·'The point of private property i that thing should not com~ miraculou~ly 

and be unaffected by your dealings with them, but that you .should bern ~ontact wrth 
something" hirh in the external world is the deli nne materral representation of your -
self." "Aspects of the Social Problem ," p. 313 . 



12 

what can be more miraculous than my waking up one morning to 
find that certain shares that were worth £roo yesterday are now 
worth£ 105? 

Dr. Bosanquet must really find some other reasons for objecting 
to doles, unless he is prepared to return to the ancient canon law 
with reference to usury. 

III.-" CHARACTER IS THE co~DITION 01:' CONDITIONS."* 

The third grave error in C.O.S. theory is like the first, in that it 
arises out of the acceptance of human arrangements as if they were 
heaven-sent and unchangeable. 

Accepting the individual ownership of land and capital and a 
competitive wage system-all with exactly the same limitations and 
mitigations that are to-day in force, and no more-as the inevitable 
basis of society, the charity organizers are driven to an easy optimism 
that sees a satisfactory opportunity open to every virtuous worker, 
and looks forward with composure to a future when the working 
class, having been taught thrift, industry, and self-control, will do its 
duty in that state of life to which modern industtial processes shall 
call it. 

Poverty, even extreme poverty, seems to them unavoidable. 
"Destitution,., says Dr. Loch in his last book, "cannot disappear. 
Every group of competing men is continually producing it." t Not 
to abolish destitution, but to improve "social habit," should be, 
he thinks, the aim of the philanthropist. It is for this reason that 
he looks coldly at all recent schemes for social betterment. 

"The remarkable and well known investigations of Mr. Charles 
Booth and Mr. Seebohm Rowntree, which have stirred public 
thought in many circles, were, in our judgment," he says, tt faulty 
from this point of view. They were not analytical of social habit, 
but of relative poverty and riches. They graded the population 
according as they were t poor,' or t very poor,' or above a poverty 

- line. Their auLhors aimed at marking out such a line of poverty, 
forgetful, as it seems to us, of the fact that poverty is so entirely 
relative to use and habit and potential ability of all kinds, that it can 
never serve as a satisfactory basis of social investigation or social 
reconstruction. ·rt is not the greater cir lesser command of means 
that makes the material difference in the contentment and efficiency 
of social life, but the use of means relative to station in life and its 
possibilities. Nevertheless, in these investigations it was on the 
possession of means that stress was laid. Hence the suggestion that 
the issue to be settled by the country-the line of social reform-was 
the endowment of the class or classes whose resources were con-
~idered relatively insufficient. 

'' But to transfer the wealth of one class to another, by taxation 
or otherwise, is no solution of social difficulty." r 

• "Aspects of the Social Problem,'' Dr. Bos:wquet, Preface, p. vii . 
t "Charity and Social Life," C. S. Loch, p. 393. Macmillan, rgro. 
t I bid. pp. 386-7. 
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For a clear statement of the opposite view we cannot ·do better 
than turn to the writings of Dr. Devine, General Secretary cif the 
New York C.O.S., and thus discover that the views of Dr. L och are 
not inseparable from the aims of the society. " I hold," says Dr. 
Devine, "that personal depravity is as foreign to any sound theory 
of the hardships of our modern poor as witchcraft or demoniacal 
possess ion ; that these hardships are economic, social, transitional, 
meas urable, manageable. Misery, as we say of tuberculosis, is com-
municable, curable, and preventable. It lies not in the unalterable 
nature of things, but i~1 our particular human institutions, our social 
arrangements, our tenements and streets and subways, our laws and 
courts and gaols, our religion, our education, our philanthropy, our 
politics, our industry and our busin ess."~, 

Even m er <! definitely Dr. Devine, towards the end of the same 
book, expresses the view " that distress and crime are more largely 
the results of social environment than of defective character, and 
that our efforts should therefore be directed toward the changing of 
adverse social conditions, some of which can be accomplished only 
by the resources of legislation, of t axation, of large expenditure, or 
by changes in our educational system, or in our penal system, or in 
our taxing system, or even in our indust ri al system." t 

If we turn to the writings of Mrs. Bosanquet, perhaps the most 
popular exponent of what we are accustomed to look on as the 
C.O.S. view, we find that though she is more willing than Dr. Loch 
to admit the drawbacks of extreme po\·erly, yet sh e is equally cer-
tain that the aim of the philanthropist sh ould be to stimulate the 
energy and improve the character of the sufferers, rather than to 
make any change in "adverse social conditions." 

