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Introduction

The Problems of the Therapeutic State

TO POLICYMAKERS, opinion leaders and pundits, and the concerned
public, misery bespeaks marginality. The troubles that afflict an inner-
city neighborhood today—poverty, substance abuse, delinquency, family
violence and child neglect, homelessness, and more—seem to point up the
distance between some citizens and the social mainstream. On the most
obvious level, the mainstream revolves around participation in the mod-
ern post-industrial economy, which in turn requires advanced education
and marketable job skills. Yet these people can find employment only in
the low-wage service sector, which means insufficient income, poor bene-
fits, and chronic insecurity. When the stresses of such a life find their way
into the home, moreover, violence may erupt against spouses and chil-
dren. Marginality thereby manifests itself in behavior patterns that the
mainstream (rightly) defines as aberrant. In another vein, many young
people in the neighborhood have dropped out of the legal economy en-
tirely, idling away time or preferring the more lucrative opportunities
that can be found in petty crime. Policy analysts and social critics worry
that among the young the work ethic has collapsed. To put it another
way, marginality also encompasses deviant norms and attitudes. Thus,
people or groups are seen as marginal when they display one or more of
the attributes—economic, behavioral, and attitudinal—that distinguish
them from the social mainstream.

As part of its response to marginality, the modern welfare state incor-
porates programs and agencies that use an approach I term “therapeu-
tic.” It begins with the premise that some people are unable to adjust to
the demands of everyday life or function according to the rules by which
most of us operate. If they are to acquire the value structure that makes
for self-sufficiency, healthy relationships, and positive self-esteem, they
need expert help. Accordingly they become the clients of behavioral spe-
cialists, clinicians, and social workers—a group I refer to generically as
social personnel. The therapeutic approach itself follows several distinct
steps. First social personnel diagnose or assess the clients’ situation and
establish a friendly relationship with them. Then, through instruction,
counseling, and supervision, clients are assisted in overcoming their per-
sonal deficiencies and learning to bear the pressures placed upon them.
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Social personnel can maintain subsequent oversight to assure that clients
have not slipped back into their former ways.

The therapeutic approach is not unique to public programs, but it takes
on a different character when directed at marginal populations and pur-
sued under authoritative state auspices. Any number of middle-class per-
sons take advantage of counseling to cope with their anxieties, sometimes
at public expense. Though the problems that bring middle-class clients to
seek treatment may be serious, it is not seen as necessary to instill in them
mainstream values to which they already subscribe. It should be added
that they choose when to begin and end treatment. By contrast, public
therapeutic intervention aimed at marginal citizens proceeds from the
assumption that they cannot govern their own lives. The state therefore
seeks to “normalize” them—an odd term, one that jars the ear, as well it
should when we consider what the effort is all about. Lower-class clients
do not seem to require merely a bit of support, like their middle-class
counterparts, but instead wholesale personal and family reconstruction.
Intervention sets out to foster new behaviors, instill another set of mores,
and cultivate a different outlook toward self and family. By bringing
about profound changes at the most intimate levels of human experience,
the state aims to integrate marginal citizens into the social mainstream.
Further, resistance on their part will not be tolerated. The state has the
legal tools to impose client status upon marginal citizens and the coercive
instruments to compel them to remain in that exposed position.

In the institutions of the American welfare state, the therapeutic ap-
proach finds many outlets.1 Some social welfare programs, it is true, pro-
vide only material support. But others do not stop at concrete assistance
and seek in addition to give recipients better psychological tools and
stronger emotional resources so they can overcome what is perceived as
an attitude of dependency. Similarly, though many courts are content to
render a verdict on antisocial acts, certain judicial institutions profess a
desire to help violators develop more acceptable behavioral standards.
A complete listing of public “human services”—agencies that use the
therapeutic approach2—would include juvenile courts, child welfare de-
partments, vocational rehabilitation and training centers, shelters for
the homeless, community mental health programs, public assistance de-
partments, chemical dependency treatment clinics, shelters for battered
women, and Veterans’ Administration services. Often the state offers
therapeutic treatment through private nonprofit organizations by pur-
chasing their services. Because public funds are at stake and policy objec-
tives are set forth by elected policymakers, contract services should be
viewed as a component of the public therapeutic sector. All told, the num-
ber of persons brought under the domain of the human service apparatus
ranges into the millions.3
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In concept and in potential scope, then, the therapeutic sector looms as
a menacing Leviathan. Yet in practice it amounts to something a good
deal less imposing. To begin with, public human services occupy a clearly
subordinate position in the larger scheme of social policy. The expendi-
tures for adjustment services are dwarfed by the massive outlays for en-
titlement programs like Medicare or social security. Even within agencies
that pursue the therapeutic approach, a relatively small percentage of the
budget may be spent on casework. Therapeutic practitioners complain
incessantly of insufficient resources.

The therapeutic approach claims only a secondary role in much policy
debate, too. While analysts across the political spectrum endorse normal-
izing intervention as one antidote to marginality, they treat human ser-
vices largely as an afterthought. Liberals and conservatives alike mention
the need to address the behavioral and motivational weaknesses of the
poor, but little is said about therapeutic casework. Instead, the debate
centers on the merits of various cash transfer programs or provisions that
require welfare recipients to work.4 We may take this as evidence that
the therapeutic idea has become an accepted feature of social policy,
yet at the same time one to which key policy actors today attach limited
significance.

An examination of what happens within therapeutic or “social” agen-
cies further confirms that the therapeutic sector rarely measures up to its
grand design. As the most cursory inspection will disclose, the record
compiled by the human services is dismal, filled with episodes of bungled
treatment and clients who do not respond to the overtures of casework-
ers. This wretched performance cannot be blamed on inadequate agency
budgets. Instead we must look to client actions and the flaws in the thera-
peutic method. Clients do not passively cooperate with the agency, but
rather try to manipulate intervention to achieve their own purposes.
Sometimes this moves them to appear to accept a caseworker’s sugges-
tions while they go on leading their lives as before. In other instances, they
draw the agency into family power struggles; social personnel, by taking
sides, sacrifice the essential friendly relations they are supposed to main-
tain with all family members. Agencies should be able to see through such
client tactics. But as the mishandling of cases by agencies responsible for
juvenile probation or child abuse prevention attests, social personnel can-
not reliably predict or modify behavior, even when therapeutic resources
are intensively applied.

Finally, where the human services are supposed to form an orderly
system, the therapeutic apparatus is disjointed and poorly coordinated.
The constitutive elements lack a shared identity or sense of mission even
though they are connected by an intricate web of working relationships.
No common dialogue binds together social agencies making use of the
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therapeutic approach. Juvenile justice, for example, forms a discrete pol-
icy field, and those who participate in the ongoing debates about court-
sponsored treatment rarely communicate with those outside their own
narrow circle. Attempts to impose a rational structure on the whole appa-
ratus from above have only contributed to the bureaucratization of each
agency. It is no wonder, then, that the therapeutic state remains an elusive
object of analysis.5 More to the point, fragmentation and divided effort
let marginal populations elude normalizing intervention. Many potential
clients slip between and around social agencies.

When we consider all the limitations of the therapeutic sector, it may
appear that we have scant reason to inquire further into its activities. But
there is another side to this story that we must recognize. The therapeutic
sector matters far more to the marginal populations caught in its web. A
given low-income community will feature a variety of social agencies.
There is a high probability that individuals or families will come into
contact with one of these. Often it can be brushed aside; as I have said,
caseworkers are easily manipulated. Yet when files are opened, some cli-
ents face the very real prospect that they will be drawn into an extended
series of interventions stretching over months or even years. Typically the
encounters will be sporadic and inconsistent, with intervals in which no
contact occurs until some new episode triggers the interest of another
agency. At that point the entire dossier may be reactivated, the record of
past transgressions and inadequacies brought to life again. Demands are
made that clients mend their ways and conform to the agency’s behav-
ioral expectation. In certain cases agency edicts are backed by the threat
that a family will be broken up or a client placed in a secure treatment
facility.

Any evaluation of the importance of the therapeutic state must also
take account of its continued expansion. In the past twenty years the
human services have suffered a succession of blows—fierce client opposi-
tion and a vigorous movement among attorneys to restore clients’ formal-
legal rights, public criticism and hostility from lawmakers as the failure of
normalizing intervention became evident, and the sharp retrenchment
brought on by the spending reductions of the Reagan administration. Yet,
despite this inhospitable political climate, important components of the
therapeutic apparatus have actually expanded. We continue to turn to
social agencies to deal with old problems that they previously failed to
resolve and with new ones that capture our attention. Growth is evident
in, to take two leading examples, the juvenile justice and child welfare
fields. It follows that the sort of interventions that recall an invasive Levi-
athan are likely to become more common.

