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Preface

his handbook is a collective effort to produce a

state-of-the-art review and assessment of schol-

arly research on the nonprofit sector. Over the past

ten years or so, public attention to and scholarly

analysis of the voluntary sector have increased
substantially. The range of services and activities provided,
in part or exclusively, by nonprofit organizations has ex-
panded, and public awareness of the importance of non-
profits appears to have grown commensurately. Some of the
stimulus for scholarly inquiry on the voluntary sector was
generated by the Commission on Private Philanthropy and
Public Needs (referred to as the Filer Commission, after its
chairman, John Filer). These research papers provided
scholars and policymakers with a baseline knowledge, circa
the mid-1970s, of the scope and operations of the nonprofit
sector. More recently, scholars have been attracted to the
study of nonprofits because of a growing recognition of their
many unique organizational attributes. Moreover, these fea-
tures—often analytically fascinating in their own right—
cast in sharp relief the different roles played by government
and the private sector. This body of research has now grown
to the point that a stocktaking seems in order; thus the
decision to produce this handbook was made.

The majority of the contributors to this volume have been
associated with the Program on Non-Profit Organizations, an
interdisciplinary research program based at the Institution for
Social and Policy Studies at Yale University. It is under the
program’s auspices that the handbook appears, and it is the
program’s support of scholarly debate and inquiry that has
made the volume possible. The program began in 1976 with
the goals of studying the role, character, organization, and
impact of the voluntary sector in the United States and abroad
and of building a substantial body of information, analysis,
and theory relating to nonprofit organizations. It has engaged
approximately 150 scholars, at Yale and many other institu-
tions, as participants in this research agenda. They come
from a wide spectrum of academic disciplines—all the social

Xi

sciences, history, law, and medicine—and their efforts have
produced numerous working papers, journal articles, chap-
ters, and books. This healthy output, however, is not readily
accessible: there is no single compendium that summarizes
the research of program-affiliated scholars, as well as the
work of many others, not affiliated with the program, who
have been studying the voluntary sector.

The purpose of this handbook, then, is to build a solid
foundation under the burgeoning field of multidisciplinary
scholarship on the nonprofit sector. We have attempted to
meet this goal in a volume that we hope will be widely used
by scholars who teach and conduct research on nonprofit
organizations and by practitioners who work in or advise
nonprofits. The authors have prepared chapters that speak
both to scholars in their own disciplines and to others who
may be unfamiliar with the author’s disciplinary language
and assumptions. This is by no means an easy task for an
academic, but many of the contributors have succeeded ad-
mirably.

The authors present a thorough and realistic appraisal of
current knowledge in their respective fields; moreover, they
provide integrative frameworks that will help readers inter-
pret previous research on the subject. They have emphasized
issues of importance and persistence so that these chapters
will remain salient for many years. But we also want the
essays to provoke debate and stimulate new lines of research;
in doing so they will, in a sense, hasten their own obsoles-
cence. Our aims are to pinpoint those issues and problems of
the nonprofit sector that require more research and theory
development and to highlight the unresolved challenges that
face nonprofit managers and their staffs and thus demand the
attention of policymakers.

The handbook is organized into six parts and twenty-four
chapters. Part I of the volume offers an overview of the
nonprofit sector. Peter Hall maps the changing terrain of the
sector, providing a backdrop that allows us to see how the
environment of the nonprofit sector has evolved over the past
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two hundred years. Henry Hansmann and James Douglas
introduce us to the two disciplines—economics and politi-
cal science—that have contributed the most to our theoretical
understanding of the reasons for the existence of the non-
profit sector. Gabriel Rudney presents a much-needed em-
pirical survey of the size and scope of the nonprofit sector.
The second section of the volume deals with the relationship
of the voluntary sector to government and private enterprise.
John Simon gives us a comprehensive analysis of the theory
and practice of federal and state tax treatment of nonprofits.
Lester Salamon draws our attention to the fact that many
government-funded services are actually delivered by non-
profit organizations. Turning from the role of the state to that
of the private sector, Richard Steinberg shows us the various
ways in which nonprofits differ from private firms as well as
the ways in which they resemble and compete with them.