" H ow can we bring it about," she asks, " that they (i.e., 'those 
whom we may call the very poor ') shall have a permanently greater 
command over the necessaries and luxuries of life? The superficial 
remedy is that of gifts .... But this is a policy which has no ten-
dency to remove the evil. . .. The less obvious, but more effective, 
remedy is t o approach the problem by striking at its roots in the 
minds of the people themselves ; to stimulate their energies ; t o in-
sist upon their responsibilities ; to train their faculties. In sh ort, to 
make them efficient." t 

'' Wherever there are people in want," sh e continues, ''there lies 
the possibility of a new market and an increased demand for 
workers. The key necessary to open it is the efficiency which will 
enable them to buy by their services, what before they only needed." § 

This theory-that the root of the problem must be sought in the 
minds of the people themselves ; that the key to the industrial 
impasse of unemployment is th e e ffi ciency of the worker ; that, in 
short, the poor need not be poor if they choose to exert themselves ; 

* "Misery and its Causes," E. T. Devine. Macmillan & Co., IC)Og. 

t I bid. p. 267. 
! "The Strength of the People," Helen Bosanquet, p. 1 14. Macmill an, 1902 . 

§Ibid. p. 115 . 



and that the only way effectually to help them is to drive home 
their personal responsibility-is indeed the keynote of the C.O.S. 
philosophy ; and yet, we may remark in pas!:>ing, that, as in the case 
of the first "error," it is markedly absent from the utterances of the 
actual founders of the society. 

The Rev. Henry Solly, in his address on "How to Deal with the 
Unemployed Poor of London," ':' alluding to recent riots in \Vigan, 
quotes from the Spectator for May 2nd, r868: "Five hundred lives 
ought to have been taken in that town rather than five hundred 
laborers should have been robbed by violence and with impunity of 
their labor, rather than the law should have been made ridiculous 
and authority contemptible," and adds: 11 True, most sorrowfully 
and unanswerably true ; but what about the responsibility resting on 
owners of property in the neighborhood for allowing twenty 
thousand colliers to live in a state of semi-barbarism? What about 
the responsibility of persons of property and education in this metro-
polis, if the question of preserving the reign of law and order were to 
be decided some day by slaughtering five hundred miserable semi-
savage fellow citizens in the streets because we would not adopt 
remedial and preYentive measures in time?" 

We find the same frank acknowledgment of collective responsi-
bility in Dr. Hawksley's address already quoted from : "vVhen we 
think," he says, "of the suspended murderer, let us ask ourselves 
whether we took pains to educate and train him for virtue and use-
fulness ; and if we have not, let us bow our heads and be silent in 
the overwhelming sense of our responsibility. Or when we view the 
sad state of the poor-their overcrowded and filthy dwellings, the 
foul air, the bad and adulterated food, the disproportion between the 
present expenses of living and the wages that such darkened minds 
and feeble bodies can earn-let us again be mute and grateful that 
our own state is better, let us remove these stumbling blocks in the 
way of health and virtuous industry. Before we venture to judge 
these people, let us rather ask ourselves how much more are we to 

~ blame than they'' t 
Nothing could be further removed from the tone of virtuou 

superiority which characterizes the writings of later exponents of 
C.O.S. views, and yet these two men may be said to have first form-
ulated the aim of the society. 

lt may perhaps be claimed that the new theory is due to expe-
rience, that it is founded on poor Jaw statistics and on the observa-
tion of C.O.S. investigators, who find that there is nearly always 
some moral defect as ociated with cases of dire poverty. 