Thus, while the therapeutic state cannot be regarded as a behemoth set
loose to prey upon all marginal populations, it is sufficiently potent to call
for critical scrutiny. Normalizing intervention confronts policymakers
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and the public at-large with vexing moral choices. We—officials and citi-
zens alike—look to public human services to deal with forms of distress
that arouse our compassion by altering forms of behavior that unnerve
us. Inaction in the face of, say, family violence is unacceptable, and we are
at a loss for other policies to address the situation. We therefore invite
public authority to probe the inner recesses of people’s lives. But we also
appreciate that a society can limit the power of the state only by insisting
that it respect the sovereignty of the individual mind and personality.
Moreover, in a democratic community, there must be settings beyond the
reach of public authority in which citizens can express themselves and
discover their shared concerns. Privacy and autonomy, however, are rou-
tinely violated by social personnel. Though their actions might be justified
in the case of obvious mental incompetence, we compromise fundamental
values when we extend state-sponsored intervention to the vast number
of clients caught up today in the therapeutic apparatus.

The contradictory nature of the therapeutic state—a sprawling, dis-
jointed network that often misses its mark yet in other instances inflicts
great mischief upon its clients—raises three fundamental issues. First, al-
though we recognize a common approach across a range of agencies, the
entire state sector so lacks coherence that it is difficult to locate it as a
subject for analysis. Were its components ever bound together, as their
shared method suggests? If so, what has driven them apart? Second, on a
normative level, intervention poses what might be termed the question of
citizenship. We embrace an exercise of power by the state that is at odds
with our belief that some aspects of a citizen’s life should lie beyond its
reach. How have we come to accept, nay, to insist upon, this surrender of
democratic independence in favor of a standard of behavior? Third, in
view of the fact that policy failure in the human services has produced
more agencies and programs, we must address the political question of
organizational tenacity. Where public agencies enjoy the support of pow-
erful constituency groups, survival perhaps requires no elaborate analy-
sis. But social agencies, staffed by low-status professionals and serving
those with the least political voice, would appear to have few friends who
count. How is it that the therapeutic apparatus has established itself so
firmly that, despite substantial opposition, it can continue to expand even
when its ineptitude is starkly evident?

History, Discourse, and Politics

As my formulation of these questions suggests, I believe the core issues
presented by the therapeutic state can be resolved only through an ac-
count of its development. We can most easily sketch the full dimensions
of the therapeutic sector if we start with its foundation. In the course of
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a historical inquiry, too, we can explore why the sector as a whole seems
to have slipped out of sight. Besides sharpening our analytical focus, a
historical study permits us to best illuminate the urgent problems of prin-
ciple and politics that the therapeutic state raises. Today policy elites are
so much under the sway of the doctrine of the human services that they
find it difficult to reconsider their commitment to the mode of interven-
tion it represents. To recover the problem of the marginal citizen as a
subject for discussion, we need to appreciate the intellectual forces that
have driven it from our awareness. By the same token, as therapeutic
practitioners march ahead despite their thin record of accomplishment,
their political resilience seems inexplicable. To grasp the mystery of how
they have made their approach the basis for so many initiatives and insti-
tutions, we must step back from the present, to unearth earlier political
strategies and long-buried compromises.

Such a historical study must be faithful to the complexity of the thera-
peutic state itself. Social agencies embody, in their broad diversity, differ-
ent notions about marginal populations, the nature of therapeutic power,
and techniques of intervention. We need to attend to the shifting intellec-
tual currents that have yielded so heterogeneous a set of organizations. At
the same time, the varying commitments of public agencies to therapeutic
methods and the uneven influence that social personnel exercise upon
their institutions make it clear that their discourse has not dominated the
entire evolution of social policy. Though ideas have left their mark, the
configuration of the human service apparatus is a political outcome. Thus
we must follow closely the strategies that proponents of therapeutic inter-
vention—therapeutic activists—have devised to secure political support
and neutralize opposition, and the role played by any policy competitors.
We have need of an approach to political development that lets us give
due weight to the intellectual and the political alike and helps us compre-
hend the interaction between them. Furthermore, clients have sometimes
disturbed the therapeutic design by bending interventions to suit their
own purposes. The mode of inquiry we use must recognize how clients as
active agents shape the therapeutic sector.

For tracing the impact of ideas upon the way in which the state has
dealt with marginal populations, the work of Foucault is particularly sug-
gestive. His argument, in condensed and simplified form, goes something
like this: The effort to normalize marginal groups took shape in the nine-
teenth century when it became evident that blunt repression could not
prepare them for productive tasks in the emerging capitalist economy.
Through fields such as public health, a rising corps of social experts began
to accumulate knowledge about marginality and to contemplate new
techniques through which it would be possible to refashion the poor and
the deviant into positive social assets—initiating, that is, a discourse on
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intervention. Putting their insights to the test in a host of local experi-
ments, the first social practitioners invented a different form of power,
one that penetrated to the most minute level of everyday life to evoke
higher desires and appropriate economic attitudes. Later, when the value
of this constructive power to dominant groups became clear, it was ab-
sorbed into the state. This process began, again, through local applica-
tions, where the apparent conflict between normalizing discourse and the
liberal doctrine of individual rights went unnoticed. The technology of
normalization has since attained a secure place within the state, sustained
by the ongoing accumulation of bodies of knowledge and an elaborate
mechanism of surveillance.6

Foucault recognizes that we need to investigate more closely how nor-
malizing activity made the leap from disjointed, small-scale practice to an
elaborate enterprise conducted under the auspices of the state. In part he
is hampered, I suspect, by a reluctance to “subjectivize” history, to iden-
tify the specific actors who translate ideas into concrete programs and
public policies. But building upon his remarks about the role of early
social experts, we can hypothesize that the pioneers in normalizing inter-
vention constituted a “discursive movement.” Foucault indicates that
they shared a conception of marginality, an enthusiasm for their method-
ological innovations, and a desire to expand their modest efforts into a
more global project of social reconstruction. Certainly this should have
sufficed to yield a common identity among the first practitioners of the
normalizing approach, however they might have differed over points of
emphasis. By positing a discursive movement that sought to realize the
potential of the new approach, we fill the political void in Foucault’s sce-
nario. We would expect to find the proponents of the normalizing method
leading the drive to link their new technology to the state.

Drawing upon Foucault’s insights into the relationship between discur-
sive strategies and the positive exercise of power, Donzelot presents a
much more detailed account of the attempts to integrate marginal popu-
lations into the social mainstream. He argues that modern family life
has been shaped by several distinct lines of discursive activity. For the
middle-class household, medical experts in the nineteenth century and
psychoanalysis in our own era have been decisive influences, each in turn
suggesting certain norms that family members have willingly sought to
uphold. But among the working class, especially its fringe elements, ef-
forts by philanthropy during the nineteenth century to encourage stan-
dards of labor discipline and savings faltered, confounded by resistance
from clients and their artful manipulation of intervention to realize their
own aims. Philanthropic organizations then sought to enlist the coopera-
tion of the state. Early in the present century these efforts resulted in the
appearance of what Donzelot calls “the social,” a hybrid public-private
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sphere organized around therapeutic intervention and the surveillance of
marginal clients. Social personnel sought through mandatory tutelage—
educative casework backed by sanctions—to impose upon working-class
families bourgeois norms for family relations and personal adjustment.
Yet that is not the whole story. For if the broad outline of the therapeutic
sector was established decades ago, the human services today differ sig-
nificantly from the first experiments. Donzelot observes that new tech-
niques have caught on among practitioners and that the middle-class
norms they promote have continued to change.7

Missing from this rich analysis, alas, is an appreciation of the political
realm. Donzelot understands that the state, through its coercive resources
and surveillance mechanisms, adds something to the therapeutic project.
But the state cannot simply be manipulated, put to use to advance discur-
sive schemes. It has its own history and therefore its established biases.
For example, where therapeutic intervention is supposed to rest upon the
expertise of social technicians, the American state traditionally has been
most respectful of local sentiments, however backward or unenlightened.
It seems more likely that such a state would conduct public tutelage in a
manner not approved by therapeutic practitioners. In much the same
way, although Donzelot pays heed to conflicts within public social agen-
cies, disputes over public policy may be much broader, conditioning the
entire context in which agencies operate. We need to go a good deal fur-
ther in our exploration of the competition that philanthropic practitio-
ners faced when they set out to secure the backing of the state and the
political forces that have subsequently constrained social personnel.

Accordingly, while we might begin with the insights of Foucault and
Donzelot, our historical investigation of the human services must also
probe “state building” as a political activity. The phenomenon of state
building—creating new forms of state organization—has been the focus
of much recent scholarship. These studies make clear that functional so-
cial needs or demands from various classes and interest groups do not
suffice to produce new governing structures. For such external pressures
to make themselves felt, they require champions within the existing polit-
ical system, political entrepreneurs eager to support innovation for their
own (often political) reasons. They in turn must do battle against estab-
lished political forces and institutions that seek to resist, contain, or sub-
vert change. The new state apparatus emerges from the friction between
entrepreneurs and conservative power centers.8 Extending this kind of
argument to the attempt to connect normalizing techniques to public au-
thority, we would look for the same pattern of policy advocacy and resis-
tance. We must be alert to the possibility that political entrepreneurs and
the reigning political order have skewed the therapeutic sector to their
own purposes. At the same time, if therapeutic activists have learned to
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negotiate their way through this political maze, later human service re-
forms may reflect their increased political acumen.

