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“From the ‘almshouses’ of the early 18th century to the itinerant workfare approaches of the 21st 
century, the authors present a graphic and illuminating chronicle of poverty and homelessness in 
New York City, and the sometimes flawed and misguided rationale behind the many policy efforts 
to eradicate it. Those interested in reading a quintessential history of family poverty in New York 
City need look no further. The Poor Among Us is replete with examples warning us of continued 
poverty, unless we are willing to finally confront it head-on, and scale up investments that help the 
poorest among us achieve economic stability.” 

— David R. Jones, Esq., President and CEO 
Community Service Society of New York

  

Conditions that perpetuate homelessness and poverty today have deep roots in America’s past. In The 
Poor Among Us: A History of Family Poverty and Homelessness in New York City, Ralph da Costa Nunez 
and Ethan G. Sribnick explore the world of New York’s poor children and families, from the era of 
European settlements to the present day: their physical and social environments, the causes of their 
poverty, and the institutions and social movements that evolved to improve and regulate their lives. 
This comprehensive history examines the successes and failures of past efforts to reduce poverty and 
homelessness, providing the historical context that is often lacking in contemporary policy debates. 

More than 100 photographs, etchings, and maps bring the reader face-to-face with the realities of 
poverty and homelessness. 
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science from Columbia University, where he is also a professor at the School of International and 
Public Affairs. 

Ethan G. Sribnick, PhD, is a senior research associate at the Institute for Children, Poverty, and 
Homelessness. He is a published historian with expertise in child welfare and public policy and holds 
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Introduction

On February 12, 1834 Bridget McPhalen and her two sons, four-year-old Patrick and 
one-year-old John, made the trip uptown to Twenty-first Street, then the outer limits of 
New York City. Here they entered Bellevue, a complex of buildings along the East River 
surrounded on three sides by ominous eleven-foot walls. One massive bluestone struc-
ture, the largest building in the city, dominated the campus. This was New York City’s 
public almshouse, the destination for McPhalen and her young children, who sought shel-
ter from the cold winter. McPhalen, a forty-year-old Irish immigrant, told the managers 
of the almshouse that she was married; her husband had either gone to look for work or 
abandoned his family. McPhalen and her children resided in the almshouse through the 
winter and spring before being discharged on July 24, 1834.1 

On January 14, 2002 Jackie Fuller and her two children, sixteen-year-old Shanna and 
twelve-year-old Darian, made the long trek from the East New York section of Brooklyn, 
where they had been living with relatives in an overcrowded apartment, to the Bronx. 
They carried their possessions in three suitcases, their destination a nondescript single-
story brick building on 151st Street. Arriving that evening, Fuller and her family entered 
the bright, windowless rooms of the Emergency Assistance Unit (EAU), the city’s intake 
center for homeless families. A forty-four-year-old, black New York City native, Fuller 
had recently returned from Memphis, where she had lived and worked since 1994. As she 
explained to the workers at the EAU, Fuller’s marriage had dissolved, and, unable to find 
work, she could not afford housing for her family. After spending that night in a facility 
in the Bronx, the family received temporary placement in a studio apartment in a dilapi-
dated building on Ocean Avenue in Brooklyn. They would remain there for over a month 
before the city notified them that they were eligible for placement in a private, nonprofit 
transitional shelter.2 

The stories of the McPhalens and the Fullers are separated by 168 years and a host  
of other differences. The world of modern New York City in which Jackie Fuller lived 
would have been unimaginable for Bridget McPhalen. The barrier of race might make  
it difficult for the white, Irish McPhalens to identify with the black Fullers. The termi-
nology used to discuss these families in their own times would also be different; the 
McPhalens were “paupers,” the Fullers a “homeless family.” The roles of city, state, and 
local government in these two eras might also create divergent sets of expectations for  
the two families. Yet, for all that changed, the experiences of these families—both 
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headed by single mothers appealing to the city for shelter, for their very survival—were 
strikingly similar. 

This book asks why these similarities exist. Why, after all this time, are there still 
families, like the Fullers, unable to afford basic human necessities, including housing? 
The answer is to be found in the complex mix of economic, social, and structural forces 
responsible for the development of New York City as it exists today. Only by examining 
the experiences of poor families within the context of New York’s growth can we come to 
understand what has changed and what has not. This book examines the continuity and 
change that define the story of New York’s most destitute families—from the beginnings 
of the city, in the 1620s, to the present. The purpose of this examination is twofold. First, 
in a time when New York has some 10,000 homeless families with children, this book 
provides a deep investigation of how we got to this point, uncovering the series of circum-
stances that led to this sad state. Second, it describes the experience of family poverty in 
the past and in the present, explaining what has driven families into poverty, what institu-
tions they have turned to for support, and which policies and thinkers have influenced 
the structure of their lives. It is at the level of the family, and the individuals who make up 
families, that this sense of continuity and change becomes clear.