The argument from poor law stati tic may be ruled out at once. 
It is simply misleading to speak as if pauperism and poverty were 
interchangeable terms. Pauperism can be dimini hed, or even 

• "How to Deal with the Unemployed Poor of London. etc." Parer read by the 
Rev. H. Solly at the ' ociety of Ans, june 22nd, 1868, which brought about the 
formation of the "Association for the Prevention of Pauperi m and Crime." 

t "The Charities of London, etc.," T. Hawksley. M.D. Read at a meeting of 
the Association for Preventing Pauperism and Crime, December 17th, 1868. 



quenched altogether, by a change in the poor law which would leave 
poverty just where it was. 

The fallacies that underlie the other argument are a little more 
subtle. First. the ancient fallacy of "any and all.'' One may say 
with truth to the last dozen people who compose the queue outside 
the pit door of a crowded theatre, " if you had been here half an 
hour earlier you would have got good seats," but if one says it to the 
\~hole cro~v~ it is obviously untrue, for the amount of accommoda-
tiOn remammg the same, the number of disappointed people would 
also remain the same. In Mr. Hobson's words, ''the individualist 
argument by which our charity organization thinkers seek to show 
that because A, B, or C in a degraded class is able, by means of 
superior character or capacity, to rise out of that class, no one need 
remain there, contains the same fallacy. It assumes what it is re-
quired to prove, viz., that there are no economic or other social 
forces which limit the number of successful rises. It assumes that 
every workman can secure regularity of employment and good 
wages ... and that all can equally secure for themselves a comfort-
a?le and solid economic position by the wise exertion of their ind~­
VIdual powers. Now if th"ere exist any economic forces, in their 
operation independent of individual control, which at any given 
time limit the demand for labor in the industrial field ... these 
for~es, by exercising a selective influence, preclude the possibility of 
umversa] success. All economists agree in asserting the existence of 
these forces, though they differ widely in assigning causes for them. 
All economists affirm the operation of great tidal movements in 
trade which for long periods limit the demand for labor, and thus 
?blige_ a certain large quantity of unemployment. The C.O.S. 
~nvest1gator naturally finds that the individuals thrown out of wor_k 
m these periods of depression are mostly below the level of their 
fellows in industrial or in moral character, and attributes to this 
'individual' fact the explanation of the unemployment. He 
~rongly concludes that if these unemployed were upon the same 
mdustrial and moral level as their comrades who are at work, there 
would be work for all. He does not reason to thi judgment, but, 
with infantile simplicity, assumes it."* 

We find a similar assumption underlying the argument with re-
_gard to underpayment in "The Strength of the People." Mrs. 
Bosanquet takes for granted that payment is determined by quality 
of work, and concludes, quite logically, that the cure for a man's 
poverty is to make him do good work. To a casual observer the 
argument receives some support from appearances, as in the case of 
unemployment, for just as the unemployed are usually less steady 
and skilfuL than the employed, so is the sweated \YOrker Jess efficient 
than the well paid worker. 

To conclude that efficiency would secure good wages is, however, 
·quite unwarrantable, for wages are determined in a state of free 
competition not by the intrinsic value of the work, but by the rela-
tive needs of the worker to sell and the employer to buy. Unfortu-

* "The Crisis of Liberalism,"]. A. Hobson, p. 205. 



nately, however, though good work does not always secure good 
wages, bad wages will usually produce bad work. "The father of a 
family who receives eighteen shil ings a week and pays seven 
shillings for lodging cannot, if he also feeds his wife and children, 
either remain or become a very good workman. Before he can 
do better work he must be better paid. Mrs. Bosanquet thinks 
otherwise. Efficiency and, consequently, prosperity might, she 
appears to believe, be enforced upon the poor by the withdrawal of 
such help as is now accorded them ... . The hunger and hardship 
of their daily lives do not furnish an adequate spur, but perhaps 
despair might do so. We seem to hear Mrs. Chick exhorting the 
dying Mrs. Dombey 'to make an effort.'" * 

This attempt to abolish sweating by improving the sweated 
worker is on a par with that perennial crusade against prostitution, 
which consists in "rescue work'' and the inculcation of personal 
chastity, leaving entirely out of consideration the economic con-
ditions which give rise to prostitution . Both are attempts to eradi-
cate social evils by improving the moral character of their victims, 
without arrestz"ug the causes, and therefore both are as useless as Mrs. 
Partington's mop. 