The approach I adopt, then, combines discursive and political analyses.
Through an examination of the public statements of therapeutic activists,
I seek to make clear the design behind their enterprise, to lay open for
critical discussion the kind of power it incorporates, and to bring into
sharp relief the ideal of public tutelage and the unifying vision behind the
therapeutic state. We can then consider the place of personal autonomy
and democratic citizenship in the discursive strategy for integrating mar-
ginal populations into the social mainstream. Moreover, since we need
to go beyond idealized models to consider discursive practice, as Donze-
lot and several others have recently emphasized,9 I explore the effects on
clients and their own role in shaping normalizing intervention. I also
focus on the political struggles surrounding the therapeutic state. By
treating therapeutic activists as political entrepreneurs in their own right
and reviewing their tactics, I endeavor to account for the initial triumph
that saw their doctrine incorporated by various state agencies. I continue
to pursue a political inquiry, investigating the strategies subsequently fa-
vored by social personnel, in an effort to uncover the driving force behind
the later expansion of public human services. On the other side, through
a full reckoning of the political obstacles that therapeutic activists have
faced, I intend to show why many social agencies suffer from a split per-
sonality and why the therapeutic sector as a whole lacks coherence.

The Hazards of Imperfect Victories

In my account of the rise of the therapeutic state, I recognize the pivotal
importance of normalizing discourse and the movement constituted by its
proponents. The discourse itself was an outgrowth of philanthropic activ-
ity in the nineteenth century, when techniques of intervention were first
tested. During the Progressive period, beginning about 1890, social per-
sonnel refined their methods for reshaping the working-class family, and
came to believe that they had invented a tool of extraordinary construc-
tive possibilities. They proceeded with great enthusiasm and considerable
political skill to secure official backing. Judicial institutions and social
agencies in fields like public assistance incorporated casework goals and
called upon the services of therapeutic practitioners. Over the following
decades therapeutic activists have continued to be inspired by their faith
in the utility of the therapeutic approach for helping the client in distress
to abide by social standards or function at a higher level of personal com-
petence. This credo has prompted social personnel to press for an expan-
sion in the scope of public tutelage, to seek more resources and a greater
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public investment in training skilled caseworkers, and to agitate for a
major role for themselves whenever some new manifestation of marginal-
ity has come to our notice.

Still, though therapeutic doctrine has been the catalyst in the develop-
ment of the human services, I maintain that the new state sector has been
significantly affected by other discourses. The most significant draw upon
the commitment, deeply embedded in our liberal/Protestant culture, to
individual moral responsibility. In the economic realm, the notion that
each family head bears the burden to support self and dependents has
shaped the free-market discourse of political economy since the beginning
of the industrial era in the nineteenth century. Individuals are presumed
to be accountable for their own fate. When they fall prey to poverty,
therefore, they are to blame for their plight. Under such economic moral-
ism, their suffering is earned, the proper reward for the evils of indolence
and dissipation. Though not wholly incompatible with the therapeutic
approach—which might be used, after all, to instill in the poor a desire to
be self-sufficient—political economy differs sharply in emphasis, for it
stresses the need to condemn persons who do not look after and control
themselves. Similarly, in the field of law, popular opinion has often fa-
vored a moralistic jurisprudence that pronounces harsh judgment upon
offenders. Social personnel insist instead on the need to understand viola-
tors and to rehabilitate them rather than to inflict punishment. I further
show that, thanks to our understanding of democracy and our political
arrangements, the popular faith in individual responsibility has had a
major impact upon social policy. Public officials have long subscribed to
an ideology of localism, according to which they have an obligation to
express the popular values of the community they serve. As if that were
not enough, state structures, notably decentralized courts and small legis-
lative districts, are perfectly suited to allow grassroots individualism to
make itself felt.

Therapeutic activists have been challenged at times, too, by less univer-
sal discursive forces. Where social policy borders on the legal system, in
an institution like the juvenile court, opposition to social personnel has
arisen over the past several decades from formal-rights advocates. They
represent a strain in legal discourse that demands meticulous adherence
to due process. Though distinct from and perhaps incompatible with
legal-moralism, this proceduralism also stands sharply at odds with a
therapeutic jurisprudence that sees courtroom formalities as an obstacle
to proper diagnosis of an offender’s condition. On a different level, thera-
peutic activists have been confronted sporadically by those who believe
marginality can best be overcome through political action. According to
this discourse of democratic participation, social membership is achieved
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not through normalizing intervention but through the collective efforts of
autonomous citizens to fashion their own communities.

With still other discourses the therapeutic enterprise has enjoyed a
more ambiguous relationship. Social personnel have had to answer to
policy actors who reflect the discourse of rational management or modern
disciplines like economics. Early on, during the Progressive era, the rela-
tionship was congenial, with therapeutic practitioners eager to borrow
from other schools of thought. Since the 1960s, however, there has been
a sharp struggle for dominance within the policy process and for control
over social agencies themselves. A similar pattern can be found in the
interaction between the therapeutic approach and feminism. At the turn
of the century feminist doctrine contributed to the formulation of the
therapeutic method and encouraged the development of the first normal-
izing agencies. But over the past two decades, feminist thought has re-
versed direction, questioning the biases of the helping professions and
inspiring the creation of alternative support networks.

Only under rare circumstances have therapeutic activists established
their practical ascendancy over these competing discursive interests. On
occasion social personnel have seized upon a favorable opening, created
by some policy crisis, to bring about significant expansion in the thera-
peutic sector. They rode the wave of Progressive reform to their first suc-
cesses, insinuated themselves into key policymaking positions during the
New Deal to bring federal resources into the human services, and capital-
ized upon popular concerns about juvenile delinquency and the rise in the
welfare rolls during the 1950s and 1960s. But I demonstrate that when-
ever other discursive forces have aroused themselves, therapeutic activists
have been soundly trounced. They have been hounded from the positions
of influence they attained during the bursts of program innovation and
growth. And once their foes have assumed control over policy or within
social agencies, they have successfully resisted efforts by social personnel
to dislodge them.

These defeats have owed much to the political weaknesses of therapeu-
tic activists as a discursive movement. Social personnel represent some-
thing of an object lesson in how not to organize for political influence. In
a political system that invites local opinion to make itself felt, they tend to
be cosmopolitans, ill at ease in the parochial, common-sense world of
community politics.10 They also have few natural allies. During the Pro-
gressive era, as I mentioned, they drew significant support from various
social reform movements. But with the collapse of the reform project in
the wake of the First World War, the therapeutic enterprise was left de-
pendent upon its own handful of proponents. They have found it difficult
to repeat the initial connection to any broader coalition, though they have
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had sporadic successes that I discuss. Also, where administrators of en-
titlement programs can readily enlist constituents in the political arena,
for social personnel this backing has been problematic. The poor and
delinquent are unenthusiastic about the therapeutic project; even if they
were prepared to endorse it, they form perhaps the least influential base
of support one might muster. By comparison, to cite but one example,
juvenile court judges who choose to punish delinquent acts rather than
counsel the young offender can count on strong backing from local elites
and the public in general.

Social personnel have also been undermined, I hold, by the failure of
normalizing intervention itself. Having gained initial success by promis-
ing low-cost solutions to pressing social problems, they could not deliver
on their word. Foucault claims that the exercise of power leads to the
further development of knowledge, which in turn makes power more ef-
fective. It would be more accurate to say, however, that clinicians and
social work educators have embarked upon a relentless quest for knowl-
edge, hoping all along that some new discipline would allow them to
demonstrate the superiority of the therapeutic approach. But despite in-
numerable pilot projects and experiments, therapeutic practitioners have
yet to show they can bring about the normalization of marginal clients on
a consistent basis. For this failure clients have been largely responsible.
They have feigned cooperation and invented appearances to please case-
workers, responded with sullen passivity, or tried to initiate intervention
to alter the terms of intrafamily conflict. Though clients rarely have
achieved what they wanted, their willfulness sufficed to defeat the thera-
peutic agenda. As a consequence, discursive competitors have found it
easy to ignore therapeutic doctrine or to use the disappointing record of
intervention to discredit social personnel.

All the same, notwithstanding the forces arrayed against them and
their own liabilities, therapeutic activists have preserved many of the
footholds they have secured and gone on to conquer new ground. Exten-
sive use has been made of policy instruments, like centralized bureau-
cracy, that are less vulnerable to popular counter-discourses; through
schools of social work, the supply of trained therapeutic practitioners has
been enlarged; and where social personnel have lost their influence upon
an institution, alternative agency structures have been created in which
therapeutic methods might be systematically applied. I contend that such
strategies have entailed a substantial cost to the therapeutic enterprise.
Therapeutic activists lost their identity as a movement and their common
sense of mission as they divided along bureaucratic fault lines into narrow
policy clusters. This has contributed to the loss of coherence in the thera-
peutic sector. So, too, has the multiplication of agencies, brought on by
the desire to create practice settings not contaminated by other discursive
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tendencies. Nevertheless, whatever the losses, they have seemed worth it
to social personnel. The therapeutic state has been sustained.

