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Other Means of Grace: Agency, Dependency, and
the Loan Libraries of the American Seamen’s
Friend Society

Jane McCamant

This paper assesses the success of the loan libraries of the American
Seamen’s Friend Society (ASFS). It contains an analysis of 20 reports
submitted to the ASF'S by shipboard librarians between 1865 and 1867.
Analysis of the reports themselves and how they were represented in
ASFS publications reveals the paradoxical relationship the ASFS had
with stereotypes of seamen. In the ASFS’s images of sailors and in
their administration of the loan libraries, those sailors were kept in
a position of moral dependency. The paper concludes by suggesting
that Herbert Blumer’s model of social problems as constituted by
collective action is a fruitful way to consider seamen’s benevolence
in general, and a useful framing to move forward with studies of loan
libraries in particular.

Cet article évalue le succes des bibliothéques de prét de I’American
Seamen’s Friend Society (ASFS). Il présente une analyse de 20 rapports
soumis a I’ASFS par des bibliothécaires navigants entre 1865 et 1867.
L’analyse de ces rapports et de leur présentation dans les publications
de ’ASFS révele la relation paradoxale que I’ASFS entretenait avec
les stéréotypes associés aux marins. Dans l'image que I’ASFS se
faisait des marins et dans sa gestion des bibliotheques de prét, ces
marins devaient adopter une posture de dépendance morale. L’article
conclut en proposant que le modele de Herbert Blumer, selon lequel
les problemes sociaux sont constitués par ’action collective, offre une
perspective fructueuse permettant de considérer la bienveillance des
marins en général, et un cadre pertinent pour poursuivre les études
sur les bibliothéques de prét en particulier.
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As early as the late seventeenth century, well-meaning landsmen distributed
religious materials to sailors.! By the late 1830s the American Seamen’s Friend
Society (hereafter ASFS) had begun distributing bibles, new testaments, and
religious tracts to seafarers, not just in boarding houses, reading rooms, and
bethel churches, but on merchant and naval ships leaving from New York and
Boston. By the late 1850s, this project had become highly organized. The
collections of materials were called loan libraries, and in 1865 the New York
Times reported that “the appreciation by seamen of this work, and the great
usefulness of it, has been fully proved by letters and conversions.” This paper
will demonstrate the implausibility of that conclusion.

Part of the loan-library reorganization scheme of the late 1850s was to
move control of the libraries from the aft cabin to the forecastle. One or two
sailors, sometimes referred to as “sea colporters” in documents of the period,’
were put in charge of each library, and in addition to safeguarding the books
and organizing prayer meetings when they could, those sailors were expected
to report on the conversions and other positive outcomes that resulted from
the libraries under their charge.* The more positive of those reports were then
summarized in ASFS publications. Twenty of these original reports are extant
in the records of the ASFS. By examining the content of those reports, and how
they were then presented to the ASFS shore-based public, I will demonstrate
that there is good reason to suspect a significant disconnect between the
ASFS’s presentation of the effectiveness of the libraries and their real meaning
in sailors’ lives.

Much scholarship on the history of these libraries takes ASFS publications
at face value. Roald Kverndal’s magisterial book on seamen’s benevolence
is quite sanguine, saying that the response to the libraries was remarkable.
According to Kverndal, one captain reported that his ship was now
unrecognizable, having become “like a little Heaven.” From a ship which was

' In 1698 the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge was formed. Horatio Nelson

was sure always to order books from them when he took command of a new vessel. Harry R.
Skallerup, Books Afloat & Ashore: A History of Books, Libraries, and Reading Among Seamen
during the Age of Sail (Archon Books, 1974), 20. In this study “sailor” is used to refer to non-
officer mariners in both merchant fleets and navies, regardless of propulsion technologies.

2 “The American Seamen’s Friend Society; Interesting Speeches — Prosperous Report,” New
York Times, 9 May 1865.

3 Rev. H. Loomis to Rev. J. Powell, 4 February 1859 and Loomis to Rev. Titus Coan, 23
December 1858, Letterbook, vol. 87, Records of the American Seamen’s Friend Society,
Coll. 158, Manuscripts Collection, G.W. Blunt White Library, Mystic Seaport Museum, Inc.
(hereafter Records of ASFS).