The third part of the volume focuses on crucial organiza-
tional and management issues. Melissa Middleton looks at
the governance role played by nonprofit boards of directors.
Rosabeth Kanter and David Summers tackle the thorny ques-
tion of effectiveness: what standards of success or failure are
available to an organization to which the more conventional
standards of market and ballot do not apply? Dennis Young
addresses the role of leadership and the unique problems and
opportunities for entrepreneurial management that are af-
forded by nonprofit organizations. Rebecca Freidkin and 1
examine the literature on organizational change and discern
some of the critical factors that have been responsible for
changes in the missions and goals of nonprofit organizations.

The functions of the nonprofit sector are many and varied.
The chapters constituting part IV by no means exhaust the
range of activities and services that are undertaken or offered
by nonprofits. Rather, we have chosen to focus on what we
regard as the core functions—that is, the activities in which
nonprofits play either a preponderant or a particularly vital
role (and, secondarily, on which sufficient research has been
carried out to justify a review). One of the most helpful
features of these chapters is their comparative institutional
focus. Paul DiMaggio looks at both popular and high culture
and accounts for the differential presence of nonprofit and
for-profit organizations in these areas. Theodore Marmor,
Mark Schlesinger, and Richard Smithey discuss the contri-
bution of nonprofits to health care and contrast this effort
with that of public and for-profit health care providers.
Daniel Levy compares public and private educational institu-
tions in the United States and abroad with specific attention to
their differences in focus and scope. Ralph Kramer gives us a
thorough assessment of the role played by nonprofits in
delivering personal social services. Carl Milofsky examines
the key features of community-based nonprofits. Craig
Jenkins addresses the role of nonprofit social movements in
the political process and suggests under what circumstances
nonprofits play a vital advocacy role.

The fifth part of the handbook deals with the fundamental
issue of financing. Here we are concerned with basic ques-
tions about the nature and scope of charity and patronage.

Christopher Jencks does a marvelous job of pulling together
various data sources in order to ascertain who gives what to
the nonprofit sector. His focus is on individual contributions
of money; more research on the donation of time and services
is sorely needed. Michael Useem looks at the role played by
private corporations in supporting the voluntary sector, a role
that is growing rapidly in importance as government contri-
butions to nonprofits have either remained stable or declined.
Paul Ylvisaker addresses the substantial power and influence
that foundations have over other nonprofit organizations.
Useem and Ylvisaker discern important patterns in corporate
and foundation giving. In both cases, a small number of
organizations dominates grant giving. The authors suggest
ways in which the pluralism of the voluntary sector may be
harmed by this dominance as well as ways in which this
degree of influence affords special opportunities. In response
to increased competition for, and decreased availability of,
sources of financial support, many nonprofits have turned
their efforts to generating their own income. These attempts
at producing earned income have met with mixed success:
some fail and thereby weaken the organization’s financial
base, whereas others bring in healthy revenues but harm the
organization’s reputation and even threaten its tax-exempt
status. Ed Skloot examines a number of cases of nonprofit
entrepreneurship. He analyzes the ingredients that are neces-
sary for success and illustrates the potential obstacles that
cause many ventures to fail.

The last part of the handbook represents a foray into the
important question of the role played by the nonprofit sector
in other industrialized nations and in developing countries.
The United States can be distinguished from all other so-
cieties (save, perhaps, for Israel) by the size of the work load
it assigns to its voluntary nonprofit sector. Yet we do not
understand why the United States is exceptional in this re-
gard, nor have we devoted sufficient attention to studying the
scope and dimensions of the nonprofit sector abroad. Estelle
James, who knows a good deal more about these issues than
anyone else, provides us with several answers to the question
of the comparative vitality of the nonprofit sector. For exam-
ple, she finds that the roles played by organized religion and
cultural heterogeneity are critical in explaining the presence
of the nonprofit sector. In the following chapter, we move
from global comparisons to a specific region. Helmut An-
heier, supplementing the literature with his field research,
gives us insights into the operations of indigenous voluntary
associations in West Africa. The final chapter, by Avner
Ben-Ner, deals with producer cooperatives, that is, worker-
owned firms, which exist in varying numbers in many cap-
italist societies. There are, to be sure, many variants on this
type of organizational form (for example, worker-owned
service firms like taxicab companies; consumer coopera-
tives; and mutual benefit life insurance and savings and loan
associations). These different types of organizational ar-
rangements point to the need for more comparative re-
search—particularly cross-national, but also across sectors
and across different forms of organization. The chapters in
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part VI provide an important foothold on this territory. We
hope others will join us in enhancing our knowledge and
understanding of these key topics.