Few have explored the dynamic of family poverty—as distinct from individual 
poverty—over such a long period. This book does so in a single locale, New York City.3 
Poverty has existed in New York as long as, if not longer than, it has anywhere in the 
United States. And today, New York confronts family poverty and homelessness in greater 
numbers than any other community in the country. Over its long history New York has 
served as a laboratory in the experimental efforts to confront the problems of poverty 
and homelessness. Many of the ideas for fighting family poverty either originated in New 
York City or reached their fullest expression in this great metropolis. This book looks to 
examine the history of New York City as a model for understanding urban family poverty 
in the United States.

The Poor Among Us examines the experiences of poor families across eight distinct eras. 
In each of these periods, a particular constellation of economic, intellectual, and institution-
al forces transformed the lives of these families. Put another way, the experience of family 
poverty was and is dependent upon economics—the nature of the New York economy and 
the cycle of expansion and contraction; ideas—conceptions of what caused poverty and how 
best to ameliorate it; and institutions—which public and private entities helped provide for 
the poor. In each of these areas, a clear pattern of continuity and change demonstrates how, 
in so many ways, family poverty is very different today from what it was in the past—and 
how, at the same time, there are experiences that are essentially the same.
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Economic Forces

New York, with its deep, protected harbor, became active first in the trade economy, 
creating great instability for those who worked in the ports, due to the seasonal nature 
of the work and the varying value of goods being transported around the world. In the 
nineteenth century, trade gave way to manufacturing, increasing the number of jobs for 
unskilled workers but also creating a labor market with marked uncertainty. In good times 
work was plentiful, but during the many economic downturns of the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries, work disappeared. Each of these recessions and depressions had deep costs 
for families with fewer resources. Shops and factories closed. Particular industries disap-
peared. The loss of work sent families spiraling into poverty. In the late twentieth century, 
manufacturing in New York became unprofitable and was replaced by a service economy. 
This transformation created widespread economic suffering for those families who could 
not find work at decent wages.

During these cycles of boom and bust, New York continued to grow. From a small 
Dutch outpost of fewer than 1,000 people on the southern tip of Manhattan, New York 
blossomed into a city of more than eight million, covering 301 square miles over five bor-
oughs. A good economy in New York has frequently acted as a magnet, pulling in people 
from around the world. Irish and German immigrants dominated this process for much 
of the nineteenth century. Italians and Eastern European Jews arrived in large numbers in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Beginning in the 1920s blacks, both mi-
grants from the American South and immigrants from the Caribbean, flowed into the city. 
After World War II these groups were joined by a massive influx of Puerto Ricans. Since 
the 1970s immigrants from Asia, Central and South America, Africa, and Eastern Europe 
have transformed New York’s neighborhoods and places of work. When the economy 
has soured, these successive waves of transplants have largely remained anchored in New 
York, riding out the economic storm. The result has been broad shifts in the ethnicity of 
poor and homeless families, from Irish and German, to Italian and Jewish, to black and 
Puerto Rican, to an ever more diverse mix.

Intellectual Forces

The shifting interpretations among New York’s public and private leaders concerning the 
causes of poverty have had deep implications for poor families. The dominant belief for 
most of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was that poverty stemmed from flaws in 
the poor themselves. These shortcomings could be religious: a lack of piety on the part of 
the poor family. Or they could be behavioral: a family could be the victim of its own laziness 
and indolence. Or they could be habitual: poverty could be based in drunkenness or other 
immoral tendencies. Public and private efforts to ameliorate poverty through the nineteenth 
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century comprised attempts to reform the poor through a mix of religion and punitive mea-
sures so that they could better provide for their families. 

The Depression of 1893 and the response of a new generation of reformers, in what 
became known as the Progressive Era, challenged this earlier perspective. Progressives 
observed that structural economic factors, such as economic downturns, often created 
poverty, and that the environments in which the poor lived and worked perpetuated their 
poverty, while also making these families vulnerable to physical dangers and deadly disease. 
These new ideas were reflected in a series of measures to assist the poor in the early twenti-
eth century and, during the Great Depression, in the legislation that created the American 
welfare state. In the late twentieth century, however, the framework of this welfare state came 
under attack as reforms, echoing the beliefs of the nineteenth century, attempted to alter the 
behavior of the poor and create strong incentives for them to enter the workforce.