4 American Seamen’s Friend Society, Notes of Fifty Years’ Efforts for the Welfare of Seamen
(New York, 1878), 57, Records of ASFS.
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foundering in the Atlantic, the library-box was the first object to be saved.
When boxes were returned, they were frequently accompanied by voluntary
contributions from grateful crews.’

Another approach is to declare uncertainty about the success of the libraries
but to tentatively assign blame for any failures to forces outside the control of
the society. The analysis of library historian David Hovde is typical of this
approach: he discusses the wide-ranging activities of the ASFS, saying, “the
society tried to promote its views in the few weeks the seamen were in port,
but due to the corrupting influences of taverns and brothels, ASFS workers
saw the limitations of their efforts.”® Neither approach gives much credit to
the sailor himself, and in that way both largely adopt the view of sailors held
by those early reformers.

The nature of the society’s extant records perhaps encourages such a
standpoint. Getting at the religious lives of sailors was not easy for the ASFS
to do nor is it easy for the historian. Just as the ASFS was dependent upon
the word of its “sea colporters,” the historian is left with the records of the
society. However, what the ASFS did not do in its publications, but what we
as historians are free to do is to consider what we know of the lives of sailors,
at sea and ashore, and think critically about whether and how the efforts of the
ASFS and other benevolent societies may have affected them.

Church historians and officials of the ASFS have written at length about the
loan libraries,” as have library historians,® but without much emphasis on the
specific difficulties raised by their maritime application. Conversely, maritime
historians have not addressed the libraries at length, neither discussing them in
the larger context of the mission of the ASFS nor in the lives of the seafarers they
were meant to benefit.” An early issue of The Sailor s Magazine acknowledged
that “all reformation is skin-deep, and will not last, unless the heart is changed

5 Roald Kverndal, Seamen’s Missions: Their Origin and Early Growth (William Carey

Library, 1986), 316.

®  David M. Hovde, “Sea Colportage: The Loan Library System of the American Seamen’s
Friend Society, 1859-1967,” Libraries & Culture 29, no. 4 (Fall 1994): 396.

7 See for example Kverndal, Seamen’s Missions, and American Seamen’s Friend Society,
Notes of Fifty Years’ Efforts for the Welfare of Seamen. Kverndal’s work is the most
comprehensive account of religious seamen’s benevolent activities through the 1860s. Though
factually exhaustive, it does not venture far into social history or historiography.

8 See for example David M. Hovde, “Benevolence at Sea: Shipboard Libraries for the
American Navy and Merchant Marine,” in Libraries to the People: Histories of Outreach, ed.
Robert S. Freeman (McFarland, 2003) and Skallerup, Books Afloat & Ashore.

®  See Stuart M. Frank, “The Seamen’s Friend,” The Log of Mystic Seaport 29, no. 2 (July
1977): 52-58 and Hugh H. Davis, “The American Seamen’s Friend Society and the American
Sailor, 1828-1838,” American Neptune 39 (January 1979): 45-57.
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Cover of The Sailors’ Magazine and Seamen’s Friend 38, no. 9 (May 1866),
showing the Holy Bible above several American and maritime motifs. The
steamship replaced an engraving of the clipper barque Grand Republic

on the cover of the January 1866 issue, reflecting the transition in marine
technology occurring at this time.
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by religion.”!® The institutionally centered, supply-side accounts of the ASFS
loan libraries — tallying books distributed, nations visited, and men converted —
do not touch that heart. This paper will problematize those reports, considering
the plausibility of the libraries’ success as agents of either social or religious
change in seafarers in light of our understanding of the lives of mid- to late-
nineteenth-century sailors. We must consider not just the evidence of success,
which is both paltry and suspiciously edited, but we must think carefully about
the baseline probability of that success, given the social conditions of sailors
afloat and ashore. The reasons for the loan libraries’ limited or questionable
success are inextricably linked with the ASFS’s perceptions of sailors as being
in need of salvation, that the ASFS created an object for its own charity, and in
doing so undermined its own stated goals.

