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=he years between 1820 and 1860 witnessed the development of an intensive
i campaign to redefine the proper place of women in American society. Coming
at a time of intense social and cultural change, the impulse to create a distinctively
American conception of womanhood and definition of female virtue spread rapidly
throughout America. Depicting the home as a domestic haven in an increasingly com-
petitive and commercial world, the “Cult of True Womanhood” atiributed to women a
vital function in maintaining republican virtue during a threatening period of industri-
alization and urbanization. This “Cult of True Womanhood” prescribed o series of
characteristics for women, as guardions of national virtue, to cultivate. Of these, the
most important were religious piety, moral purity, submissiveness to men, and the
maintenance of the home as place of comfort and moral education.

While many women embraced the virtues of “true womanhood,” a life of domestic-
ity was never a real possibility for poor and working-class women. Forced to work in
order fo maintain their families and lacking the resources and leisure necessary to
maintain a middle-class household, these working women carved out lives regulated
by their own distinctive social and cultural values. But, as Christine Stansell reveals in
this essay, this working-class women’s culture came into increasing conflict with the
domestic ideal of middle- and upper-class women reformers in the course of the nine-
teenth century. Offering moral advice and economic aid to working-class women
through a growing network of benevolent organizations, Bible societies, and temper-
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ance associations, these middle-class women sought to force working-class women
from the public world of the sireets and tenements into the private world of domestic-
ity. By granting assistance only to those women who would adopt their notions of
respectable living, these reforming women attempted to make the domestic idedl o

universal reality in antebellum America.

n a winter day in 1856, an agent for
@the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) of New
York encountered two children out on the street
with market baskets. Like hundreds he might

-have seen, they were desperately poor—thinly
dressed and barefoot in the cold—but their
cheerful countenances struck the gentleman,
and he stopped to inquire into their circum-
stances. They explained that they were out gath-
ering bits of wood and coal their mother could
burn for fuel and agreed to take him home to
meet her. In a bare tenement room, bereft of
heat, furniture, or any other comforts, he met a
“stout, hearty woman” who, even more than
her children, testified to the power of hardihood
and motherly love in the most miserable circum-
stances. A widow, she supported her family as
best she could by street peddling; their room
was -bare because she had been forced to sell
her clothes, furniture, and bedding to supple-
ment her earnings. As she spoke, she sat on a
pallet on the floor and rubbed the hands of the
two younger siblings of the pair from the street.
“They were tidy, sweet children,” noted the
agent, “And it was very sad to see their chilled
faces and tearful eyes.” Here was a scene that
would have touched the heart of Dickens, and
seemingly many a chillier mid-Victorian soul.
Yet in concluding his report, the agent’s percep-
tions took a curiously harsh turn.

Though for her pure young children too much
could hardly be done, in such a woman there is
little confidence to be put. . . it is probably, some
cursed vice has thus reduced her, and that, if her
children be not separated from her, she will drag
them down, too.

Such expeditions of charity agents and re-
formers into the households of the poor were
common in New York between 1850 and

1860. So were such harsh and unsupported
judgments of working-class mothers, judg-
ments which either implicitly or explicitly
converged in the new category of the “dan-
gerous classes.” In this decade, philanthropists,
municipal authorities, and a second genera-
tion of Christian evangelicals, male and female,
came to see the presence of poor children
in New York’s streets as a central element of
the problem of urban poverty. They initiated
an ambitious campaign to clear the streets, to
change the character of the laboring poor by
altéring their family lives, and, in the process,
to eradicate . poverty .itself. They focused
their efforts on transforming two elements of
laboring-class family life, the place of children
and the role of women.

There was, in fact, nothing new about the
presence of poor children in the streets, nor
was it new that women of the urban poor
should countenance that presence. For cen-
turies, poor people in Europe had freely used
urban public areas—streets, squares, courts,
and marketplaces—for their leisure and work.
For the working poor, street life was bound up
not only with economic exigency, but also with
childrearing, family morality, sociability, and
neighborhood ties. In the nineteenth century,
the crowded conditions of the tenements and

the poverty of great numbers of metropolitan

laboring people made the streets as crucial an
arena as ever for their social and economic
lives. As one New York social investigator
observed, “In the poorer portions of the city,
people live much and sell mostly out of doors.”