Changing perceptions of childhood have played a large role in shaping policies and 
organizations’ actions on behalf of poor families. In the 1830s, with the emergence of 
middle-class notions of childhood as a separate stage of development in need of protection, 
the precarious lives of poor children first became a concern. That in turn catalyzed efforts to 
remove children from institutions such as the almshouse, to make institutions for children 
more “homelike,” to find substitute homes for poor children who lacked supervision, to end 
child labor, and to build public playgrounds. Even today the desire to provide the best op-
portunity for children—especially poor children—influences the direction of social policy.

Interpretations of the causes of family poverty have also been closely related to 
discussions of housing. Today we would call New York’s most destitute families—such as 
the Fullers—homeless families. In previous eras no such term existed. Concern about the 
homes of the poor first arose in the 1840s, when an epidemic of children working and liv-
ing on the street gave great urgency to the issue. Reformers, such as Charles Loring Brace, 
became concerned not only about whether children had roofs over their heads, but also 
whether they had appropriate “homes” to provide them with an idyllic childhood. Over 
the late nineteenth century, however, homelessness came to refer not to children or fami-
lies, but almost exclusively to single men. At the same time, reformers began to focus on 
the shortcomings in housing for the poor. A series of laws, culminating in the Tenement 
House Act of 1901, helped ameliorate the worst aspects of poor sanitation and overcrowd-
ing in poor people’s housing. But such laws did little to help poor families find decent and 
affordable homes. Urban-renewal projects often simply pushed poor families to the edges 
of the city. Even public housing provided only a small number of units for the poorest 
New Yorkers. This dearth of housing for the city’s most destitute families came to a head 
in the 1980s, when thousands appealed to the city each year for shelter, ushering in an era 
of family homelessness that continues today.
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Institutional Forces

From the beginning, providing for New York’s poor and homeless families was a joint public 
and private venture. Religious congregations, some charged with a public duty, became 
the first institutions to take on poverty. As a system of public municipal relief developed, 
churches and synagogues remained as providers for the poor. The balance between private 
and public efforts has shifted over time. After the construction of the first municipal alms-
house, in 1736, the city came to play a more dominant role in the provision of relief for poor 
families, both within the poorhouse and for families within their own homes. New, private 
organizations that developed in the nineteenth century, such as the Society for the Relief of 
Poor Widows with Small Children, were motivated by a desire to keep families out of the 
almshouse, which they viewed as a danger to the souls of upstanding individuals. The nine-
teenth century saw a proliferation of nominally private institutions that often served a public 
function and received public support. These included, in particular, institutions for children, 
such as the House of Refuge and the Colored Orphans’ Asylum. One of the most influential 
private organizations of the nineteenth century, however, was strongly anti-institutional in 
its approach. The Children’s Aid Society worked to place children in private homes rather 
than institutions. Catholic and Jewish organizations took the opposite approach, setting up 
massive congregate institutions to help provide for the children of their coreligionists. 

Meanwhile, public-assistance rolls continued to grow over most of the nineteenth 
century, as the city, controlled by political machines, saw the appeal to voters of a gener-
ous system of relief. In reaction, in 1876 reformers successfully cut off all cash relief in 
New York City. From that time until 1931, virtually all relief in New York was private, 
mostly under the supervision of New York’s powerful Charity Organization Society. That 
trend was upended during the Great Depression, when the state and then national govern-
ment joined with the city in a new commitment to take public responsibility for the poor. 
The late twentieth century saw a revival of efforts to use private organizations to provide 
for poor and homeless families; still, as in the past, these are largely partnerships in which 
the ultimate responsibility for New York’s neediest lies with the public.

Much of the narrative in this book is told at a macro level, demonstrating how economic, intellec- 
tual, and institutional forces shaped the lives of poor families. But the book’s ultimate focus is ex- 
periential, concerned with explaining how individuals fared amid these forces. At the heart of every  
family is a child or children. These children, who frequently experienced the worst suffering, most  
often caught the interest of reformers hoping to improve the lives of the poor. Today, with a city and  
nation still suffering an epidemic of childhood poverty, it is important that we better understand the 
history of such children and the costs of poverty in their fragile lives. The stories of children from 
the past—such as those in the McPhalen and Fuller families—are the ones this book proudly tells.
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