This paper is in part a response to the call from David Stam, in his 2012
essay on the loan libraries, to question their success more deeply.!" Stam
provided a hint at the key to understanding that success in a quote from Herman
Melville’s Redburn:

And yet, what are sailors? What in your heart do you think of that
fellow staggering along the dock? Do you not give him a wide berth,
shun him, and account him little above the brutes that perish? Will you
throw open your parlors to him; invite him to dinner, or give him a
season ticket to your pew in church? — No. You will do no such thing;
but at a distance, you will perhaps subscribe a dollar or two for the
building of a hospital, to accommodate sailors already broken down;
or for the distribution of excellent books among tars who cannot read.
And the very mode and manner in which such charities are made,
bespeak, more than words, the low estimation in which sailors are
held."

ASFS personnel viewed sailors as not just economically but also morally
dependent, requiring both material and spiritual assistance. This view is evident
in descriptions of sailors as “dissolute, alcoholic, intemperate, sacrilegious, and

10 Sailor s Magazine and Naval Journal 4 (January 1832): 133, as quoted in Davis, “The

American Seamen’s Friend Society and the American Sailor.”

" David H. Stam, “The Lord’s Librarians: The American Seamen’s Friend Society and their
Loan Libraries, 1837-1967,” Coriolis 3, no. 1 (2012): 45-59.

12 Herman Melville, Redburn: His First Voyage, being the Sailor-boy Confessions and
Reminiscences of the Son-of-a-Gentleman, in the Merchant Service (Library of America, 1983),
154, as quoted in Stam, “The Lord’s Librarians,” 50.
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licentious,”"® the idea that any failure to convert them is due to the temptations
of the tavern and the brothel, the practice of ASFS officials editing sailors’
reports of their own experiences of the loan libraries, and, in fact, the existence
of the loan libraries themselves. Such a view makes the mission of the ASFS
libraries contradictory and self-defeating. It is a view which underlies all
nineteenth-century seamen’s benevolence, something which must be kept in
mind if our scholarship on these topics aspires to more than congratulatory
institutional history.

The paper begins with some brief background remarks on the context
of the ASFS among American reform movements and the context of loan
libraries among the many projects of the ASFS, it will then discuss the reports
themselves and how they were presented by the ASFS to their various audiences
of readers and supporters, and will conclude with a juxtaposition of original
and published reports to explore what they can tell us about the likelihood of
the ASFS achieving its goals.

Founded in 1828, the ASFS was typical of the Second Great Awakening
in its combination of social reform and Protestant evangelism. It was the first
American attempt at a national seamen’s benevolent society. The society’s
constitution defined its goals as “to improve the social and moral conditions of
seamen by efforts of the wise and good in their behalf; by promoting in every
port, boarding houses of good character, Savings Banks, Register Offices,
Reading Rooms, and Schools; and also the ministrations of the Gospel, and
other religious blessings.”'* The overarching goal, however, was “the universal
dominion of Jesus Christ on the Ocean.”"> As Kverndal puts it, the “vertical”
— rather than “horizontal” — movements of the sailors were of much greater
concern.'®

In the early years of the society, some experiments were made with sending
religious and other books to sea, often in the charge of an officer or the captain.
By the Civil War, the libraries were standardized and more often placed in the
charge of “one or two pious sailors into the forecastle.”'” Generally consisting
of 40 volumes, two-thirds on religious topics, the libraries were contained in
a compact wooden case that could be mounted in a ship. An instruction sheet
was included that ended with the advice, “Knowledge is Power. Bear a hand

13" Stam, “The Lord’s Librarians,” 46.

14" Frank, “The Seamen’s Friend,” 55.

Kverndal, Seamen s Missions, 455.

Kverndal, Seamen s Missions, 555.

17" Rev. H. Loomis to Rev. Titus Coan, 23 December 1858, Letterbook, vol. 87, 110, Records
of ASFS.
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and help us and yourselves, and you can have that power.”"®

The loan libraries sought both to replace the less desirable books that
sailors might come to on their own, and to simply provide more books to read.
There was widespread understanding that sailors at sea had a dearth of reading
material. In Two Years Before the Mast, Richard Henry Dana Jr. describes
both instances of limited availability of literature!® and extensive reading and
exchange of materials.?” With missionary zeal, people ashore imagined that if,
instead of an outdated newspaper, they could get the Gospel into the hands of
a sailor, the inevitable outcome would be his conversion to Christianity and the
salvation of his immortal soul.