How, then, do we account for this sud-
den flurry of concern? For reformers like the
agent from CAS, street life was antagonistic to
ardently held beliefs about childhood, woman-
hood, and, ultimately, the nature of civilized
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urban society. The middle class of which the
reformers were 4 part was only emerging, an
economically illdefined group, neither rich nor
poor, just beginning in the antebellum years to
assert a distinct cultural identity. Central to its
self-conception was the ideology of domestic-
ity, a set of sharp ideas and pronounced opin-
ions about the nature of a moral family life.
The sources of this ideology were historically
complex and involved several decades of
struggles by women of this group for social
recognition, esteem, and power in the family.
Nonetheless, by midcentury, ideas initially de-
veloped and promoted by women and their
clerical allies had found general acceptance,
and an ideology of gender had become firmly
embedded in an ideology of class. Both women
and men valued the home, an institution which
they perceived as sacred, presided over by
women, inhabited by children, frequented by
men. The home preserved those social virtues
endangered by the public world of trade,
industry, and politics; a public world which
they saw as even more corrupting and danger-
ous in a great city like New York.

Enclosed, protected, and privatized, the
home and the patterns of family life on which
it was based thus represented to middle-class
women and men a crucial institution of civi-
lization. From this perspective, a particular
geography of social life—the engagement of
the poor in street life rather than in the enclave
of the home—became in itself evidence of
parental neglect, family disintegration, and a
pervasive urban social pathology. Thus in his
condemnation of the impoverished widow,
the CAS agent distilled an entire analysis of
poverty and a critique of poor families: the
presence of her children on the streets was syn-
onymous with a corrupt family life, no matter
how disguised it might be. In the crusade of
such mid-Victorian reformers to save poor
children from their parents and their class lie
the roots of a long history of middle-class
intervention in working-class families, a his-
tory which played a central part in the making
of the female American working class.

Many historians have shown the importance
of antebellum urban reform to the changing
texture of class relations in America, its role
in the cultural transformations of urbanization

. and industrialization. Confronted with over-
‘crowding, unemployment, and poverty on a

scale theretofore unknown in America, evan-
gelical reformers forged programs to control

and mitigate these pressing urban problems, .

programs which would shape municipal poli-
cies for years to come. Yet their responses
were not simply practical solutions, the most
intelligent possible reactions to difficult cir-
cumstances; as the most sensitive historians of
reform have argued, they were shaped by the
world view, cultural affinities, conceptions of
gender, class prejudices, and imperatives of the
reformers themselves. Urban reform was an
interaction in which, over time, both philan-
thropists and their beneficiaries changed. In
their experience with the reformers, the labor-
ing poor learned—and were forced—to accom-
modate themselves to an alien conception of
family and city life. Through their work with
the poor, the reformers discovered many of the
elements from which they would forge their
own class and sexual identity, still ill-defined
and diffuse in 1850; women, particularly,
strengthened their role as dictators of domestic
and familial standards for all classes of
Americans. The reformers’ eventual triumph in
New York brought no solutions to the problem
of poverty, but it did bring about the eviscera-
tion of a way of urban life and the legitimation
of their own cultural power as a class.

The conflict over the streets resonated on
many levels. Ostensibly the reformers aimed
to rescue children from the corruptions and
dangers of the city streets; indeed the cons-
cious motives of many, if not all, of these well-
meaning altruists went no further. There were
many unquestioned assumptions, however, on
which their benevolent motives rested, and it is
in examining these assumptions that we begin

"to see the challenge which these middle-class

people unwittingly posed to common practices
of the poor. In their cultural offensive, reform-
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ers sought to impose on the poor concep-

tions of childhood and motherhood -drawn- -

from their own ideas of domesticity. In effect,
reformers tried to implement their domestic
beliefs through reorganizing social space,
through creating a new geography of the
city. Women were especially active; while male
reformers experimented, through a rural foster
home program, with more dramatic means of
clearing the streets, middle-class ladies worked
to found new working-class homes, modeled
on their own, which would establish a viable
alternative to the thoroughly nondomesticated
streets. Insofar as the women reformers suc-
ceeded, their victory contributed to both the
dominance of a class and of a specific concep-
tion of gender. It was, moreover, a victory
which had enduring and contradictory conse-
quences for urban women of all classes. In
our contemporary city streets, vacated, for the
most part, of domestic life yet dangerous for
women and children, we see something of the
legacy of their labors.