Producing this handbook entailed a great deal of work—
and not just on the part of the authors, the advisory editors, or
myself. Several people whose names do not appear on the
title page or the table of contents played a major role in this
large project. It was a task that at times seemed overwhelm-
ing. But the advice and helpful blue pencil of our editor,
Gladys Topkis, was a steadying source of support. Luisa
Dato did a marvelous job in helping to manage the project—

keeping track of authors and their chapters, staying in touch
with the contributors, and urging them to the swift comple-
tion of their work. Cecile Watters copyedited the entire
manuscript—an unenviable task she performed with both
skill and speed. Finally, we are indebted to the Lilly Endow-
ment, Inc., whose generous grant supported the production
of this volume.

Walter W. Powell

New Haven, Connecticut
May 1986
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A Historical Overview of the
Private Nonprofit Sector

PETER DOBKIN HALL

istorians have tended to ignore the nonprofit

sector. The existing scholarship examines only

particular fields (education, health care, social

welfare, the professions, philanthropy), the

development of specific institutions, and the
lives of individuals prominent in nonprofit areas. But little of
the literature deals meaningfully with nonprofit institutions
as a distinctive sector of activity. Thus I will draw on this
research, fragmentary as it is, to delineate a historical model
of the origins and development of the nonprofit sector in the
United States and its relation to the for-profit and public
sectors.

I define a nonprofit organization as a body of individuals
who associate for any of three purposes: (1) to perform public
tasks that have been delegated to them by the state; (2) to
perform public tasks for which there is a demand that neither
the state nor for-profit organizations are willing to fulfill; or
(3) to influence the direction of policy in the state, the for-
profit sector, or other nonprofit organizations.

Nonprofit organizations exist under a particular combina-
tion of ideological, political, social, and economic condi-
tions that are, in turn, the products of a unique set of histor-
ical experiences. Ideologically, the nonprofit organization
and its supporters see the will of the state as the collective will
of the individuals who compose it. Politically, this view that
sovereignty resides in the people is expressed institutionally
in such legislative forms as grants of incorporation, tax
exemptions, and tax regulations providing incentives to indi-
viduals to make donations to nonprofit organizations; it is
expressed through such juridical devices as the creation of
equity jurisdiction, which facilitates private collective action
by permitting the allocation and administration of property

This research has been supported by grants from the Exxon Educa-
tion Foundation, the Teagle Foundation, the American Council of
Learned Societies, and the Program on Non-Profit Organizations, In-
stitution for Social and Policy Studies, Yale University.
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for future purposes. These ideological and political condi-
tions can exist only in a social context in which individuals
are socialized to responsible autonomy and the modes of
authority are geared to compliance rather than coercion.
Paralleling all three sets of conditions is an economic system
in which individuals’ financial resources and productive en-
ergies are subject to their discretionary disposal. The non-
profit sector is, then, a distinctive product of democracy and
capitalism.

With the exception of England, on whose legal precedents
and institutional experience Americans have drawn exten-
sively in creating their own institutions, no other nation has
depended so heavily as has the United States on private
nonprofit organizations for performing so many public ac-
tivities. Compelling testimony to this fact is that, as develop-
ing nations in this century have looked to developed coun-
tries for institutional models, their embryonic nonprofit
sectors have been based on American rather than British
examples.