The “sea colporters” placed in charge of the libraries were likened to press
gangs in the private correspondence of ASFS officers, as they would round
up other sailors to bring to chaplains when the ship reached port.*! In ASFS
publications, however, this disturbing analogy was left out, and the sailors in
question would instead use the books in the library, “with other means of grace,
for the moral and spiritual improvement of the ship’s company, and report to
the Secretaries and chaplains the result of these efforts, for publication in the
Sailor’s Magazine.””

The sailors put in charge of the libraries were not formally trained, and in
many cases a suitable foremast hand could not be found and the library was
entrusted to an officer after all. On small vessels it was often the captain.® By
1859 the ASFS began keeping careful records of the libraries, assigning serial
numbers to each of them, and keeping track of the ships to which they were

18 Pamphlets, brochures, etc. with information about ASFS Loan Libraries, ca. 1920, box 24,

folder 10, Records of ASFS.

19 See Richard Henry Dana Jr., Two Years Before the Mast (P.E. Collier & Son, 1909), 109,
169, 217-18. While oft-quoted as evidence of an absence of reading material, a passage from p.
170 appears to have a different meaning in its full context. The passage begins, “No one has ever
been on distant voyages and after a long absence received a newspaper from home, who cannot
understand the delight that they give one. I read every part of them — the houses to let; things lost
or stolen; auction sales, and all.” But the meaning shifts as it continues: “Nothing carries you so
entirely to a place and makes you feel so perfectly at home as a newspaper. The very name of
‘Boston Daily Advertiser’ sounded hospitably upon the ear.”

20 Dana, Two Years Before the Mast, 23, 90.

2l Rev. H. Loomis to Rev. J. Powell, 4 February 1859 and Loomis to Coan, 23 December
1858, Letterbook, vol. 87, Records of ASFS. Press gangs have been hated by mariners and their
shore-side communities since the earliest navies. The practice is listed second only to the attacks
of “merciless Indian Savages” in the climax of grievances in the Declaration of Independence.
It is a dramatic demonstration of society’s view of sailors as less than adults.

22 American Seamen’s Friend Society, Notes of Fifty Years’ Efforts for the Welfare of Seamen,
57.

2 Loan Library Records, box 2, folder 5, Records of ASFS.
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B L1FE-Bog,

FEBRUARY, 1866.

Vol. 7. Published by the American Seamen’s Friend Society. (No. 2.

Masthead of The Life-Boat 7, no. 2 (February 1866).

sent and the officers or sailors to which they were assigned. Each library was
sent out with a form for the seaman in charge to complete and return, and it is
these reports that form the bulk of the ASFS’s accounts of the success of the
loan libraries. Twenty such reports are extant in the archives of the ASFS at the
G.W. Blunt White Library at Mystic Seaport, Connecticut.

Among other things, the report form asked for the proportion of the crew
who could (or did) read, how many men had signed a temperance pledge,
how many had experienced “awakenings,” how many had been converted,
and how many were “professing Christians.”* The form also included a space
for additional comments, the most fervent of which were edited for content
and published as letters in The Life-Boat, a four-page fact sheet included with
the ASFS’s publication, The Sailor’s Magazine, “for the purpose of diffusing
information and awakening an interest more especially among the young, in the
moral and religious improvement of seamen, and also to aid in the collection
of funds for the general objects of the Society.”>

24 Library No. 1409, Loan Library Record, 1867, box 2, folder 5, Records of ASFS.

35 Life-Boat 7, no. 10 (October 1866): 64. The Sailor’s Magazine (New York) is not to be
confused with The Sailor's Magazine (London) that was published by the British and Foreign
Seamen’s Friend Society and Bethel Union. The American publication was called The Sailor s
Magazine and Naval Journal from 1828 to 1856 (vols. 1-28). It was simply The Sailors
Magazine from 1856-58 (vols. 29-30) and thereafter The Sailors’ Magazine and Seamen's
Friend. For ease, it is referred to here as The Sailor s Magazine.
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There was dramatic variation in how the reports were completed. From
the steam sloop-of-war Lackawanna, the officer wrote to thank the ASFS for
the library but provided no more information about its use than that the ship
carried more than 300 men. At the other extreme, the USS Norfolk’s reporter
filled out every section, declaring that with 180 crewmen, 59 of whom could
read, 14 signed a temperance pledge, one quit swearing, one was “improved,”
51 religious services were held, one awakening and five conversions occurred,
and eight of the men could be qualified as “professing Christians.”?