CHILDREN'S USES OF THE STREETS

Unlike today, the teeming milieu of the New
York streets in the mid-nineteenth century was
in large part a children’s world. A complex
web of economic imperatives and social mores
accounted for their presence there, a presence
which reformers so ardently decried. Public
life, with its panoply of choices, its rich and
varied texture, its motley society, played as
central a role in the upbringing of poor chil-
dren as did private, domestic life in that of
their more affluent peers. While middle-class
mothers spent a great deal of time with their
children (albeit with the help of servants),
women of the laboring classes condoned for
their offspring an early independence—within
bounds—on the streets. Through peddling,

- scavenging, and the shadier arts of theft and

prostitution, the streets offered children a way
to earn their keep, crucial to making ends meet
in their households. Street life also provided
a home for children without families—the

orphaned and abandoned—and an alternative

to living at home for the especially independent

and those in strained family circumstances.
Such uses of the streets were dictated by
exigency, but they were also intertwined with

.patterns of motherhood, parenthood, and

childhood. In contrast to their middle- and
upper-class contemporaries, the working poor
did not think of childhood as a separate stage
of life in which girls and boys were free from
adult burdens, nor did poor women consider
mothering to be a full-time task of supervision.
They expected their children to work from
an early age, to “earn their keep” or to “get a
living,” a view much closer to the early modern
conceptions which Philippe Ariés describes in
Centuries of Childhood. Children were little
adults, unable as yet to take up all the duties of

-~ their elders, but nonetheless bound to do as

much as they could. To put it another way, the
lives of children, like those of adults, were cit-
cumscribed by economic and familial obliga-
tions. In this context, the poor expressed their
care for children differently than did the prop-
ertied classes. Raising one’s children properly
did not mean protecting them from the world
of work; on the contrary, it involved teaching
them to shoulder those heavy burdens of labor
which were the common lot of their class, to be

* hardworking and dutiful to kin and neighbors.

By the same token, laboring children gained an
early autoniomy from their parents, an auton-
omy alien to the experience of more privileged
children. But there were certainly generational
tensions embedded in these practices: although
children learned independence within the
bounds of family obligation, -their self-
sufficiency also led them in directions that par-
ents could not always control. When parents
sent children out to the streets, they could only
partially set the terms of what the young ones
learned there.

Streetselling, or huckstering, was one of the
most common ways for children to turn the
streets to good use. Through the nineteenth
century, this ancient form of trade still flour-
ished in New York alongside such new insti-
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tutions of mass marketing as A.T. Stewart’s

department store. Hucksters, both adults and -

children, sold all manner of necessities and
delicacies. In the downtown business and shop-

ping district, passers-by could buy treats at.
every corner: hot sweet potatoes, bake-pears,

teacakes, fruit, candy, and hot corn. In residen-
tial neighborhoods, hucksters sold household
supphes door to door: fruits and vegetables
in season, matchsticks, scrub brushes, sponges,
strings, and pins. Children assisted adult huck-
sters, went peddling on their own, and worked
in several low-paying trades which were their
special province: crossing-sweeping for girls;
errandrunning, bootblacking, horseholding,
and newspaperselling for boys. There were also
the odd trades in which children were particu-
larly adept, those unfamiliar and seemingly
gratuitous forms of economic activity which
abounded in nineteenth-century metropolises;
one small boy whom a social investigator
found in 1859 made his living in warm
weather by catching butterflies and peddling
them to canary owners.

Younger children, too, could earn part of
their keep on the streets. Scavenging, the art of
gathering useful and salable trash, was the
customary chore for those too small to go out
streetselling. Not all scavengers were children;
there were also adults who engaged in scaveng-
ing full-time, ragpickers who made their entire
livelihoods from “all the odds and ends of a
great city.” More generally, however, scaveng-
ing was children’s work. Six- or seven-year-olds
were not too young to set out with friends and
siblings to gather fuel for their mothers. Small
platoons of these children scoured neighbor-
hood streets, ship and lumber yards, building
lots, demolished houses, and the precincts of
artisan shops and factories for chips, ashes,
wood, and coal to take home or peddle to
neighbors. “I saw some girls gathering cin-
ders,” noted Virginia Penny, New York’s self-
styled Mayhew. “They burn them at home,
after washing them.”

The economy of rubbish was intricate. As
children grew more skilled, they learned how

to turn up other serviceable cast-offs. “These
gatherers of things lost on earth,” a journal

- had called them in 1831. “These makers of

sornethlng out of nothing.” Besides taking
trash home or selling it to neighbors, children
could peddle it to junk dealers, who in turn
vended it to manufacturers and artisans for use