Along the way, moreover, therapeutic tenets have become a part of our
broader public discourse on marginality. The normalizing approach now
shapes our reflexive response when we are confronted with new manifes-
tations of human misery. I suggest we have not abandoned our belief in
individual responsibility. But while some commentators continue to voice
moral condemnation of the poor in the traditional form, it is more fash-
ionable to describe their problems in terms drawn from the diagnostic
language employed by clinicians and caseworkers. And even those ana-
lysts who utter harsh judgments of such marginal archetypes as the un-
married teenage mother on welfare recommend that the policy response
include, along with mandatory employment, therapeutic counseling and
instruction.

Social personnel have not often stopped to reflect critically upon the
assumptions and categories they have bequeathed us. In their eagerness to
put normalizing technology to the test, Progressive therapeutic activists
did not pause to consider the harm they might do to clients or how the
therapeutic enterprise might weaken the conditions for democratic citi-
zenship. They saw only that power might be used in a positive fashion,
not to repress but to instill bourgeois norms toward self and family.
Meanwhile, in their unbounded confidence in the efficacy of the new tools
of intervention, therapeutic activists betrayed a dangerous conceit of the
scientific spirit, a blind certainty that marginality could be excised
through the application of correct behavioral knowledge. We must note,
too, that the activists were mostly women, and the new power seemed less
menacing for its feminized quality—it was benign, softened, nurturing.
This image of power remained firmly held even when the coercive re-
sources of the state were added to the therapeutic mix. Later, especially
during the Great Depression and during the 1960s, social personnel have
come under sharp attack from outside and from defectors within their
own ranks. Yet most practitioners have continued to assert that interven-
tion was in the interest of clients and society. Indeed, those who say other-
wise are treated as blasphemers.

We cannot permit ourselves to fall prey to the therapeutic mindset. As
I recount the rise of the human services, I stress that the fascination with
normalizing technique and its associated implements of power has had
disastrous consequences. To begin with, because social personnel have
seen only the positive side of therapeutic power, they have tolerated the
abuses too often inflicted upon marginal populations under public tute-
lage. When intervention techniques have proved wanting, the conviction
among therapeutic practitioners that science can still yield the solution
has left clients acutely vulnerable. New methods must be tested. And so
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clients have become human “laboratory rats,” subjected to each fad treat-
ment in personality reconstruction or behavioral modification. Social per-
sonnel have also acquiesced in the use of coercion by the state to regulate
the most private dimensions of clients’ lives. As critics have charged,
those drawn into the public tutelary apparatus have faced demands that
they change how they rear their children, adopt different spending habits,
find a new residence, maintain sexual abstinence, and more; refusal to
comply can mean the breakup of a family or incarceration. Mercifully,
most marginal citizens have been spared the worst. Due to the check im-
posed upon the expansion of the human services by other discursive
forces, I note, therapeutic resources have simply been too limited to en-
compass all potential clients.

Second, under the impress of therapeutic discourse, policymakers and
the larger public have learned to devalue personal autonomy. Social per-
sonnel steadfastly deny that this was their intention. They insist that un-
less someone’s well-being is at risk, nothing should be imposed upon cli-
ents against their will. Even where it is necessary to protect clients from
themselves, the line continues, intervention seeks only to restore them to
a higher level of independent functioning. But disciplines like psychoanal-
ysis have been embraced because they seem better able to get beneath the
defenses that clients erect. In addition, thanks to an elaborate mechanism
of referral, some clients find themselves placed under permanent surveil-
lance. Cases are continued indefinitely; if any backsliding is detected,
intervention resumes. By proceeding in a way that demonstrates that au-
tonomy counts for little, therapeutic practitioners have helped convince
others of the same. The notion that citizens must have some space in
which to define their concerns in their own language has been subordi-
nated to the premise, drawn from therapeutic discourse, that intervention
will leave clients better able in the end to stand on their own two feet.

Finally, convinced that normalizing intervention alone was the best
means to link marginal populations to the social mainstream, social per-
sonnel have done much to foreclose certain alternative approaches. I ex-
amine how interest peaked during the Progressive era and again during
the 1960s in the discourse of citizen participation. First the settlement
workers and later the community action proponents asserted that mar-
ginal groups, through their own collective efforts, could solve problems,
forge their own sense of communal identity and membership, and thereby
link themselves to the larger society. What was required was not counsel-
ing and instruction by caseworkers but opportunities for the direct exer-
cise of power. But when presented with the chance to support political
activism among their clients, social personnel made clear that they pre-
ferred instead to treat marginal groups as objects upon whom power
might be applied. They dismissed client organizing or sought to co-opt
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client militancy. Having helped to shut off the political path to social
membership, therapeutic activists hardly speak of it, and policy elites
have followed their lead.

Overview

I pursue these analytical and normative themes through a roughly chro-
nological survey of the development of the therapeutic state. In part 1 I
examine the precursors to therapeutic discourse and the discourse itself.
The Progressive notion that marginal populations could be normalized
through casework intervention, especially with the support of the state,
derived from the efforts of philanthropy during the nineteenth century.
Accordingly, I begin in the first chapter with an analysis of philanthropy
in the earlier period. Philanthropic activists were determined to heal the
fissures that seemed about to split American society along class lines. In
this desire they were inspired by a vision of community that stressed the
obligation of elites to seek the moral uplift of the less fortunate. Philan-
thropic activists expressed their commitment through vigorous work to
promote modernization of the slums, protect children from city streets
and blighted homes, administer private relief, and reform institutions in
which children and the poor were confined. Through these distinct lines
of activity, casework methods began to emerge; moreover, we can discern
a definite conception of how the state might contribute to the integration
of marginal groups. The practical and theoretical accomplishments of
nineteenth-century philanthropy established a discursive pattern that its
successors, worried over the same social problems, were predisposed to
follow.

This is not to say, however, that Progressive social personnel merely
took up method and doctrine as these were left to them. As I explain in
chapter 2, the Progressive generation became true therapeutic activists:
they refined the approach toward the working-class family, grasped the
vast constructive potential of normalizing intervention, and set out to
make their credo the basis for a new public sector. Under the impact of
economic crisis in the early 1890s, effective steps for closing the gaps
between classes seemed more urgent. Reform movements showed new
vigor, especially through the efforts of middle-class women seeking a
public role beyond their own households, and philanthropic activists
joined this ferment to urge expanded social provision for the working-
class family. But convinced that marginality had to be overcome through
direct intervention in the family itself, charity workers and residents of
the new settlement houses resumed the quest for better techniques to re-
pair damaged lives. From this came an elaborate casework ideal and what
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we recognize immediately as the therapeutic discourse of the modern
human services. We find here an explicit awareness that intervention en-
tailed the application of power to remold clients’ volitions, aspirations,
and sense of personal identity. Little of this could be accomplished by
philanthropy alone, to be sure, as its resources were insufficient. So pro-
ponents of the new casework approach urged an alliance with the state,
and pronounced themselves ready to serve the new public human service
agencies they hoped to create.

I describe in part 2 the early success gained by therapeutic activists in
creating an apparatus of public tutelage, the problems they encountered,
and their triumph over the community-mobilization approach to the
problem of marginality. Philanthropic casework technology, I show in
the third chapter, became the basis upon which social personnel con-
structed an even more intricate model of public tutelage. They presumed
therapeutic means and public authority could reinforce each other, so
that intervention might gain greater scope, consistency, and impact. In
the new juvenile court, diagnostic and rehabilitative methods were com-
bined with formidable coercive powers. Proponents of the institution for-
mulated an idealized view of its operation that suggested that young
offenders would be diagnosed rather than condemned and then treated
according to their individual needs rather than punished for what they
had done. Similarly, in the mothers’-aid programs that provided public
assistance for widows with young children, normalizing intervention was
seen as an essential adjunct to material support. Where poverty had al-
lowed wasteful habits to take hold, caseworkers were expected to fashion
treatment plans for recipients, develop an intimate relationship with
them, keep them under close surveillance, and even threaten sanctions if
they did not do as expected. The added support provided by the state, it
seemed clear, would greatly enhance the impact of the constructive power
implicit in the therapeutic enterprise.

Although therapeutic activists made significant strides by 1920 in cre-
ating a human service apparatus, they also encountered unanticipated
obstacles. Juvenile courts and mothers’-aid programs spread rapidly be-
fore and during the First World War, and other experiments in public
tutelage followed. But as I argue in chapter 4, this swift advance brought
social personnel into conflict with policy actors representing different dis-
cursive traditions. Because juvenile court judges, elected officials, and
overseers of the poor saw themselves as representatives of community
opinion, the agencies they ran reflected local popular sentiment. Clients
were usually dealt with according to precepts derived from the venerable
ideology of individual responsibility, much to the dismay of advocates of
the therapeutic approach. As they saw it, the fault lay primarily with a
political system that catered to lay prejudice and with administrative
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mechanisms too open to democratic influence. Yet some of the blame,
social personnel also conceded, rested upon the therapeutic movement
itself, for it had not demonstrated that its methods were clearly superior
in helping clients adjust to social expectations.