THE PRIVATE NONPROFIT SECTOR IN
THE UNITED STATES, 1780-1844

Although the laws of corporations and of charitable trusts had
undergone extensive development in England before the end
of the eighteenth century, they had little impact on the colo-
nies. Because of their subsidiary status to the British crown,
colonial legislatures lacked the power to create corporations
(although they sometimes did). Because of the primitiveness
of legal conditions and the absence of a legal profession
before the mid-eighteenth century, equity, the jurisdiction
under which trusts are enforceable, was either ill understood
or, more often, entirely lacking. Many colonies, particularly
those in New England, expressed a pronounced hostility to
private corporations and to equity, which they associated
with the corruptions of the Stuart monarchy and the Church
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of England. As a result, few corporations existed in the
colonies before 1780. And their status was not firmly estab-
lished as for-profit or nonprofit, private or public.

The situation of Harvard College, the oldest corporation
in the colonies, illustrates well the ambiguous status of all
colonial corporations. Although possessing a charter and
thus technically private, it was governed by boards com-
posed of ministers of the state-established church and state
officials sitting in ex-officio capacities. Although it pos-
sessed an endowment made largely of donations and be-
quests from private individuals, much of its funding came
from periodic public appropriations. Moreover, it was re-
garded as a public institution. Early business corporations
such as the Massachusetts Bank (1783) were similarly am-
biguous in their status: their capital often consisted of com-
binations of public and private subscriptions; public repre-
sentatives often sat on their boards; the state reserved a right
to interfere with or abrogate their charters at will; extensive
justifications of their public utility were usually necessary to
persuade legislatures to grant their charters.

It was only, then, in the late eighteenth century, when
political and economic independence and cultural national-
ism impelled major changes in institutional life, that lawyers
and legislators began—in a fashion dictated largely by local
and regional concerns—to draw on the English legal and
organizational precedents of the previous two centuries.’

The five decades following the Revolution determined
how Americans would deliver educational and charitable
services. The Revolution itself left moot fundamentzl ques-
tions affecting the private exercise of public power. In New
England, the Revolution did not immediately alter traditional
conceptions of social and economic organization (Buel
1969). Nor did the displacement of the Tory elements of the
elite alter the conviction held by the privileged and appar-
ently assented to by the less so that the wealthy, learned, and
respectable were those to whom public responsibilities of
every sort were best entrusted. There was a movement for the
establishment of both what we would call private for-profit
corporations, beginning with the Massachusetts Bank in
1783 and continuing into the 1790s with the creation of
bridge, turnpike, and canal companies, and a host of non-
profit corporations such as medical societies (Hartz 1948;
Handlin & Handlin 1969; Hall 1973, 1982b). Although these
grants of incorporation were clearly delegations of power
from the state to groups of individuals for the performance of
public tasks, and although profits might accrue to some of
those who provided the capital, they were not conceived of as
private corporations in the modern sense (Davis 1917; Dodd
1960; Kutler 1971). Their charters were not perpetual, and as
their language makes clear, the corporations were created to
serve public purposes. Most important, legislatures made the
grants selectively to groups of individuals who, as long as
pre-Revolutionary conceptions of social authority remained
intact, were viewed more as public stewards than as private
profiteers.

Although Massachusetts, like many other former colo-

nies, wrote a new state constitution in 1780, the property
qualifications it specified both for voting and officeholding
were eloquent testimony to the successful grafting of the
Puritan conception of social corporatism onto a new com-
mercial mentality. The Revolution passed without a rejection
of the English laws governing the establishment of charities.
Although Massachusetts courts did not possess equity
powers (which posed a potential obstacle for the creation and
administration of charitable and testamentary trusts), this
defect was remedied by the legislature in 1819. In Connecti-
cut, the pre-Revolutionary social order and ideology re-
mained similarly unshaken by the war, though it differed
from Massachusetts. It retained its colonial charter and the
legislative acts that had proceeded from it (Purcell 1918), and
the status of charities remained unchanged. As in Mas-
sachusetts, the post-Revolutionary wave of corporation
building was entrusted to the elite. Favored by ideology,
legislation, juridical framework, and commercial resources,
the New England states led the new nation in incorporations
of both for-profit and nonprofit enterprises, with 60 percent
of incorporations as against 20 percent for the more populous
and wealthy mid-Atlantic states (New York, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, and Delaware) and 20 percent for the rela-
tively undeveloped states of the South and West (Davis 1917,
2:28).