‘in industrial processes. Rags, old rope, metal,

nails, " bottles, paper, kitchen grease, bones,
spoiled vegetables, and bad meat all had their
place in this commercial network. The water-
front was especially fruitful territory: there,
children foraged for loot which had washed up
on the banks, snagged in piers, or spilled
out on the docks. Loose cotton shredded off
bales on the wharves where the southern
packet ships docked, bits of canvas and rags
ended up with paper- and shoddy-manufactur-
ers (shoddy, the cheapest of textiles, made its
Way back to the poor in “shoddy” ready-made
clothing). Old rope was shredded and sold
as oakum, a fiber used to caulk ships. Whole
pieces of hardware—nails, cogs, and screws—
could be resold: broken bits went to iron- and
brass-founders and coppersmiths to be melted
down; bottles and bits of broken glass, to
glassmakers. The medium for these exchanges
were the second-hand shops strung along the
harbor which carried on a bustling trade with
children despite a city ordinance prohibiting
their buying from minors. “On going down
South Street I met a gang of small Dock
Thieves . . . had a bag full of short pieces of old
rope and iron,” William Bell, police inspector
of second-hand shops, reported on a typical
day on the beat in 1850. The malefactors were
headed for a shop like the one into which he
slipped incognito, to witness the mundane but
illegal transaction between the proprietor and
a six-year-old boy, who sold him a glass bottle
for a penny. The waterfront also yielded trash
which could be used at home rather than
vended: tea, coffee, sugar, and flour spilled
from sacks and barrels, and from the wagons
which carried cargo to nearby warehouses.
The growth of the street trades meant that
increasing numbers of children worked on
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their own, away from adult supervision. This
situation magnified the opportunities for illicit
gain, the centuries-old pilfering and finagl-
ing of apprentices and serving-girls. When
respectable parents sent their children out to
scavenge and peddle, the consequences were
not always what they intended: these trades
were an avenue to theft and prostitution as
well as to an honest living. Child peddlers
habituated household entryways, with their
hats and umbrellas and odd knickknacks, and
roamed by shops where goods were often still,
in the old fashion, displayed outside on the
sidewalks. And scavenging was only one step
removed from petty theft. The distinction
between gathering spilled flour and spilling
flour oneself was one which small scavengers
did not always observe. Indeed, children skilled
in detecting value in random objects strewn
about the streets, the seemingly inconsequen-
tial, could as easily spot value in other people’s
property. As the superintendent of the juvenile
asylum wrote of one malefactor, “He has very
little sense of moral rectitude, and thinks it but
little harm to take small articles.” A visitor to
the city in 1857 was struck by the swarms of
children milling around the docks, “scuffling
about, wherever there were bags of coffee and

hogshead of sugar.” Armed with sticks, “they"

‘hooked” what they could.” The targets of pil-
fering were analogous to those of scavenging:
odd objects, unattached to persons. The prey
of children convicted of theft and sent to
the juvenile house of correction in the 1850s
included, for instance, a bar of soap, a copy of
the New York Herald, lead and wood from
demolished houses, and a board “valued at
3¢.” Police Chief George Matsell reported that
pipes, tin roofing, and brass doorknobs were
similarly endangered. Thefts against persons,
pickpocketing and mugging, belonged to
another province, that of the professional child
criminal.

Not all parents were concerned about their
children’s breaches of the law. Reformers were
not always wrong when they charged that by
sending children to the streets, laboring-class

parents implicitly encouraged them to a life of
crime. The unrespectable poor did not care
to discriminate between stolen and scavenged
goods, and the destitute could not afford to.
One small boy picked up by the CAS told his

. benefactors that his parents had sent him out

chip picking with the instructions “you can
tdke it wherever you can find it”—although
like many children brought before the chari-
ties, this one was embroidering his own inno-
cence and his parents’ guilt. But children also
took their own chances, without their parents’
knowledge. By midcentury, New York was the
capital of American crime, and there was a
place for children, small and adept as they
were, on its margins. Its full-blown economy of
contraband, with the junk shops at the center,
allowed children to exchange pilfered and
stolen goods quickly and easily: anything, from
scavenged bottles to nicked top hats could be
sold immediately.

As scavenging shaded into theft, so it also
edged into another street trade, prostitution.
The same art of creating commodities underlay
both. In the intricate economy of the streets,
old rope, stray coal, rags, and sex all held

the promise of cash, a promise apparent to’