I examine in the following chapter the strategies that supporters of the
therapeutic agenda developed after the First World War to shield their
instruments from corruption by other political currents. Since it seemed
vital to lessen lay interference, social personnel urged reforms, notably
centralization and a bureaucratic form of organization, that would allow
them to impose their authority over local agencies. Also, where political
circumstances had forced therapeutic activists into improvised service ar-
rangements, the division of tasks could be rearranged. Local cooperation
was to be assured by installing more agents of the therapeutic method in
the field, where they could instruct judges and mothers’-aid officials on
what casework entailed. The latter would be likely to respond, of course,
only if intervention techniques were improved. This seemed to require a
better science of human personality, one that might overcome the resis-
tance to change clients had demonstrated. After much searching for a
suitable behavioral discipline by clinicians and casework educators, they
began to fasten onto Freudian psychoanalysis in the late 1920s as the
proper scientific instrument. These strategies were at best partial suc-
cesses, but they sufficed to permit the survival of the therapeutic sector
after the collapse of Progressivism.

During the founding period of public tutelage, social personnel with-
stood a separate discursive challenge from those who believed social
membership might be achieved through collective action. I indicate in
chapter 6 that settlement house residents not only contributed to the elab-
oration of therapeutic methods but took a keen interest in the capacity of
working people, however impoverished, to sustain their own group initia-
tives. If these efforts were encouraged through a decentralization of polit-
ical power and administrative responsibility, it seemed possible to foster
neighborhood cohesion and a strong sense of belonging, and with this an
identification with the larger community. For a brief time just before the
war there was a flurry of activity to promote community organization.
But this waned amidst an intellectual ethos that was increasingly oriented
toward technocratic rather than political approaches to social problems.
Even the first enthusiasts of community organization gradually lost their
taste for grassroots political action. With their retreat the position of ther-
apeutic practitioners in policy circles became more secure.

The therapeutic apparatus has expanded dramatically over time,
though its backers have often been checked in their most grandiose ambi-
tions. I discuss in part 3 the broadening of the human services since the
Great Depression and the continuing conflicts in which social personnel
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have been embroiled. Perhaps the most important gain recorded by thera-
peutic activists was their success in enlisting the support of the federal
government. They accomplished this, I indicate in chapter 7, by capital-
izing upon political opportunities and by continuing to pursue the strat-
egies they had earlier introduced to foil their adversaries. When the
Depression itself pointed up the inadequacies of existing forms of social
provision for the needy, key political leaders suddenly showed great
eagerness to consider new programs. Social personnel again demon-
strated shrewd entrepreneurial skills, first carving out a niche for them-
selves in the emergency relief mechanism of the early New Deal and then
building support among the architects of the Social Security Act for fed-
eral subsidies for existing human services. From the late 1930s through
the 1960s, caseworkers within the federal bureaucracy sought to use the
resources of the national state to advance the idea of normalizing inter-
vention in public assistance and child welfare. They had sufficient control
over policy discussion to assure that, when public concern over delin-
quency and welfare rose during the 1950s and early 1960s, their voice
would be the one heard most clearly by policymakers at the national level.

Notwithstanding their ability to attain ever greater federal support,
however, social personnel struggled vainly to gain command in the field.
I explore in chapter 8 how they were routed from public social agencies
during the 1960s, a defeat that also permitted their discursive competitors
to dislodge them from their favored position in the higher reaches of so-
cial policymaking. In the juvenile justice system, therapeutic practitioners
found themselves pushed aside by legal moralists and proceduralists.
Meanwhile, vigorous if short-lived community action and welfare rights
movements disrupted local social agencies and challenged the appropri-
ateness of therapeutic methods as tools to combat poverty. Finally, hav-
ing sold policymakers on the value of normalizing services to contain the
surge in public assistance costs, social personnel were embarrassed when
welfare caseloads began to increase at an even more rapid rate. By the
close of the decade, Congress wanted nothing further to do with case-
workers, and within social agencies a new breed of managers arrived to
put into practice cost containment methods derived from the business
world.

Yet the therapeutic enterprise endured these setbacks, and the human
services at present are larger than they were in the 1960s. As I observe in
the last chapter, the therapeutic sector has weathered its crises in large
measure because social personnel have accommodated themselves to po-
litical realities. They have promoted the creation of still more agencies
and sub-units in fields like juvenile justice and public welfare, and then
have acquiesced in the subordination of these to other institutions domi-
nated by competing policy actors. In another adroit move, when the mid-
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dle class began to take advantage of social services, therapeutic activists
welcomed the opportunity to minister to a new constituency, even though
fewer resources would be available to serve the poor. Social agencies have
also learned to mobilize their better-off clientele to protect their budgets
from retrenchment-minded politicians. Meanwhile, as new problems of
marginality have come to public notice, social personnel have stepped
into the breach to offer their services. The recent strategies have preserved
the therapeutic state, but again at a steep price, for the human services
have become ever more politicized and bureaucratized. Even so, thera-
peutic activists have recovered their confidence, and their faith in the con-
structive possibilities of casework remains deeply held. Clients, on the
other hand, are more vulnerable to the excesses of intervention.

I believe it is vital to restore to a central place in our discussion the
question of whether a democratic society ought to engage in normalizing
intervention. Unfortunately, as I note in the conclusion, the question is
complicated by the therapeutic sector that confronts us now. We can con-
demn it for its repeated failures and certainly imagine another way to
approach marginality that does not rest upon casework mechanisms or
violate citizen autonomy. But as a practical matter, we cannot sidestep
the past. The efforts of therapeutic activists have left us with a formidable
obstacle to change. We must reckon with agencies that will not graciously
step aside and a policy process in which they retain enormous advantages.
Much as we would like to translate our noble sentiments into deeds, we
find ourselves with little room in which to maneuver.





Part One

T H E S O C I A L Q U E S T I O N





One

Moral Economy and Philanthropy

THE PROBLEM of marginality as it came to be seen in bourgeois circles
during the nineteenth century reveals less about the poor than it does
about the community notables, social reformers, and charity operatives
who dealt with them. It has long been recognized that theirs was an era of
profound social change, brought about by the rise of industrial capitalism
and the associated rapid urbanization. In speaking of the dislocations and
suffering associated with capitalist development, these social observers
used a language that reflected a sensibility alien to the new era that was
unfolding. They worried not just about poverty but about the loss of con-
tact between elites and the lower ranks of society. As the ministers and
other bourgeois commentators recalled things, in the preindustrial com-
munity the more prosperous citizens had exercised stewardship over the
behavior and values of others, especially those least able to look after
themselves. But urban elites had lost their sense of mission, and so the
bonds across class lines broke down. Marginal groups themselves could
hardly be expected to abide by established moral codes. In the emerging
slums, working-class families demonstrated their lack of moral bearings
through displays of reprehensible and self-destructive behavior. Worse
yet, among the working population, wealth no longer was seen as a just
reward for discipline and upright character. Class antagonisms became
more pronounced. Community notables feared a crisis, an eruption of
social disorder, unless some new means could be found to lower class
hostility.

Just as the vision of a preindustrial community framed the analysis of
marginality, so, too, did it point to a plan of action. The conviction that
elites had once accepted responsibility for the conduct of their social infe-
riors made clear what had to be done. Urban and industrial conditions did
the most damage in the working-class family. Enter the philanthropists in
their many guises. Having identified the family as the point of contagion,
they struggled to erect barriers around it and make it the vehicle for the
regeneration of morals. Ultimately this required a direct challenge to the
family’s autonomy. Through such philanthropic activities as child protec-
tion and private relief, marginal populations during the latter half of the
nineteenth century were exposed to increasingly invasive moralizing in-
tervention. As philanthropic activists elaborated various methods for
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erecting moral props beneath the working-class family, moreover, they
came to recognize that they were pursuing different means toward the
same end. A diversity of practical experiments, most very local in scope,
yielded a discursive movement with a shared sense of mission.

This movement matured quickly. In their attempt to define the shape of
social policy, philanthropic activists met with considerable resistance.
They mastered it in a number of instances by forging tactical alliances
with more influential interest groups. Philanthropic ventures continued to
multiply, suggesting the many ways in which the working-class family
might be approached. Furthermore, as philanthropy accumulated experi-
ence in dealing with marginal populations, it began to stabilize its organi-
zation of labor and specify its preferred techniques. It also moved, less
overtly, to define a new role for the state, one that would place public
authority squarely at the center of the moralizing project. Both the phil-
anthropic apparatus and the discourse of intervention that took shape
around it would cast a long shadow, inviting further investment while
inhibiting any attempt to think afresh about marginality.