This evidence of variable enthusiasm on the part of the report-makers is
a sign of a larger feature of these reports that ought to arouse skepticism. Not
only were they second-hand (reports or letters from the individuals who were
actually converted to Christianity because of the libraries are not extant in the
archives of the ASFS) but also from men who may have been outliers among
their crewmates. Such men would have had to impress shipowners, captains,
or members of the ASFS as pious and likely to affect the conversion of their
shipmates. Any individual’s report on his fellows’ responses to the library and
their possible conversions must be seen in this light.

The effectiveness of any shipboard missionary activities, including
the extent of use of loan libraries, is dependent on the character of the
relationships between the owners, the officers, and the forecastle of each ship.
But as Kverdal observed, “Where seamen’s mission societies (justifiably or
not) became identified with shipowners’ interests and therefore an ‘employer
bias,’ this could also alienate them from the men they sought to reach, and
whose confidence they would have to win.”?” Shipowners were to be found
in the ranks of both the executive committee of the ASFS and its officers
and leading benefactors.”® If the premise is accepted that an increase in the
piety of sailors will improve, rather than degrade, shipboard discipline, then
support of these kinds of societies was in the best interest of shipowners and
merchants. “Sobriety and subordination,” encouraged by “a Christian respect
for legitimate authority,” contributed to the safe navigation of vessels and,
therefore the profits of owners.?”? It seems certain that at least some sailors
recognized this ulterior motive on the part of their evangelizers.

The 20 existing reports are for libraries that were shipped between 1865
and 1867. They tell of eight conversions, seven awakenings, and 19 individuals
who reduced their swearing. There were a great many libraries in circulation

26 Loan Library Records, box 2, folder 5, Records of ASFS.

27 Kverndal, Seamen s Missions, 565.

28 Hugh H. Davis, Joshua Leavitt: Evangelical Abolitionist (Louisiana State University Press,
1990), 51.

2 Kverndal, Seamen s Missions, 544.
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at this time, and such numbers hardly constitute a windfall. Between 1858
and 1909 the ASFS had distributed loan libraries that were available to
445,055 seamen. During that same period, they received reports of those
libraries effecting 1,500 “hopeful conversions.”** Even if we were to make
the generous supposition that the number of actual conversions was similar to
the number that were “hopeful” but not realized, that is only one in 300 men.
Regardless of these meagre results, the ASFS proceeded with its distribution
of improving books, neither seeing nor truly expecting dramatic improvement
in the spiritual lives of sailors. Such modest numbers, however, were dressed
up to great effect in the ASFS publications that presented the reports to their
shore-based constituencies.

The process by which the commentary sections of these reports were
adapted to the purposes of the magazine is illustrated by the report of Library
No. 1596, submitted in 1866 by J.P. Pearson, mate of the ship J.F. Chapman.
According to Pearson’s report, the Chapman’s 14 seamen and six officers
consulted 25 of the library’s volumes and participated in services or bible
studies three times a week.’! Pearson wrote three full pages of commentary,
which appeared in the next issue of The Life-Boat. His commentary, however,
did not appear in its original form. The original report, written in ink, displays
the marks of an editor’s pencil. In the same hand that appears on many of the
reports, corrections are made for grammar, spelling, and style that then appear
in the published version. Most notably, a section where Pearson describes how
he and the other believers on board “met with some opposition and trouble for
our Captain did not like it and some of our men was Roman Catholic and could
not read” is omitted from the published account.®

As a result of this editorial treatment, supporters of the ASFS were shown
a rosier picture of the effects of the society’s efforts than even the original
reports presented, which, as previously mentioned, may have been rosier
than the reality of conditions on board the ship. Thus, the gap between the
impressions of the ASFS’s supporters and the reality of the loan library efforts
was widened. Not only were reports coming in from the most pious members
of the ship’s company, but those reports were further edited to present an
optimistic picture of religious life at sea.