children who from an early age learned to
be “makers of something out of nothing.” For
girls who knew how to turn things with no
value into things with exchange value, the
prostitute’s act of bartering sex into money
would have perhaps seemed daunting, but
nonetheless comprehensible. These were not
professional child prostitutes; rather, they
turned to the lively trade in casual prostitution
on occasion or at intervals to supplement other
earnings. One encounter with a gentleman,
easy to come by in the hotel and business dis-
trict, could bring the equivalent of a month’s
wages in domestic service, a week’s wages
seamstressing, or several weeks’ earnings
huckstering. Such windfalls went to pay a
girl's way at home or, more typically, to
purchase covertly some luxury—pastries, a
bonnet, cheap jewelry, a fancy gown-——other-
wise out of her reach.
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Prostitution was quite public in antebellum
New York. It was not yet a statutory offense,
and although the police harassed streetwalkers
and arrested them for vagrancy, they had little
effect on the trade. Consequently, offers from
men and inducements from other girls were
common on the streets, and often came a
girl’s way when she was out working. This is
the reason a German father tried to prevent
his fourteen-year-old daughter from going out
scavenging when she lost her place in domestic
service. “He said, I don’t want you to be a rag-
picker. You are not a child now—people will
look at you—you will come to harm,”” as the
girl recounted the tale. The “harm” he feared
was the course taken by a teenage habitue of
the waterfront in whom Inspector Bell took a
special interest in 1851. After she rejected his
offer of a place in service, he learned from a
junk shop proprietor that, along with scaveng-
ing around the docks, she was “in the habit
of going aboard the Coal Boats in that
vicinity and prostituting herself.” Charles
Loring Brace, founder of the CAS, claimed that
“the life of a swill-gatherer, or coal-picker, or
chiffonier [ragpicker] in the streets soon wears
off a girl’s modesty and prepares her for
worse occupation,” while Police Chief Matsell
accused huckster-girls of soliciting the clerks
and employees they met on their rounds of
counting houses.

While not all girls in the street trades were
as open to advances as Brace and Matsell
implied, their habituation to male advances
must have contributed to the brazenness with
which some of them could engage in sexual
bartering. Groups of girls roamed about the
city, sometimes on chores and errands, some-
times only with an eye for flirtations, or being
“impudent and saucy to men,” as the parents
of one offender put it. In the early 1830s,
John R. McDowall, leader of the militant
Magdalene Society, had observed on fashion-
able Broadway “females of thirteen and four-
teen walking the streets without a protector,
until some pretended gentleman gives them a
nod, and takes their arm and escorts them to

houses of assignation.” McDowall was sure to
exaggerate, but later witnesses lent credence
to his description. In 1854, a journalist saw
nearly fifty girls soliciting one evening as

he walked a mile up Broadway, while diarist

George Templeton Strong referred to juvenile
prostitution as a permanent feature of the
promenade in the early 1850s: “no one can
walk the length of Broadway without meet-
ing some hideous troop of ragged girls.” But
despite the entrepreneurial attitude with which
young girls ventured into prostitution, theirs
was a grim choice, with hazards which, young
as they were, they could not always foresee.
Nowhere can we see more clearly the complex-
ities of poor children’s lives in the public city.
The life of the streets taught them self-reliance
and the arts of survival, but this education
could also be a bitter one.

The autonomy and independence which the
streets fostered through petty crime also
extended to living arrangements. Abandoned
children, orphans, runaways, and particularly
independent boys made the streets their home:
sleeping out with companions in household
areas, wagons, marketplace stalls, and saloons.
In the summer of 1850, the Tribune noted that
the police regularly scared up thirty or forty
boys sleeping along Nassau and Ann streets;
they included boys with homes as well as gen-
uine vagabonds. Police Chief Matsell reported
that in warm weather, crowds of roving boys,
many of them soms of respectable parents,
absented themselves from their families for
weeks. Such was Thomas W., who came to
the attention of the CAS; “sleeps in stable,” the
case record notes. “Goes home for clean
clothes; and sometimes for his meals.”
Thomas’s parents evidently tolerated the
arrangement, but this was not always the case.
Rebellious children, especially boys, evaded
parental demands and discipline by living
on the streets full-time. Thus John Lynch
left home because of some difficulty with his
father: he was sent on his parents’ complaint to
the juvenile house of correction on a vagrancy
charge.
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Reformers like Matsell and the members of
the CAS tended to see such children as either
orphaned or abélhdgned, symbols of the misery
and depravity of the poor. Their perception,
incarnated by writers like Horatio Alger in
the fictional waifs of sentimental novels,
gained wide credibility in nineteenth-century
social theory and popular thought. Street chil-
dren were essentially “friendless and home-
less,” declared Brace. “No one cares for them,
and they care for no one.” His judgment, if
characteristically harsh, was not without truth.
If children without parents had no kin or
friendly neighbors to whom to turn, they were
left to fend for themselves. Such was the story
of the two small children of a deceased stone-
cutter, himself a widower. After he died, “they
wandered around, begging cold victuals, and
picking up, in any way they were able, their
poor living.” William S., fifteen years old, had
been orphaned when very young. After a stay
on a farm as an indentured boy, he ran away to
the city, where he slept on the piers and sup-
ported himself by carrying luggage off passen-
ger boats: “William thinks he has seen hard
times,” the record notes. But the testimony gar-
nered by reformers about the “friendless and
homeless” young should also be taken with
a grain of salt. The CAS, a major source of
these tales, was most sympathetic to children
who appeared before the agents as victims
of orphanage, desertion, or familial cruelty;
accordingly, young applicants for aid some-
times presented themselves in ways which
would gain them the most favor from philan-
thropists. The society acknowledged the pro-
blem, although it claimed to have solved it:
“runaways frequently come to the office with
fictitious stories . . . Sometimes a truant has
only one parent, generally the mother, and she
is dissipated, or unable to control him. He
comes to the office...and tells a fictitious
story of orphanage and distress.” Yet in reality,
there were few children so entirely exploited
and “friendless” as the CAS believed.