Moral Economy and the Dangerous Classes

For an influential segment of the middle class, the darker side of American
economic expansion and the rise of great cities stood out only too clearly.
The professionals and reformers who circulated through the swelling
urban slums worried that American cities were reduced to centers of
human degradation. To many evangelical ministers and charity activists,
such poverty originated in common infirmities of the human character
that city life unfortunately magnified. Others held that unique urban eco-
nomic and social circumstances induced new forms of misery.1 Some vic-
tims, concluded the antebellum Boston charity worker Joseph Tucker-
man, suffered not for their own laziness but because the urban economy
went through periods of insufficient demand for labor. Marginal families
in the city, moreover, were forced to live in overcrowded housing, with-
out proper sanitation or any privacy.2 Middle-class observers agreed that
urban conditions often meant moral decay for those in the slums. Family
breadwinners lost the will to support themselves and degenerated into
pauperism. And the deterioration reproduced itself, because the families
of the poor functioned as a source of moral infection. Through their own
homes, children were initiated into a poverty lifecycle—they were ne-
glected or exploited by drunken parents and later as youths were left free
to roam the streets, until they finally matured into a shiftless adulthood
and began to pass the same habits on to the next generation.3
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The particular terms that community notables used to describe margin-
ality reflected in part the harsher view of poverty that historians identify
in bourgeois public opinion after 1820. Poverty during the colonial and
postcolonial eras had appeared natural and inevitable, at least in certain
cases. When these worthy persons fell into distress, elites welcomed the
opportunity to demonstrate their sense of charity and mercy. There was
a communal responsibility to lend aid, as expressed in the elaborate struc-
ture of poor laws dating back to the early colonial settlements. The poor
law apparatus recognized that not all poor persons were equally deserv-
ing, of course, and some received harsh treatment, but the system itself
did not presume that misfortune was a moral affront. With the rise of
aggressive commerce and the factory system, however, values associated
with a market-oriented political economy came to the fore. Individuals
were held strictly responsible for supporting themselves through hard
work. When many could not do so, their failure became proof of bad
character.4

Yet the nineteenth-century reflections on poverty by ministers, reform-
ers, and charity workers suggests strongly their own misgivings about the
new economic order. Where that order stood for the relentless pursuit of
wealth, they still subscribed to an older ideal of a moral economy in
which strong mutual bonds tied together different social ranks. Many
urban professionals hailed from small towns, especially the storied vil-
lages of New England, and their past was shaped into a collective memory
about how life was ordered in a preindustrial community.5 According to
the moral economy conception, town leaders had had a vital duty to keep
watch over their less fortunate brethren, to hold up for them examples of
right conduct. The exercise of moral guidance by elites, it was held, did
much to foster both better behavior among the poor and loyalty to the
community as a whole among all groups.6

Viewed from this moral economy perspective, urban elites were violat-
ing a public trust, choosing self-aggrandizement over the exercise of their
responsibility toward the lower classes. A culture of consumption and
promiscuous spending had taken hold in the metropolis. The barons of
commerce and industry built elaborate homes to display their success,
while the ordinary bourgeoisie did their best to ape the practice.7 Yet
literally in the shadow of these abodes, the poor lived in squalor, unno-
ticed. Class isolation became more extreme after mid-century, when a
general movement began among the more prosperous citydwellers to re-
group into their own neighborhoods. “It is the great evil of our city life,”
noted one philanthropic activist at the time, “that our classes become so
separated.” Spatial divisions erased any lingering trace of civic obligation
among the well-to-do to attend to the fate of the poor.8
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The consequences of the collapse of preindustrial solidarities deeply
disturbed those who studied firsthand the condition of marginal popula-
tions. Where base instincts and destructive appetites were restrained in
the small town by the scrutiny of neighbors, no one in the industrial city
took notice.9 Workers felt free to indulge their impulses, dissipate their
wages and savings, and then accept the handouts that undermined their
will to support themselves. Because parents in the working-class house-
hold had not been taught the correct bourgeois view that children were
precious assets to be shielded from premature contact with the adult
world, their youngsters were sent out to beg or work in factories. Immi-
grants seemed especially prone to moral decline, for, given their typically
peasant background, they had been exposed least to decent behavioral
norms.10 Furthermore, now that marginal groups were left to themselves,
they nursed a deepening resentment of those who lived in luxury. It was
claimed that personal stewardship by the rich had legitimized hierarchy,
for the poor were convinced by example that status reflected earned re-
ward and that they occupied the rank they deserved. But in the absence of
such contact, they saw nothing rightful about their position. The unequal
division of property became an invitation to seize what otherwise was
beyond reach.11

It did not escape notice that marginal populations had begun to turn to
collective action. Politicians understood that the urban masses could be
mobilized by a grassroots party organization that offered them recogni-
tion, ready access to public outdoor relief, and the spoils of office. To the
genteel professionals, this smacked of the lowest kind of rabble-rousing
and manipulation. They claimed, too, that unscrupulous ward leaders
hired gangs of street youths to physically intimidate honest voters.12

More alarming by far were the signs that working people were becoming
conscious of themselves as a class. As the factory system made skilled
labor obsolete, mechanics and tradesmen expressed a deep rage over the
destruction of their way of life. They, too, drew upon a shared memory of
the preindustrial past, but it was a very different sort of moral economy
that they recalled. Before the factory had arrived, they believed, labor had
been appreciated as an activity of worth in its own right rather than
merely a means of survival. More than that, they had asserted their mem-
bership in the community through a degree of participation in collective
decision making that had disappeared in the industrial city. They fought
to keep alive their own ideal of a community in which skilled labor was
respected, property was widely distributed, and ordinary people pre-
served a measure of democratic control over their own fate. Toward these
ends craft unions and workingmen’s parties were formed during the ante-
bellum era. Later, unskilled industrial workers also struggled to organize
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themselves, though the surplus of labor pouring into the cities made them
easily replaceable. At first labor agitation was episodic, undermined by
business panics and episodes of high unemployment, but by the 1880s the
turmoil seemed a constant by-product of the industrial order. And work-
ing people seemed increasingly receptive to socialist doctrine and other
radical schemes for redistributing wealth.13

As the stirrings of the working class became more vigorous, bourgeois
reformers in the larger cities began to fear that the destruction of the
moral economy had brought America face-to-face with class warfare and
an attack upon the sacred foundations of the liberal social order. Fringe
elements in the working class, in the words of the important philanthro-
pist Charles Loring Brace, might explode at any moment to “leave the city
in ashes and blood.”14 Marginality under industrial capitalism convinced
community notables that they were confronted by “the social question”:
in the wake of the erosion of older forms of authority, how was class
conflict to be averted? We are not used to thinking of this as an American
problem, for we prefer to regard our class system as more flexible—part
of what is sometimes called American exceptionalism. But to these ob-
servers, the American city looked very much like its European counter-
part, seething with proletarian unrest. Whether or not they had an accu-
rate grasp of the situation, they would act according to their perception.
It seemed urgent to find some way under the new urban-industrial system
to restore class harmony.

Philanthropy Ascendant

As the social question began to prey upon the bourgeois mind in the dec-
ades before the Civil War, reformers groped for an antidote to the dete-
rioration they had noted in the working class. They were drawn quite
naturally to surrogate measures that might restore elite guidance over
marginal groups according to the pattern of the older moral economy.
These early ventures, including religious proselytizing and Sunday
schools, stressed the moral uplift of the fallen and wayward. Since even
supporters quickly dismissed the campaigns as superficial and they had
little subsequent influence, I will not recapitulate their history here.15 Be-
fore passing beyond the early nineteenth century, however, I must note
two forms of antebellum practice that endured to shape later philan-
thropic developments. First, the mounting demand for outdoor public
and private relief in several cities by the 1820s prompted reformers and
charity activists to redefine private relief. They experimented with a sys-
tem of elite visiting to the poor, pronounced this superior to material



30 C H A P T E R O N E

assistance, and codified the methods.16 Moralizing casework, a technique
I discuss below, then served as the basis for many later private relief ven-
tures. Second, during the Jacksonian era, many asylums and other car-
ceral institutions were established to segregate children, paupers, and
other degraded groups from the larger community so they might be re-
habilitated. Reformatory confinement continued to be a vital field for
philanthropic activity, though this largely reduced itself to reform of the
very institutions earlier generations of reformers had created. Through
the work of Foucault and Rothman in particular, asylums have been
given much attention in the history of philanthropy, but we must be wary
lest their role be exaggerated.17 When middle-class activists sought an
answer to the social question, they recognized the need to restore class
harmony in the modern industrial city itself, where the moral economy
had been torn asunder, rather than in places of confinement.

Our gaze is properly directed, then, at the tactical steps that bourgeois
activists took during the second half of the nineteenth century to counter
the core problem they believed lay behind the social question—the decay
of the working-class family. Organizational and public resources not pre-
viously imagined were brought to bear upon the family unit. On one side,
because it was agreed that decent homes were undermined by their slum
surroundings, some of these resources were used to modify the family
environment. But moral economy analysis indicated the family itself now
compromised decent values. It would perpetuate bad habits and ugly be-
havior among marginal populations, bourgeois activists maintained, un-
less other new tools were used to excise its degenerate tendencies and
revive it as a repository of higher standards. Accordingly, by comparison
with what had come before, intervention was designed to be far more
invasive, to penetrate superficial conformity and reach the level of emo-
tions and desires. The degraded poor were to be taught to embrace bour-
geois norms of sanitary housekeeping, enlightened child nurture, self-
sufficiency in the wage labor market, and thrift.