Outside New England, institutional life was profoundly
changed by the Revolution. The end of royal government and
the establishment of state constitutions created the political
and legal conditions favorable to extensive corporate ac-
tivity. Butreligious and political heterogeneity placed almost
insurmountable obstacles in the way of for-profit and non-
profitincorporations. In Pennsylvania and New York, efforts
to obtain corporate charters became entangled not only in
jealousies among Anglicans, Quakers, Dutch Reformed, and
Presbyterians but also in conflicting interests between com-
mercial and agrarian sectors. Thus, as of 1800, the middle
states had granted only sixty-seven charters (to New En-
gland’s two hundred), only two more than the economically
backward and war-ravaged South. New York, moreover,
had repealed the Elizabethan Statute of Charitable Uses and
had, by the establishment of the University of the State of
New York (the Regents), placed the government of private
charitable and educational organizations within a political
structure of accountability (Whitehead 1973). This hostility
to private eleemosynary corporations was elaborated during
the next three decades, as the state legislature passed laws
that not only restricted the ability of testators to make be-
quests to endowed institutions but also required the institu-
tions to hold the size of their endowments within limits
specified by their charters. By 1830, New York surpassed
both Boston and Philadelphia in population and wealth. But
its philanthropic resources were scattered among a host of
competing institutions, none of them the equal of Harvard,
the Boston Atheneum, Massachusetts General Hospital, or
the Pennsylvania Hospital. Not until the 1890s, after a major
set of legal reforms, would New York City’s charitable and
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cultural organizations match its commercial eminence
(Ames 1913, 286ff.; Scott 1951, 251ff.).

The situation of nonprofit organizations in Pennsylvania
between 1780 and 1830 was complex and ambiguous. On the
one hand, as early as 1776, the new state government had
encouraged the incorporation of charities and protected the
rights of unincorporated ones—actions that were reaffirmed
in 1790 when the state revised its constitution (Wyllie 1959,
205-06; Miller 1961, 15—17). On the other hand, it deprived
its courts of the equity powers necessary for the enforcement
of charitable and testamentary trusts—vital elements in the
creation of institutional endowments (Hitchler & Liverant
1933, 156ff.). Individuals were free to create such trusts—
and many did—but the lack of institutional mechanisms for
their enforcement posed problems. As a Masachusetts court
had noted in 1804 (fifteen years before the legislature granted
it equity jurisdiction) in a case in which a trustee refused to
pay an annuity to a widow upon her remarriage even though
the annuity had not been subject to such a condition, *‘If this
conveyance was in trust, this court could not have compelled
the execution of it; and until the legislature shall think it
proper to give us further powers, we can do nothing on
subjects of that nature (1 Massachusetts Reports 204 [1804]).
This ambiguous juridical situation hardly encouraged the
growth of charitable endowments!

Finally, Pennsylvania’s diverse ethnic and religious
makeup mirrored New York’s in many respects. And al-
though the state did not go so far as to establish a governmen-
tal oversight body comparable to the Regents, intense politi-
cal and economic competition among Episcopalians,
Presbyterians, Quakers, and Lutherans, between English-
speaking and German-speaking groups, and between Jeffer-
sonians and Federalists led to a scattering of philanthropic
resources. Pennsylvania had many colleges by 1830, but
none remotely comparable to Harvard or Yale. Only in the
field of medicine, in which the Pennsylvania Hospital, along
with newer institutions like the Jefferson Medical College,
received broad charitable support, were the state’s early
nonprofits of major national significance.