Not surprisingly, orphanage among the poor
was a far more complex matter than reformers

perceived. As Carol Groneman has shown,
poor- families- did not disintegrate under the
most severe difficulties of immigration and

"urbanization. In the worst New “York slums,
, families managed to keep together and to take
‘in those kin and friends who lacked house-

holds of their own. Orphaned children as well
as those who were temporarily parentless—
whose parents, for instance, had found
employment elsewhere—typically found homes
with older siblings, grandparents, and aunts.
The solidarity of the laboring-class family,
however, was not as idyllic as it might seem in
retrospect. Interdependence also bred tensions
which weighed heavily on children, and in
response, the young sometimes chose—or were
forced—to strike out on their own. Step-
relations, so common in this period, were a
particular source of bad feelings. Two brothers
whotn a charity visitor found sleeping in the
streets explained that they had left their mother
when she moved in with another man after
their father deserted her. If natural parents
died, step-parents might be particularly force-
ful about sending children “on their own
hook.” “We haven’t got no father nor mother,”
testified a twelve-year-old wanderer of himself
and his younger brother. Their father, a shoe-
maker, had remarried when their mother died;
when he died, their stepmother moved away
and left them, “and they could not find out
anything more about her.”

Moreover, the difficulties for all, children
and adults, of finding work in these years of
endemic underemployment created a kind of
half-way orphanage. Parents emigrating from
New York could place their boys in apprentice-
ships which subsequently collapsed and cast
the children on their own for a living. The
parents of one boy, for example, left him at
work in a printing. office when they moved to
Toronto. Soon after they left, he was thrown
out of work; to support himself he lived on the
streets and worked as an errand boy, news boy,
and bootblack. Similarly, adolescents whose
parents had left them in unpleasant or intolera-
ble situations simply struck out on their own.
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A widow boarded her son with her sister when
she went into service; the boy ran away when
his aunt “licked him.” Thus a variety of cir-
cumstances could be concealed in the category
of the street “orphan.”

All these customs of childhood and work

among the laboring poor were reasons for the
presence of children, girls and boys, in the
public life of the city, a presence which reform-
ers passionately denounced. Children and par-
ents alike had their uses for the streets. For
adults, the streets allowed their dependents to
contribute to their keep, crucial to making ends
meet in the household economy. For girls and
boys, street life provided a way to meet deeply
ingrained family obligations. This is not to
romanticize their lives. If the streets provided a
way to meet responsibilities, it was a hard and
bitter, even a cruel one. Still, children of the
laboring classes lived and labored in a complex
geography, which reformers of the poor per-
ceived only as a stark tableau of pathology
and vice.

To what degree did their judgments of
children redound on women? Although reform-
ers included both sexes in their indictments,
women were by implication more involved.
First, poverty was especially likely to afflict
women. To be the widow, deserted wife, or
orphaned daughter of a laboring man, even a
prosperous artisan, was to be poor; female self-
support was synonymous with indigence. The
number of self-supporting women, including
those with children, was high in midcentury
New York: in the 1855 census report for two
neighborhoods, nearly 60 percent of six hun-
dred working women sampled had no adult
male in the household. New York’s largest
charity reported in 1858 that it aided 27 per-
cent more women than men. For women in
such straits, children’s contributions to the
family income were mandatory. As a New
York magistrate had written in 1830: “of the
children brought before me for pilfering, nine
out of ten are those whose fathers are dead,
and who live with their mothers.” Second,
women were more responsible than men for

children, both from the perspective of reform-
ers and within the reality of the laboring
family. Mothering, as the middle class saw it,
was an expression of female identity, rather

. than a construction derived from present and
past social conditions. Thus the supposedly
neglectful ways of laboring mothers reflected.

badly not only on their character as parents,
but also on their very identity as women.
When not depicted as timid or victimized, poor
women appeared as unsavory characters in the
annals of reformers: drunken, abusive, o, in
one of the most memorable descriptions,
“sickly-looking, deformed by over work. ..
weak and sad-faced.” Like prostitutes, mothers
of street children became a kind of half-sex in
the eyes of reformers, outside the bounds of
humanity by virtue of their inability or unwill-
ingness to replicate the innate abilities of true
womanhood. :