Dangerous urban conditions prompted a series of philanthropic efforts
that might be grouped together under the heading “social moderniza-
tion.” According to the famous urban landscape designer Frederick Law
Olmsted, property owners built structures as they saw fit, without regard
to the quality of life in a neighborhood, the health of the residents, or the
impact upon class tensions. The result was an environment that, as moral
economy discourse had frankly acknowledged, despoiled and corrupted
the working class. Only certain social remedies would make possible its
recovery. Proponents of environmental correctives intended to apply re-
cent scientific advances to the industrial city, thereby neutralizing the ex-
ternal threat to physical health and spiritual integrity.18 Translated into a
concrete agenda, social modernization entailed both the planned use of
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social space and measures focused more narrowly upon the quality of
working-class housing.

Community planning, designed to counter the effects of profit-oriented
land-use decisions, rested primarily upon public health reforms and
urban parks. Sanitation improvements were advocated after 1850 for
working-class districts as a way to reduce illness and dependency; the
necessary technology had been introduced in the early nineteenth century
in middle-class neighborhoods.19 At roughly the same time, Olmsted and
his allies began to urge park construction in the proximity of the slums.
Large parks were justified as a means to relieve the drudgery of factory
labor, give the working-class family a quiet retreat in which to renew its
emotional ties, and promote mingling among social classes.20 Beyond
containing the damage caused by industrial life, philanthropists hoped,
planning would enhance the human resources upon which the factory
system relied and restore the social bonds that had knit together a moral
economy.

The moral tone of working-class life could also be improved if the
home itself were reconfigured physically so that it more closely resembled
its middle-class counterpart. Public health proponents followed up their
campaigns for better urban sanitation with calls for the introduction of
running water to individual tenement buildings. The remedial logic was
explicitly noted: “By facilitating the means of frequent bathing in fami-
lies—particularly the poor and laboring classes—the effect would soon be
apparent, by removing a prominent cause of disease, and contribute to
the moral, as well as physical improvement of the lower classes.”21 Other
philanthropists, linking overcrowding to disease and loose sexual morals,
urged that the tenement be redesigned so that it would be made suitable
for decent family relations. In particular, working-class girls needed
greater privacy so their virtue might be safeguarded. Beginning as early as
the 1850s philanthropic groups like the New York Association for Im-
proving the Condition of the Poor sponsored social housing in the slums.
The model tenement units were intended to show that if living arrange-
ments no longer encouraged bad habits, the working poor would be able
to triumph over their character defects.22

However, with little support from the middle and upper classes and
modest resources available for what promised to be costly physical invest-
ments, social modernization efforts yielded very limited benefits. Sanitary
improvements and parks enjoyed a brief vogue before taxpayers began to
complain about the cost.23 For philanthropy, the opposition taught an
important lesson: even if they would benefit from harmonious class rela-
tions, propertied interests were reluctant to subsidize public improve-
ments. Social housing, on the other hand, was a voluntary initiative that
implied no public commitment. Alas, the few small projects undertaken
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by philanthropic groups did not begin to offset the decay in the housing
stock or the construction of new dwellings that repeated the evils philan-
thropists had discovered in the slums and tenements.

A second line of philanthropic activity took as its objective child pro-
tection or, as it was known, “child saving.” Child protection originated in
the conviction among bourgeois observers that working-class children
deserved special attention, for they were at once the most vulnerable of
marginal populations and the medium by which the ranks of certain anti-
social elements would be replenished. To some child-protection advo-
cates like Charles Loring Brace, children were mistreated and exploited
by their parents, and the family bond thus seemed to be an obstacle that
should be broken. Urban street life also was a focus of alarm, for young
people were exposed to destructive influences. Tainted by their homes
and streets, children became hardened and mean, eventually being drawn
into a shiftless underclass that survived through crime and pauperism.24

This analysis gave rise to vigorous efforts by voluntary organizations
to shield children from the varied hazards of working-class life. The New
York Children’s Aid Society, established during the 1850s under Brace’s
leadership, sought to remove children from the homes of the casual labor-
ing element by placing them out in rural communities or by enrolling
them in industrial training schools where they might learn both useful
skills and the discipline of the workplace. The problem of youngsters al-
ready abandoned to the streets likewise demanded a forceful response, so
Children’s Aid tried to entice these children into its placement or train-
ing programs. Over the next several decades the Children’s Aid model
was copied in a number of cities.25 These organizations shared the child
protection field with societies for the prevention of cruelty to children
(SPCCs), formed in the 1870s in response to mounting middle-class con-
cerns with child abuse. Some SPCCs thought it best to strengthen the home
and preferred to earn the cooperation of the family. But an abiding dis-
dain for working-class parents seems to have predominated in SPCC work,
and the Societies favored coercive measures to rescue children. They used
their political influence at the state level to secure laws against juvenile
vagrancy and street begging and win passage of statutes that permitted
the SPCCs to gain legal responsibility over children when it could be
shown that they had been exploited by their parents. To make sure that
the legislation would be used, the agents for the Societies established good
working relations with local judges and police.26

A certain timidity at first marked the practice of child protection
groups in their dealings with the working-class family, but they soon be-
came quite bold. Placing-out by the Children’s Aid Society threatened to
set it in open conflict with a child’s parents. Such parental objections out-
raged Brace, who regarded the adults as an irremediable source of corrup-
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tion. Still, for all his shrill rhetoric, his organization was not eager to
interpose itself between parent and child. Youngsters were recruited for
transport to the country only when their ties to the home had been clearly
severed. Many SPCCs, by contrast, did not shy from confrontation; they
were willing, even eager, to prosecute parents as a means to refashion
family norms. In fact, the New York chapter in 1881 gained the power to
make arrests, while other SPCCs routinely called upon the police. Statutes
permitted the Societies to be appointed as guardian in neglect cases and
to be given immediate custody of very young children. Courts looked
to SPCC agents for recommendations and usually followed their advice,
which often was to separate a child from his or her family. It was no
wonder, then, that the poor called the SPCC “the Cruelty” and dreaded
the appearance of its representative on their doorstep.27

Through a third major line of activity, philanthropic relief, bourgeois
voluntary organizations attempted to correct what they saw as the indif-
ferent attitude of working-class adults toward wage labor and thrift. Re-
lief represented one of the earliest philanthropic enterprises, but in the
1860s and 1870s it took on a vastly enlarged ideological significance. The
change was set in motion as philanthropic relief leaders became alarmed
by a surge in public relief expenditures. High unemployment after the
Civil War and during the industrial depression of the 1870s seem to have
produced the political conditions that Piven and Cloward have identified
as catalysts for an explosion in public relief. Not only were social distur-
bances common, but urban political machines saw the distribution of re-
lief as a tool for securing working-class support.28 Always hostile toward
“outdoor” public relief because it seemed too attractive an alternative to
the poorhouse, charity activists denounced machine-administered alms
with particular bitterness. When relief was politicized, it was charged, the
working-class family lost sight of the connection between its own flaws
and its misery. Economic moralism was very much a part of the concep-
tion of a moral economy to which private relief leaders remained devoted.
They worried, too, that the easy availability of relief would remove the
spur of necessity and so compromise the integrity of the system of wage
labor.29 If relief were left in their own more competent hands, it would be
administered with greater discrimination so that dependency would not
become a way of life among the able-bodied.

Charity activists in key eastern cities formed an alliance with middle-
class reform politicians to contain the public relief menace. By the late
1870s all public home relief in Brooklyn and New York City was elimi-
nated, and reform coalitions temporarily dislodged the party organiza-
tions from city office. Over the next few years philanthropists in several
other Eastern cities shut down public aid departments.30 What had
seemed a major challenge to labor discipline—public subsidy of the work-
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ing class—thus disappeared by means of a deliberate strategy to depoliti-
cize and privatize relief.31 If the victories over public aid were confined to
one region of the country, here at least a message had been sent to the
casual laboring class. State resources could be withheld to place the poor
once again in a condition of economic insecurity and remind them that
they could not use their political strength to escape their natural obliga-
tion to toil.

Having reined in the misguided public relief operation, private relief
leaders faced the task of fulfilling their promise that they could better
cope with the needs of all those legitimately in distress. They met the
challenge, if only to their own satisfaction, through better coordination
and an expanded program of home visiting among the poor. In the opin-
ion of charity leaders, many cities were “overcharitied,” with aid too
readily available from the many private agencies, none of which took the
trouble to attend to the moral needs of their beneficiaries. Charity organ-
ization societies (COSs) were formed in the 1870s and 1880s, then, to
establish greater central direction over the fragmented private relief appa-
ratus. In turn it would be possible to reduce fraud among recipients and
promote the character reform that charity activists believed so essential in
overcoming pauperism. The COS employed professional investigators
(usually men) to uncover imposture, compiled dossiers on each applicant,
and established an information exchange to discourage duplicate claims.
Genteel women volunteers, “friendly visitors,” were then sent into the
homes of relief applicants to re-create the elite stewardship of the pre-
industrial community.32