In addition to publishing the commentary section of the loan library
reports in The Life-Boat, numerous other ASFS publications discussed the loan

30 American Seamen’s Friend Society, “The Acts of the Apostles of the Sea,” 1907, box 24,

folder 12, Records of ASFS. It is not evident why only 20 original reports limited to the years
1865—67 are extant in these records.

31 JP. Pearson, “Library No. 1596, New York,” 1866, box 2, folder 5, Records of ASFS.

32 Life-Boat 7, no. 10 (October 1866): 63—-64.
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libraries but always in a way that was numerical in style and self-congratulatory
in tone. Discussions of the libraries in annual reports, pamphlets, and books
celebrating significant anniversaries of the society seem to be written with
a fundraising audience in mind. Even The Sailor’s Magazine itself, despite
its title and occasional article of nautical interest, seems to have been aimed
mostly at supporters of the cause, rather than the object of the cause.

The Sailor’s Magazine’s often sanctimonious content was not always
well received by sailors. Efforts to sell copies to sailors on the docks of New
York often failed and a majority of printed copies were given away.** More
than ignored, the magazine was sometimes actively disliked. It was seen as
patronizing. Nathaniel Ames, a veteran of both the navy and the merchant
fleet, was a particularly outspoken critic of the magazine in its early days,
believing it to be exceptionally condescending. He suggested that the editors
ought to “address seamen as though they were speaking to people who have
wit enough to go below when it rains,” and then perhaps “their writings may
chance to affect some good.”* Ames was not in favor of any of the literary
efforts of the ASFS or its sister societies, writing that “nothing has so powerful
a tendency to make religion contemptible as the attempts of these hot-headed
and wrong-headed zealots to thrust it down the throats of uneducated people
in the disgusting form of religious tracts.”*

The life of a typical sailor for much of the nineteenth century was
characterized by a lack of opportunity to exercise individual agency. Hardships
were imposed by outside forces: the weather, the whims of the ship’s ownership,
and the authority of the captain and officers. Attempts by seamen’s benevolent
societies to fill the voids of physical comfort, material wealth, and spirituality
were generally conducted with the understanding that such conditions grew
from the sailor’s inherent lack of agentic capacity and were thus also delivered
from on high, like so many of the sailor’s banes.

Part of the development of such organizations was a growing public
sentiment that seafarers had been neglected. Kverndal noted that society,
“by demanding a degree of gullibility in the seafarer (seen as essential for
ship’s discipline) rendered him ‘quite incompetent to guide himself.’ Instead
of filling that need, the nation had blatantly betrayed its paternal trust, and left
the seafarer a piteous prey to every temptation ashore.”*® As Harry Skallerup
described it, this betrayal of the parental trust was corrected for with “the same

33
34
35
36

Davis, Joshua Leavitt, 52.

Nathaniel Ames, Nautical Reminiscences (Providence, RI, 1832), 45.
Ames, Nautical Reminiscences, 42.

Kverndal, Seamen s Missions, 545.
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kind and degree of missionary attention as the natives of some heathen land.”’
The sailors were not treated as adults. Seamen’s benevolent societies must be
seen as taking up that “parental trust” but — critically — not questioning its basis
in the infantilization of mariners.

The ASFS did much to present the sailor as flawed but redeemable. An
1878 ASFS booklet advocating loan libraries first reinforces the classic image
of the sailor ashore — touching on his drunkenness, violence, and absence of
decision-making capacity — and then demonstrates a rare questioning of that
image:

At last after his fortnight of delirious excitement, he finds himself, he
scarcely knows how, on board ship bound out. He is back again in his
home in the forecastle. Now wait a little, till the fumes of the liquor
have disappeared, till his bruised eye has healed, till he has come to
know his shipmates and officers, and got into the grooves of the daily
routine of a ship at sea, — and presently you cannot recognize in the
steady, grave, respectable jack-tar, the begrimed, foolish fellow of the
Water street bar-room a month before. In such a case, the real man is
to be found at sea; and there, we insist, you must follow him, if you
would have the best chance of doing him good.*

This kind of effort at humanizing the sailor only goes so far, for the logical
conclusion is that the life of the ship is good for him, that the discipline and
work of the ship are what he needs. This is not the image of a worthless
scoundrel, but neither is it the image of an adult.