REFORMERS AND FAMILY LIFE

In the 1850s, the street activities of the poor,
especially those of children, became the focus
of a distinct reform politics in New York. The
campaign against the streets, one element in a
general cultural offensive against the laboring
classes which evangelical groups had carried
on since the 1830s, was opened in 1849 by
Police Chief Matsell’s report to the public on
juvenile delinquency. In the most hyperbolic
rhetoric, he described a “deplorable and grow-
ing evil” spreading through the streets. “I
allude to the constantly increasing number
of vagrants, idle and vicious children of both
sexes, who infest our public thoroughfares.”
Besides alerting New York’s already exist-
ing charities to the presence of the dangerous
classes, Matsell’s expose affected a young Yale
seminarian, Charles Loring Brace, just returned
from a European tour and immersed in his new
vocation of city missionary. Matsell’s alarmed
observations coalesced with what Brace had
learned from his own experiences working
with boys in the city mission. Moved to
act, Brace in 1853 founded the CAS, a
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charity which concerned itself with all poor
children, but especially with street “orphans.”
Throughout the 1850s, the CAS carried on the
work Matsell had begun, documenting and
publicizing the plight of street children. In large
measure because of its efforts, the “evil” of the
streets became a central element in the reform
analysis of poverty and a focus of broad
concern in New York.

Matsell, Brace, and the New York philan-
thropists with whom they associated formed—
like their peers in other northeastern cities
—closely connected network of secular and
moral reformers. Unlike philanthropists in the
early nineteenth century, who partook of an
older attitude of tolerance to the poor and of
the providential inevitability of poverty, mid-
Victorians were optimistic that poverty could
be abolished by altering the character of their
almoners as workers, citizens, and family
members. The reformers of the streets were
directly concerned with the latter. In their
efforts to teach the working poor the virtues of
the middle-class home as a means of self-help,
they laid the ideological and programmatic
groundwork for a sustained intervention in
working-class family life.

There were, then, greater numbers of chil-
dren in the New York streets after 1845, and
their activities were publicized as never before.
Faced with an unprecedented crisis of poverty
in the city, reformers fastened on their presence
as a cause rather than a symptom of impover-
ishment. The reformers’ idea that the curse of
poor children lay in the childrearing methods
of their parents moved toward the center of
their analysis of the etiology of poverty, replac-
ing older notions of divine will. In the web
of images of blight and disease which not
only reflected but also shaped the midcentury
understanding of poverty, the tenement house
was the “parent of constant disorders, and the
nursery of increasing vices,” but real parents
were the actual agents of crime. In opposition
to the ever more articulate and pressing claims
of New York’s organized working men, this
first generation of “experts” on urban poverty

averred that familial relations rather than
industrial capitalism were responsible for the
misery which any clear-headed New Yorker
could see was no transient state of affairs. One

_of the principal pieces of evidence of “the

ungoverned appetites, bad habits, and vices”
of laboring-class parents was the fact that they
sent their offspring out to the streets to earn
their keep.

The importance of domesticity to the
reformers’ own class identity fostered this shift

of attention from individual moral shortcom-.

ings to the family structure of a class. For these
middle-class city dwellers, the home was not
simply a place of residence; it was a focus of
social life and a central element of class-
consciousness, based on specific conceptions
of femininity and childrearing. There, secluded
from the stress of public life, women could
devote themselves to directing the moral and
ethical development of their families. There,
protected from the evils of the outside world,
the young could live out their childhoods in

. innocence, freed from the necessity of labor,

cultivating their moral and intellectual
faculties. ,

From this vantage point, the laboring
classes appeared gravely deficient. When char-
ity visitors, often ladies themselves, entered

the households of working people, they saw a

domestic sparseness which contradicted their
deepest beliefs about what constituted a

morally sustaining family life. “[Their] ideas of -

domestic comfort and standard of morals, are
far below our own,” wrote the Association for
Improving the Condition of the Poor (AICP).
The urban poor had intricately interwoven
family lives, but they had no homes. Middle-
class people valued family privacy and inti-
macy: among the poor, they saw a promiscuous
sociability, an “almost fabulous gregarious-
ness.” They believed that the moral training of
children depended on protecting them within
the home; in poor neighborhoods, they saw
children encouraged to labor in the streets. The
harshness and intolerance with which midcen-
tury reformers viewed the laboring classes can
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be partly explained by the disparity between
these two ‘ways of family life. “Homes—in the
better sense—they never know,” declared one
investigating committee; the children “gradu-

