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     The goals and catechesis of William Fox, Esq., and the Sunday-School Society of the early 19th 

Century, are instructional as pedagogy for poverty eradication in blighted African American urban 

communities in the 21st Century. 

     In the first half of the 19th century circa 1831, William Fox witnessed the grinding poverty that 

afflicted the poor in England as he traveled throughout certain regions of the country. Fox 

described conditions which he witnessed simply as deplorable. “The wholesale line of business 

in which Mr. Fox had now engaged required him to take frequent journeys through the several 

counties of England, which afforded him opportunities of witnessing the deplorable ignorance of 

the lower classes of our population.”1    William Fox found it untenable that a country that 

identified as a religious country, a Christian state, could live with the coexistence and the 

contradiction of religious faith and poverty to the extent it existed in various parts of England. 

“Could it have been imagined that in a Christian country, a Protestant country too, no provision 

would be made for the education of poor children…”2 Fox was not only concerned over the 

immediate conditions of the poor; however, he was perceptive enough to understand that this 

type of impoverished condition threatened generations to follow. Without the alleviation of the 

pathologies that ensnared these identified populations as a result of poverty, Fox feared that the 

impending moral decline would be entrenched and intractable. Addressing the concern of the 

children of the poor, Fox makes this insightful observation; “In places where extensive 
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manufactories are established…when they grow up they are therefore found in the greatest 

ignorance with respect to religion and morality…it becomes the inheritance of their posterity, 

and is entailed from generation to generation.”3   It is remarkable that what William Fox observed 

in the early 19th century, is the state of affairs as it relates to blighted African American urban 

communities in the 21st century. The trajectory of African American males from impoverished 

urban centers, to jails and prisons in the United States today, is traceable to the failure of a 

dysfunctional education system, as well as a loss of basic moral bearings pertinent to family 

cohesiveness among other variables. Caroline Wolf Harlow writing in an article titled, “Education 

and Correctional Populations,” makes the following observation. “About 41% of inmates in the 

Nation’s State and Federal prisons and local jails in 1997 and 31% of probationers had not 

completed high school or its equivalent. In comparison, 18% of the general population age 18 or 

older had not finished the 12th grade.”4   What William Fox feared has become a social epidemic   

in blighted African American urban communities, despite the fact that Fox’s context was 19th 

century England.   

     William Fox without the benefit of data and statistical analysis, or  longitudinal study and 

research methods, clearly understood that religious education was the method through which 

poverty  would be breached. “Whether some plan might not be adopted by which all the children 

of the poor might receive a scriptural education, by being taught to read the Bible.”5 William 

Fox’s benevolence extended beyond literacy, and  into the concern of social welfare for the poor 

of England. “He accordingly not only clothed all the poor people of the parish, men, women, and 
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children, but set up a daily school for the free instruction of all who were willing to attend it. In 

this school the reading was entirely confined to the Bible…”6 Introducing the poor to literacy 

through the reading of the Bible and religious instruction, William Fox either inadvertently or 

serendipitously, provided a way for the poor to not only learn religion but to gain greater insights 

in general. Writing for the Pew Research Center the following observation is made. “Religion and 

education, two of humankind’s most ancient endeavors have long had a close relationship. 

Historians and social scientists have written about this relationship and about how the two may 

influence each other.”7 William Fox clearly intended that religious education not only serve for 

the benefit of the afterlife of the poor as some critics contend; however, that religious education 

would be instructive for their present condition. “To promote the extensive influence and 

advantage of such schools-to give the children an opportunity of knowing what the sacred oracles 

contain-and, above all, to rescue them from low habits of vice and idleness, and to initiate them 

into a moral and religious course of life, are the ends herein proposed.”8  

     The goals and catechesis of William Fox and the Sunday-School Society, are instructional for 

poverty eradication in blighted African American urban communities today. In an article titled, 

“Effects of Religious Practice on Education,” we can identify the accomplishment of the goals of 

the Sunday-School Society present in this claim. “For youth in impoverished neighborhoods, 

religious attendance made the greatest difference in academic achievement prospects… As rates 
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of unemployment, poverty, and female-headed households grew in a neighborhood, the impact 

of a student’s level of religious practice on academic progress became even stronger.”9 

     Fox understood the importance of the familial or social milieu of children in poverty. For Fox, 

creating an environment that served as a healthy surrogate for children, which then created 

structure is evident in his writings in The Sunday-School Society. “Enter his cottage, and you will 

see the indigent pair dealing out to their children their scanty allowance: bread and water are 

frequently all their fare, and it would pierce a heart of stone to hear them crying for more…Their 

clothing also bears the mark of extreme indigence…”10 Fox’s highlighting of the poor families 

living conditions suggests that he was insightful as to the effects of poverty as a debilitating 

source. Clearly, this focus extends beyond the concern of the spiritual condition of the poor and 

seeks a corrective for their social conditions. By creating a Sunday-School Society William Fox was 

restructuring the environment in which poor children lived. In blighted African American urban 

communities, where progressive religious instruction exists, the intentions of the Sunday-School 

Society are replicated in an effort to create a stable learning environment and social milieu. 

“Surrounded by adults and peers who care about worthy accomplishments, religiously involved 

youth tend to score higher than other adolescents on school achievement, social success, 

confidence in self, and [parents report of their] personal maturity…”11    

     The goals and catechesis of William Fox and the Sunday-School Society of the 19th century, are 

instructional for poverty eradication in blighted African American urban communities in the 21st 
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century for a number of reasons. The effects of poverty are similar in both early England as well 

as modern urban African American communities. Poverty and ignorance are intertwined. William 

Fox understood that through literacy and moral teaching the grip of poverty could be lessened. 

Fox understands that poverty has implications for family instability, educational 

underachievement, reduces vocational choices, and plays a significant role in morally healthy or 

unhealthy decision making. In the urban African American context the breakdown in moral codes 

coincides with an increase in HIV and AIDS, intravenous drug use, single parent homes which 

decreases earning potential, increased incarceration, violence upon women, uptick in homicides 

and other pathologies of blighted urban life.    

     William Fox and The Sunday-School Society understood what many highly functional societies 

understood. Two such societies are noteworthy here. The Jewish community placed significant 

emphasis upon passing on learning from generation to generation. “…Throughout the first 

millennium, no people other than the Jews had a norm requiring fathers to educate their sons. 

This religious obligation meant that male Jews, to a greater degree than their contemporaries, 

were literate, which gave them an advantage in commerce and trade.”12  Also, Hinduism places 

an even higher emphasis upon learning and suggests that learning is the building block upon 

which life should be built. “Learning is the foundational stage in the Hindu scheme of what 

constitutes a good and a meaningful life, Rambachan says. Since ignorance is regarded as a source 

of human suffering, he adds, the solution to the problem of ignorance is knowledge or 

learning.”13 William Fox and The Sunday-School Society were pioneers in the religious education 
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of the poor, and therefore consequently, early workers toward the eradication of poverty, which 

now serves as a blueprint for poverty relief in contemporary blighted African American urban 

communities.    
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