But even if we grant that efficiency is the true cure for sweating 
or, to put it more broadly, that a man's social position depends on 
his character, we have still to consider what his character depends 
on. Does it not depend largely on his physique, his upbringing, and 
his general surroundings? Even if we admit that all energetic 
individuals may make satisfactory lives for themselves, how can we 
expect that the requisite moral energy shall be generated in the 
environment of poverty? It may be true, as Dr. Bosanquet says, 
that material conditions are largely independent of "the energy of 
the mind which they surround," but it is at least equally true that 
the energy becomes impossible under certain material conditions. 
The driving force of individual effort i a realization of higher wants. 

~ H ow are these wants to grow in such an atmosphere? 
It is indeed hard to understand how this theory that the moral 

elevation of the masses must precede in point of time all succe ful 
reforms of environment can have survived the impact with fact 
which C.O .S. methods imply. With the slum child before their 
eye , born with low vitality, reared by ignorant and poor parents, 
breathing bad air, wearing foul clothes, tormented with vermin, how 
can they assert that the problem is a moral one, that "in social 
reform character is the condition of conditions"? t "Only give 
scope of character, it will unfailingly pull us through." Of course 
material improvements will be of no use unle s they re~ct on 
character, but have we any rea on to suppose that they will fail to do 
so? Is it not likely that the child bred in cleanly habits will wish 
to be clean, and, in general, is not the way to raise the standard of 
living to accustom the young to higher ways of life? Even if it is 
true that character is the most important element in social reform, it 

• "S11eated lndustq•," Clementina Black. p. ISS· 
t "Aspects of the Social Problem ,., B. Bosanquet, Preface, p. vii. 
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is equally true that habit is the most important element in the forma-
tion of character, and habits of life are conditioned by environment. 

But in all this talk about character it is well to consider whether 
the characteristics on which Dr. Loch and his followers lay so much 
stress are the most important for the future of our country. 

It has been said that the C.O.S. holds a brief for the independ-
ence of the workers. Certainly this is the virtue on which these 
writers chiefly insist. The constantly recurring argument against 
old age pensions, against school feeding or school clinics, is that such 
State aid will tend to relax the effort to be entirely self-supporting. 
The C.O.S. ideal is that every head of a family should provide for 
his children, and even for his collateral relatives if they happen to be 
incapable of providing for themselves. "That terrible pressure of 
the poorer upon the poor, which Mr. Booth regards as so serious an 
evil, appears to Mrs. Bosanquet ::: an element of hope and strength. 
Morally the charity of the poor to one another is undoubtedly a 
beautiful thing; economically it is assured ly one of the causes that 
increase and aggravate poyerty, and such diminution of pauperism as 
is produced by the maintenance out of the workhouse of an aged or 
sick relative may, in the long run, lead to the destitution of a whole 
family . The last result of such maintenance may, if widespread, be 
far more nationally expensive than if all the sick and aged were sup-
ported out of the public purse." t 

But apart from the question whether it is cheaper for us to sup-
port the sick and the aged or to bind that burden exclusively on the 
wage earner, it remains for us to enquire whether a thrifty, calcu-
lating habit of mind, a tendency to count the cost to the uttermost 
farthing before giving way to a generous or ;:esthetic impulse. to pre-
fer always the solid necessaries of life before its joys and delights, to 
limit one's outlook to the material wellbeing of oneself and one's 
blood relations, whether such a disposition is the one and only basis 
of national prosperity. What becomes of the graces of life under 
such a regime, what becomes of the search after beauty and know-
ledge, what becomes of that rraining in corporate action on which all 
successful administration depends and of the sense of human soli-
darity which lies at the root of citizenship? . 