In a letter to a colleague about the potential for loan libraries, the Rev. H.
Loomis, general agent of the ASFS in the 1850s, wrote, “your view that sailors
must leave the sea to be saved may be in part correct. The fact is they generally
do leave the sea soon after they are converted, unless they become officers.”’
This is a telling remark, indicating how inextricably bound the occupational
identity of sailors was with their depravity. Did the very environment of this
ship — specially its authority relations — preclude the kind of Christian life they
advocated for? And if so, did that not put the ASFS in a paradoxical position?

The loan libraries are a good example of the nature of the ASFS’s efforts
during their first 50 years of existence. They were at once ambitious and limited

37 Skallerup, Books Afloat & Ashore, 21.

3 John S. Pierson, Ship s Libraries, Their Need and Usefulness (1878), 6, box 2, folder 7,
Records of ASFS. Emphasis in the original.

39 Rev. H. Loomis to Rev. Titus Coan, 23 December 1858, Letterbook, vol. 87, 110, Records
of ASFS.
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in circulation, paternalistic and genuinely uplifting. They are a reminder of the
contradiction of protestant missions for seafarers: that a man cannot be subject
only to the laws of God when he is under the thumb of his employer.

It is clear that, despite the very real humanitarian sentiments of many
members of the ASFS, there were other incentives at work. Even among the
ranks of the leading clergy, other motives drove the efforts of the society. The
society was more focused on the conversion of non-Christians in the distant
parts the sailors visited than on the salvation of the sailors themselves. In an
1836 issue of The Sailor’s Magazine, a reference to the book of Isaiah, “the
abundance of the sea shall be converted unto Thee,”* was used as evidence
of divine prophecy of the very work the society was attempting to carry out:

This prophecy may be understood either as the abundant wealth
procured by commerce to the use of the Church of Christ or the
conversion of the multitude of mariners and of their employment
in the service of the church to convey the gospel to every nation or
we may consider it as embracing both ... The Church of Christ is
now availing herself of the nautical knowledge skill and labour of
seamen to convey her missionaries and all the various apparatus for
evangelizing the earth to their places of destination. But when they
have landed these messengers of salvation on heathen shores they too
often help forward the corruption of the heathen.*!

This language reduces the sailors from human beings to the sum of their
knowledge and labor. They are simply the carriers of “messengers of salvation,”
and they undercut the mission in the end. This shows an organization that
occasionally lapsed into seeing the oceans as simply a means for transporting
their missionaries, rather than the home and workplace of members of a
Christian brotherhood. An issue of The Sailor s Magazine from 1835 explained
that until seafaring men were converted, they would remain “a corrupt and
guilty mass between us and the heathen world. In vain we try to cross them,
till this mass be removed.”*

Quantifying and then reporting to the public an experience as nuanced as
a personal awakening to the wages of sin or the conversion to a Christian way
of life is an unavoidable devaluing of that experience. In Pearson’s account

40" TIsaiah 60:5, King James version.

4 Sailor s Magazine 8 (1835-36): 303.
42 Sailor’s Magazine 8 (1835-36): 18, as quoted in Davis, “The American Seamen’s Friend
Society and the American Sailor,” 53.
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of his voyage in the Chapman, he consistently used the plural first person,
discussing the voyage from the perspective of a unified subset of the crew:
those who participated in his meetings and were responsive to his message.
The captain and Roman Catholic sailors were not included in Pearson’s “we.”
He introduced the voyage thus: “And the Lord was with us, and blessed his
own work, in hopefully converting three young men, before the end of the
voyage and others diply [sic] convicted of Sin.”* This is all the account we are
given about the hopeful conversion of these men. No acknowledgment is made
of the complexities of such an experience. By simply adding these men to their
“saved” column, the ASFS was able to congratulate itself without engaging
with the realities of the sailors’ lives.