The South, however, was the fountainhead of anticorpo-
rate legal doctrines (Hirchler 1939, 109—16; Miller 1961, 6—
8). Thomas Jefferson was hostile to corporations of any kind,
regarding them as unwarranted grants of public privilege and
property to private persons. Having repealed the Statute of
Charitable Uses in 1792, the Virginia legislature in 1801
seized all the properties owned by the recently disestablished
Episcopal church, turning them over to county overseers of
the poor for management (permitting them, however, to be
applied to the uses designated by their donors). By 1806, the
legislature had enacted a statute that provided that all prop-
erty given for charitable purposes was to be turned over to the
management of county overseers of the poor. Individuals
were free to make charitable gifts and bequests and were
assured by the statute that they would be used as directed, but
their management by political bodies could hardly have been
reassuring to the potentially benevolent. Between 1790 and

1830, the Old Dominion paralleled New York’s hostility to
private eleemosynary corporations, refusing to charter new
organizations and restricting the ability of individuals to
provide them with property by gift and bequest.

The divergent attitudes of the states on the status of
corporations and charitable trusts were necessarily reflected
at the federal level (Zollman 1924). Although there were no
federal statutes dealing with charities and corporations dur-
ing the early national period, by 1819 a number of crucial
cases were pending before the Supreme Court. The case of
Dartmouth College v. Woodward involved the right of the
state of New Hampshire to alter the charter of a private
corporation against the will of its trustees. In this decision
Chief Justice Marshall defined corporate charters as contracts
and barred unwarranted government interference in their
performance. Daniel Webster’s argument in favor of the
college emphasized not only the importance of protecting
private corporations from government interference but also
the nature of the bond between donors and the corporation:

The case before the court is not of ordinary importance,
nor of every-day occurrence. It affects not this college
only, but every college, and all literary institutions of
the country. They have flourished, hitherto, and have
become in a high degree respectable and useful to the
community. They have all a common principle of exis-
tence—the inviolability of their charters. It will be dan-
gerous, a most dangerous experiment, to hold these
institutions subject to the rise and fall of popular
parties, and the fluctuations of political opinions. If the
franchise may be at any time taken away, or impaired,
the property may also be taken away, or its use per-
verted. Benefactors will have no certainty of effecting
the object of their bounty; and learned men will be de-
terred from devoting themselves to the service of such
institutions, from the precarious title of their officers.
Colleges and halls will be deserted by better spirits, and
become a theater for the contention of politics. Party
and faction will be cherished in places consecrated to
piety and learning. The consequences are neither re-
mote nor possible only. They are certain and immedi-
ate. (4 Wheat. 518 [1819])

Nevertheless, federal doctrines on private charity re-
mained confused. Although the Supreme Court had sup-
ported the corporate side of the argument for private charit-
able corporations in the Dartmouth College case, its decision
in The Philadelphia Baptist Association v. Hart's Executors
undermined the rights of private donors (4 Wheat. 1 [1819]).
In 1795, Silas Hart, a citizen of Virginia, bequeathed a small
sum of money to the Philadelphia Baptist Association, to be
used to educate young men for the ministry. His executors
refused to surrender the bequest to the Baptists, arguing that,
because the association was not incorporated at the time of
Hart’s death, it could not hold charitable property under
Virginia law. Moreover, Hart’s executors argued that the
membership of the organization was too poorly defined to
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constitute a legal beneficiary. While such a bequest might be
legal under English law, Virginia’s repeal of the Statute of
Charitable Uses rendered it void in that state. Chief Justice
Marshall sustained the defendants.

Although the Hart decision did not affect the activities of
states like Massachusetts and Connecticut where incorpo-
rated charitable organizations were well established in fact
and in law, it created serious problems in New York and
Pennsylvania where the status of these institutions had not
yet been clarified. Not until 1844, when the Supreme Court
ruled on the Girard Will case, were private nonprofit corpo-
rations placed on a firm legal footing under federal law
(Wyllie 1959, 219-20). This case involved the will of Ste-
phen Girard, an enormously wealthy merchant who, on his
death, left $7 million for the establishment of a college for
orphans in Philadelphia. Although the case raised many
important issues, the central one was the status of charitable
bequests in places where the Statute of Charitable Uses had
been repealed, as it was in Pennsylvania. By 1844, the
quality of American legal scholarship had improved, and the
attorneys for the Girard estate were able to demonstrate that
the Elizabethan statute had, in fact, merely been the codifica-
tion of a long series of other statutes and that, therefore,
charitable trusts still stood on a firm foundation regardless of
the legal status of the Statute of Charitable Uses (43 U.S. 127
[1844]). Thus, after 1844, private charitable corporations
were securely established under federal law, although this
did not affect the actions of states like Virginia and New
York, which continued to limit their activities.