But now, apart from the0ry , let us test this statement ~s to the 
all-importance of character by what we see around u_s. Is It true or 
is it not true that a man's personal character determmes the comfort 
and wellbeing of himself, his wife, and family? 1f _so, the agricul-
tural laborer at twelve shillings a week, whose family cannot have 
clean skins, clean clothes, and enough to eat, must be a worse man 
morally than the fox hunting squire who is his lar~dlord, and the 
house mother toilinu early and late to keep her children decent, a 
worse woman than tl~e squire's wife waited on by five servants. 

Is it true or is it not true? If not, then not character, but the 
accident of birth is the condition of conditions, together with the 
laws and customs of the time and country into which a man is born. 

• See "The Strength of the People." 
t "Sweated Industry, " Clemen tina Black, p. ISS · 
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Now these laws and customs are after all of human origin. We,. 
the governing classes, are responsible for them. The C.O.S. philo-
sopher appears to think that they are God ordained and came down 
from heaven ready made, but does not attempt to reconcile such a 
view with his studies of history and of the varying laws and customs 
of different countries at the present time. 

Social conditions are amenable to human action. In a demo-
cratic country laws and customs are modified by public opinion act-
ing on and through the Government. What becomes then of this 
terror of State interference, with its debilitating effect on individual 
character? It stands revealed as a satisfaction with social conditions 
as they exist at the present time in England and a dislike to any 
proposed modification of them. " We like things very well as they 
are. We have much and you have little ; but you must cut your 
coat according to your cloth, as we do. If you are very thrifty, very 
sober, very industrious, if you put off marrying till you have insured 
your life and built yourself a really nice cottage with a bath room, 
and put by a nice little annuity for your old age, there will still be 
time for you to produce two or three strong healthy sons to work 
for our children. \Ve may go to our clubs, our dinner parties, and 
our theatres, but you must not frequent the village alehouse. We 
may send up our sons for scholarships at Oxford, but you must payout 
of your hard earned wages for any higher education that your children 
may desire . You must pay your rates and taxes a we do. There is no 
reason why we should be.ar a disproportionate amount of the burden ; 
for though our wealth is greater, more is expected of us and our needs 
are greater. Any attempt, however, on your part to secure for your-
selves any special return for your expenditure is most mistaken. It 
is true that the vast sums spent on the army and navy provide con· 
venient and respectable careers for the les brilliant of our sons ; 
while the more brilliant can obtain official posts at home or in 1 ndia, 
well paid out of public money. It is true that it is the streets where 
we live that are well lighted and paved out of the rates, but this is 

~ all as it should be, and any attempt on your part to have your 
children fed when you are out of work or medically treated at the public 
cost is most ill judged. School meals and nursery schools \\·ould re-
lieve your wife of part of her unceasing toil and might enable her to 
keep your home and your children cleaner, while school clinics might 
make a vast change in the health and wellbeing of the coming genera-
tion and in the future of our country ; but what are these advantarres 
compared with the sacredness of individual responsi bility and of family 
life? lt i the duty and privilege of every man to organize his life in 
view of the whole normal responsibilities which as a father he has 
accepted, and any State assi tance which interferes with that duty and 
pri vilege is a cruel kindness. So important is your individual indepen-
dence that it must not be jeopardized even to improve the health 
and save the lives of your children. It is better for England that her 
citizens should g row up crooked, di seased, and undersized than that 
they should beli eve in mutual aid and learn to look upon State funds 
as common fund , to be wi ely administered for the common good." 



Such, in plain words, is the C.O.S. attitude towards poverty. So 
stated the theory sounds offensive and absurd; but when we meet 
with it interwoven with high sounding philosophical phrases and also 
with the record of many years of unselfish and benevolent effort, we 
are apt to be hoodwinked as to its real character. There is, more-
over, insidious attraction for the well-to-do in this notion that desti-
tution is but the natural working out of human character. If the 
present condition of affairs suits us, much satisfaction is to be derived 
from the assurance that any alteration of outward conditions, any 
change in human laws or institutions, would be worse than useless. 
The theory thrives and spreads among our upper and middle classes 
because it strikes root into the indolence and self-satisfaction of an 
easy and sheltered life. 
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