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“Helping Ourselves: Disaster Relief and the Origins of the American Welfare State”

This paper, which is part of a chapter in my forthcoming book, Helping Ourselves: Disaster Relief and the Origins of the American Welfare State, examines the development of the idea among ordinary people, social workers, lawyers, judges, and legislators that there was an entitlement to federal redistribution under certain circumstances during the period 1910-1930.  I examine claims for farm debt relief, European famine relief following WWI, relief following the San Francisco earthquake and fire, and various other cases and show how figures such as Grace and Edith Abbott, William Howard Taft, and a variety of Senators and members of Congress argued strenuously that the history of disaster relief prior to the Progressive Era firmly established an entitlement to government aid when claimants had experienced losses through no fault of their own. The prevalence of these arguments is quite striking, particularly when viewed against the dominant historical account that this was a period in which Progressives eschewed federal redistributive programs due to their tendency toward corruption and manipulation by parties.  Instead, I show that although these claims to entitlement were not always successful during 
the Progressive period, the view that disaster relief was a core part of the social contract between the citizen and the federal government became entrenched in public discourse at this time such that it easily formed the basis for the later defense of the 1930s expansion of the welfare state 
under FDR. 