ate in every kind of vice known in that curious

school which trains them—the public street.”
The AICP scoffed at even using the word:
“Homes . . . if it is not a mockery to give that
hallowed name to the dark, filthy hovels where
many of them dwell.” To these middle-class
women and men, the absence of home life was
not simply due to the uncongenial physical cir-
cumstances of the tenements, nor did it indi-
cate the poor depended upon another way of
organizing their family lives. Rather, the home-
lessness of this “multitude of half-naked, dirty,
and leering children” signified an absence of
parental love, a neglect of proper childrearing
which was entwined in the habits and values of
the laboring classes.

MIDDLE-CLASS WOMEN AND THE
CHILDREN'S AID SOCIETY

Rather than encouraging girls to break away
from their families, the ladies sought the oppo-
site: to create among the urban laboring classes
a domestic life of their own. They aimed to
mold future wives and mothers of a reformed
working class: women who would be imbued
with a belief in the importance of domesticity
and capable of patterning their homes and
family lives on middle-class standards.

It was this strategy of change which would
eventually dominate attempts to reform work-
ing-class children. The ladies envisioned homes
which would reorganize the promiscuously
sociable lives of the poor under the aegis of
a new, “womanly” working-class woman. In
the CAS industrial schools .and Lodging-
House, girls recruited off the streets learned the
arts of plain sewing, cooking, and houseclean-
ing, guided by the precept celebrated by cham-
pions of women’s domestic mission that
“nothing was so honorable as industrious
bouse-work.” These were skills which both

- prepared them for waged employment in seam-

stressing and domestic service and outfitted
them for homes of their own: as the ladies
proudly attested after several years of work,
their students entered respectable married life
as well as honest employment. “Living in
homes reformed through their influence,” the
married women carried on their female mission
reformers by proxy. A

Similarly, the women reformers instituted
meetings to convert the mothers of their stu-
dents to a new relationship to household and
children. Classes taught the importance of
sobriety, neat appearance, and sanitary house-
keeping: the material basis for virtuous moth-
erhood and a proper home. Most important,
the ladies stressed the importance of keeping
children off the streets and sending them to
school. Here, they found their pupils particu-
latly recalcitrant. Mothers persisted in keeping
children home to work and cited economic
reasons when their benefactresses upbraided
them. The CAS women, however, considered
the economic rationale a pretense for the
exploitation of children and the neglect of their
moral character. “The larger ones were needed
to ‘mind’ the baby,” lady volunteers sardon-
ically reported, “or go out begging for clothes .
.. and the little ones, scarcely bigger than the
baskets on their arms, must be sent out
for food, or chips, or cinders.” The Mother’s
Meetings tried, however unsuccessfully, to
wean away laboring women from such cus-
tomary practices to what the ladies believed to
be a more nurturant and moral mode of family
life: men at work, women at home, children
inside.

In contrast to the male reformers [of the
CAS], the women of the society tried to create
an intensified private life within New York
itself, to enclose children within tenements and
schools rather than to send them away or
incarcerate them in asylums. There is a new,
optimistic vision of city life implied in their
work. With the establishment of the home
across class lines, a renewed city could emerge,
its streets free for trade and respectable prome-
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nades, and emancipated from the inconve-

niences of pickpockets and thieves, the affronts
of prostitutes. and hucksters, the myriad
offenses of working-class mores and poverty.
The “respectable” would control and dominate
public space as they had never before. The city
would itself become an asylum on a grand
scale, an environment which embodied the

GLOSSARY

eighteenth-century virtues of reason and pro-
gress, the nineteenth-century virtues of industry
and domesticity. And as would befit a city for
the middle class, boundaries between public

.and private life would be clear: the public
space of the metropolis would be the precinct:

of men, the private space of the home, that
of women and children.

Magdalene Society: A middle-class reform society which sought to reform prostitutes, provide them
with alternative occupations,.and thus end prostitution in the early United States.

Charles Dickens  English novelist noteworthy for his portrayal of the lives of the poor.

(1812-1870):

IMPLICATIONS

Many historians have argued that middle-class
men and women of the antebellum era engaged
in a wide range of reform movements because
they were fearful of the poverty and lack of
“morality” that seemed rampant in American
society. In order to protect themselves and their
position in society, middle-class reformers at-

tempted to impose their own values on work-
ing- and lower-class Americans. Why do you
think middle-class reformers were so uncon-
cerned about the views of working-class moth-
ers? What do you see as the basic conflict
between middle-class women and their work-
ing-class counterparts in the antebellum era?