The psychoanalyst and bioethicist Willard Gaylin makes the distinction
between intrinsic dependency, the state of those people who are less physically
or mentally able, and extrinsic dependency, the state of those people who
are capable of “mature and autonomous functioning,” but unable to support
themselves because of social or economic conditions.* Gaylin himself is
skeptical that the latter category ought to be considered dependent at all, but it
seems clear that organizations like the ASFS were, at the very least, conflating
the two categories.

As Lionel Trilling put it, “some paradox in our nature leads us, once
we have made our fellow men the objects of our enlightened interest, to go
on to make them objects of our pity, then, of our wisdom, ultimately of our
coercion.”® Thus seamen’s benevolence was a conduit of power, perhaps better
disguised than that of the boarding master or the bully mate, but supporting the
subordination of the sailor nonetheless.

The sociologist Herbert Blumer argued that social problems exist not as
objective realities of the problematic people but rather are constituted by the
actions taken towards those people.* In this case, the problem that the ASFS
set out to solve was not an objective problem of the social conditions of the
sailors, but rather an invention of the ASFS. In other words, imagining the
sailor to be in need of proselytizing made him so. The loan libraries of the
ASFS can be seen as yet another example of the conditions Jesse Lemisch
so ably pointed out in his 1968 article on the political role of “Jack Tar” in
revolutionary America: “What the employer saw as the necessities of an
authoritarian profession were written into law and culture: the society that

4 Pearson, “Library No. 1596.”

4 Willard Gaylin, Doing Good: The Limits of Benevolence (Pantheon Books, 1978), 29.
Lionel Trilling, as quoted in Gaylin, Doing Good, 72.

Herbert Blumer, “Social Problems as Collective Behavior,” Social Problems 18, no. 3
(Winter 1971): 298-306.
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wanted Jack dependent made him that way and then concluded that that was
the way he really was.”’

The moment of recognition of a problem is the moment of the first
existence of that problem. Blumer, of course, did not suggest that there are not
objectively real social ills and harmful situations but rather that those qualities
do not bear any relation to whether something is defined as a social problem.
Whether sailors were in need of salvation was independent of why the ASFS
tried to save them. Blumer wrote that “[s]ocial problems lie in and are products
of a process of collective definition ... They have their being fundamentally in
this process of collective definition, instead of in some alleged objective area
of social malignancy.”* The next step in scholarship on the ASFS loan libraries
in particular and seamen’s benevolence in general is to query such processes
of collective definition: how the middle-class reformer first encountered the
sailor, how the sailor came to be a cause, and how perceptions of sailors did or
did not change during the years of such efforts.

With seafarers seen as having no decision-making capacity (or perhaps
no moral compass to guide such a capacity), benevolent societies like the
ASFS sought to replace crimpers and land-sharks as the seafarers’ stand-in,
“helping” the men to make good decisions. A recognition of adult decision-
making capacity is still absent. Loan libraries are a specific instance of the
ASFS devaluing the choices sailors made for themselves and imposing what
they saw as better choices. By focusing on themselves — their own ideals, their
own methods — and by buying into popular conceptions of the moral capacity
and decision-making ability of sailors,* the ASFS did not truly confront the
lives of the men they sought to help. They did not put themselves in the sailor’s
place, and so they could not earn his trust. The sailor became a means rather
than an end in himself. Our lack of information about the success of the loan
library program is a result of the failure, on the part of the ASFS itself and
subsequent scholars, to investigate the work of the ASFS in its ultimate home:
the heart and mind of the sailor.

47 Jesse Lemisch, “Jack Tar in the Streets: Merchant Seamen in the Politics of Revolutionary

America,” William and Mary Quarterly 25, no. 3 (July 1968): 380.

4 Blumer, “Social Problems as Collective Behavior,” 301.

4" Even as the nineteenth century ended, the perception of sailors as incapable of agency was
well entrenched. In 1897, in a case about the arrest and imprisonment of deserting seamen, the
Supreme Court restated that “seamen are treated by Congress, as well as by the Parliament
of Great Britain, as deficient in that full and intelligent responsibility for their acts which is
accredited to ordinary adults, and as needing the protection of the law in the same sense in which
minors and wards are entitled to the protection of their parents and guardians”; Robertson v.
Baldwin, 165 U.S. 275 (1897).
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