THE NONPROFIT SECTOR AND THE
TRANSFORMATION OF AMERICAN
CULTURE, 1780-1860

The evolution of American law in the first half-century of the
Republic was merely symptomatic of a more profound trans-
formation of society, economics, politics, and ideology.
This transformation began in New England as an effort to
deal with a tension among Puritan ideology, institutions, and
resources. It ultimately affected the entire country, as New
Englanders migrated to other regions, carrying with them a
distinctive set of social ideas, economic practices, and in-
stitutional forms (Johnson 1978, 20, 139; Ryan 1982, 18—
59, 105-44; Hall 1982b, 151-77).

Puritanism was more than a body of religious beliefs; it
was also a social ideology. As developed by New En-
glanders, it drew largely but selectively on the colonists’
medieval heritage, especially from the traditions of manorial
communalism, and from their readings of the Old Testament.
The central institution of New England life was the house-
hold, in which all were required to live, submitting them-
selves to the authority of its head, the father. Under this
system of ‘‘family government,’’ formal institutions of polit-
ical and social life were barely necessary. Fathers were the
agents of social control in the communities, each taking
responsibility for those under his care. And, as Peter Laslett
(1965; 1-21) has noted, domestic organization in this tradi-

tional society was economic organization, for the majority of
the population engaged in subsistence agriculture, each
household providing basic necessities for its members (also
see Morgan 1944, 133-60; Greven 1969, 72-99). Neither
the state nor the church had any real independence in this
system. The church was a gathering of believing heads of
families with a minister who served at their pleasure. The
state, as manifested in the government of the towns, was a
gathering of the landowning heads of families of good
character.

This system was maintained and perpetuated by the col-
lective control of land resources (Greven 1969, 41-71).
When a town was settled, a portion of the land granted its
proprietors by the colony was immediately distributed, but
the bulk was held in reserve for distribution to future genera-
tions. By the third and fourth generations of settlement—that
is, by the last decades of the seventeenth century in New
England’s older communities—these land reserves were ex-
hausted. Although still deeply committed to their Puritan
beliefs, fathers had to encourage vocational and geographical
mobility for their sons (Farber 1973; Hall 1982a). But buying
land, whether in their own towns or in others, cost money.
Apprenticeships in the trades and professions were also
costly commitments. Sustaining the Puritan polity pushed
New Englanders from subsistence agriculture toward market
production.

Although it began in the older communities, the crisis of
land and resources became pervasive by the mid-eighteenth
century, affecting not only farmers but all occupations.
Overwhelmed by applicants for apprenticeships and swelled
by their own trainees and recent immigrants from Europe, the
crafts became extremely competitive. Even the professions
were affected: as pulpits became increasingly difficult to
find, many who had been trained as clergymen took up
medicine and law, transforming them from marginal occupa-
tions into learned vocations.

The crisis in the occupational structure, evident by the
early decades of the eighteenth century, had a pronounced
impact on the whole structure of society, especially on the
mechanisms of authority. As it became increasingly difficult
to reward the young materially for their obedience and the
lower orders for their deference, it became less possible to
sustain the authority of church, state, and parents. Further, as
sons were forced by circumstances to seek new vocations in
new places, modes of social control began to shift from an
externalized shame orientation, suitable to the patriarchal
and communitarian context, toward an internalized guilt
orientation, more adaptive to situations requiring autonomy
(Vine 1976). Finally, as market production externalized eco-
nomic activity, it became increasingly difficult for house-
holds to sustain their role in the delivery of social services—
educating the young, disciplining the deviant, and caring for
the sick, the poor, and the disabled.

After the Revolution differences of outlook and interest
among the major social, economic, and sectional groups in
the new nation began to emerge. Traditionalists favored
older social forms based on the patriarchal family, the estab-