Proponents of the COS touted its methods of investigation and personal
contact as the best instruments for rehabilitating marginal families and
binding the social wounds inflicted by industrialization. The initial in-
quiry sought not merely to distinguish genuine distress from deception,
but also, in the authentic cases, to reveal the character flaws that lay be-
neath poverty. Once these were identified, the friendly visitor attempted
to make the family acknowledge its deficiencies. Material aid was dis-
couraged, the COS arranging for other agencies to provide it only where
absolutely necessary. Instead the visitor was supposed to instill in her
charges the determination to bear up to their responsibilities through
their own efforts. Her counseling rested upon optimistic premises: to the
COS, unlike the prosecution-minded SPCCs, impoverished adults were can-
didates for redemption. Through the person of the friendly visitor, as
Donzelot says, philanthropic relief tried to project itself deeply into the
working-class family, so as to moralize it from within. The male bread-
winner would be taught the importance of self-support and savings, while
the woman would be guided to turn her home into a refuge for him and
her children. Despite its humble station, the family would then resemble
the contemporary bourgeois model of a well-ordered household. In the
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process understanding between classes was to be promoted and the ex-
tremes of society were to be brought together.33

Much of the burden for this domestic transformation rested with the
woman in the marginal family. To the friendly visitor, seeking a point of
entry into the family circle, the mother seemed easiest to reach, for while
there was a vast cultural difference between them their common gender
served as a bond. The mother therefore found herself the target of many
suggestions—she must save money, make her home an inviting refuge for
her mate so he would not seek the comforts of the tavern, keep alcohol
out of the house, give male and female children separate beds, and so
forth. Her husband did not escape attention, of course, because his sobri-
ety and his enthusiasm for work had to be stimulated. Yet here, too, she
had a role, putting further pressure upon him, possibly by threatening to
remove her children. At the same time, she dared not drive him away,
because the COS also regarded desertion as a social menace of the first
order. If he fled and she could not support herself, she would have no
recourse but to surrender her children.34

We can now properly consider the final important line of philanthropic
activity, institutional reform. At the outset of this discussion I noted that
since the Jacksonian period much philanthropic effort had been invested
in this field. However, despite a proliferation of specialized institutions,
there was still deep dissatisfaction with the techniques of confinement. In
a renewed effort that began during the Civil War, reformers attempted to
improve the rehabilitative performance of institutions. New correctional
theories led philanthropic activists to recommend innovations including
adult and juvenile probation and the substitution of cottage-sized facili-
ties for large congregate institutions.35 Asylum reformers also recognized
that the failure of reformatory institutions lay partly with their adminis-
tration. Facilities like workhouses and juvenile homes were enmeshed in
a political web woven by state and county politicians who sought to re-
duce subsidies, asylum superintendents who tried to hold down costs and
satisfy competing local demands for discipline and laxity, casual laborers
who sought seasonal refuge, and local businessmen who viewed the in-
stitution as a customer first and foremost. Beginning in Massachusetts,
philanthropic leaders tried to counter this excessive political interference
by promoting state boards under their own direction with broad powers
to supervise public, publicly-subsidized, and private institutions.36 The
campaign to establish state oversight reflected, as did the COSs, a willing-
ness to embrace the administrative method of centralized control. But in
this case philanthropy sought explicit public sanction, in the form of state
legislation and/or gubernatorial appointment.

Although institutional reform was inspired by an autonomous strain of
philanthropic discourse, we need to appreciate the relationship between
remedial confinement and other philanthropic enterprises. The great at-
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tention devoted to institutions that segregated marginal populations re-
flected an implicit awareness that not all members of such groups could
be moralized in their given surroundings. Quite the contrary, the philan-
thropic enterprises that reached into working-class communities—child
protection and private relief—required carceral options to back up their
operations. It was understood that the severe moral or physical decay of
certain individuals made it too risky to leave them in a position where
they might continue to contaminate their families, peers, and communi-
ties. For example, COS leaders urged that women who gave birth to more
than one child out of wedlock be sent to a reformatory asylum so that
their promiscuity would not spread as a plague through the slums. These
mothers were to be separated from their children, too, so the young
would not be infected with the same moral weakness.37

Thus far I have spoken of the different forms of philanthropic endeavor
as discrete entities, but we should appreciate the coherence of the phil-
anthropic enterprise as a whole. It is true that enthusiasts of each field
sometimes saw themselves in competition with the others. Yet a common
outlook—fear of class conflict coupled with a conviction that some artifi-
cial means had to be invented for restoring moral-economy social rela-
tionships—bound most philanthropic activists together. They understood
that the stewardship they wished to exercise depended upon coercive in-
struments that would allow them to overcome the autonomy and passive
resistance of marginal groups. Thus child protection groups turned to the
courts, asylum advocates proposed confinement, and charity leaders ma-
nipulated outdoor relief policy. Furthermore, though bourgeois activists
might devote themselves to but one branch of philanthropic work, they
grasped that interventions were mutually supporting; no single approach
could excise the demoralization of the working-class family where that
demoralization had many sources and found many expressions. The stra-
tegic unity of the several forms of philanthropic practice requires that we
treat them henceforth as a collective subject, philanthropy.

The Philanthropic Apparatus and State Power

Philanthropic practice, we must acknowledge, fell far short of the aspira-
tions of proponents for moralizing the industrial working class. For the
purpose of a full historical account, it would be necessary to point out
that philanthropy nowhere established the hegemony of its approach.
Public relief did not disappear from most cities, so politicians went on
appealing to impoverished workers by offering cash aid and in-kind bene-
fits; institutions defied every effort at oversight and made a mockery
of new correctional theories; and sectarian agencies fought Protestant-
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dominated child protection efforts. Working-class families tried to use
agencies, especially the SPCCs, to settle internal quarrels or squabbles with
their neighbors. Philanthropic leaders spent much of the time at their con-
ferences condemning political interference, client obduracy, and public
indifference.38 Even on a theoretical level, the philanthropic approach to
poverty was sharply contested. For example, from the perspective of an
extreme Social Darwinism, poverty represented evolutionary selection at
work, and it was a crime against nature to interfere with the process out
of some misguided compassion for the victims. Any number of intellectu-
als and business leaders subscribed to this position and maintained that
the proper social policy was to do nothing.39

Appreciating that their endeavors had been checked at many points,
philanthropic activists set out to do better. A discursive movement is not
easily deterred by a nonconforming reality. Having created for them-
selves an elaborate framework for interpreting the world, the participants
filter experience through this mental construct, fitting even the most un-
pleasant facts comfortably into place. Rather than raise doubt about the
movement’s premises, failure is attributed instead to temporary difficul-
ties that merely indicate what proponents must do next to advance their
cause. The political machines that philanthropists saw corrupting the
working class might have led them to conclude that mass democracy
would never tolerate the elite oversight they had in mind; likewise, elite
and taxpayer opposition to social modernization might have convinced
them to give up this line of their work entirely. But in both cases, philan-
thropic activists told themselves that they simply had not amassed suffi-
cient backing, and so they determined to add to their political support.

They did this by finding allies in various quarters. The campaign
against public outdoor relief brought together relief activists and upper-
crust urban reform elements. For example, well-to-do men in Philadel-
phia, active backers of political reform, supported the local COS as it suc-
cessfully fought to abolish outdoor assistance—it seems they preferred to
send their wives into the slums rather than pay taxes to subsidize relief.40

By contrast, when faced with business or other elite opposition, philan-
thropic types joined in coalitions that crossed class lines. Some child pro-
tection leaders became early advocates of child-labor and compulsory-
schooling laws promoted by trade unionists. Of course, the most natural
base of support was the middle class itself, then growing in size and polit-
ical influence. This constituency would find its hallowed ideological tra-
ditions, particularly the doctrine of individual responsibility, honored by
philanthropy. In addition, the movement could accommodate contempo-
rary bourgeois intellectual currents. Social Darwinists who thought the
mischief of heredity open to human correction would be able to support
any line of philanthropic effort.41 Philanthropic activists made good use
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of the many periodicals aimed at the literate middle class to preach the
merits of their response to the social question.

Due in no small measure to the friends it had made, philanthropy in the
late nineteenth century could point to a wide array of local initiatives
mounted under its auspices. These might be taken as the first tangible
outline of a comprehensive program for moralizing marginal popula-
tions. Social modernization, child protection, and philanthropic relief
suggested many answers to the question of what to do with the unfit
working-class family. Its renovation might be accomplished through sani-
tary improvements, access to public parks and social housing, removal or
training of its children, prudent distribution of relief (preferably in-kind
rather than cash), and genteel advice. For truly extreme cases, new spe-
cialized institutions promised to replace mere confinement with enlight-
ened care. It would be possible to build upon this practical foundation, to
elaborate further each of the lines of activity.

The field experiments suggested lessons about what made for effective
moralizing, so philanthropy began to refine the organization and tech-
nique of social intervention. In the process the movement committed it-
self more firmly to the course upon which it had already embarked. The
different branches of philanthropy were seen to have found their proper
niches, and were so recognized in the division of section meetings at
philanthropic conferences. Accordingly, each branch took on a life of its
own, ordering the discursive conception of appropriate practice. For ex-
ample, when confronted with children in any sort of distress, philan-
thropic activists turned for inspiration to the well-elaborated enterprise
of child protection, with its stress on judicial support and its deep mistrust
of working-class parents. Within the particular lines of philanthropic ac-
tivity, similarly, the approaches and techniques already in use were re-
garded as the correct tools for reaching the marginal family. We may take
as a case in point the praise heaped upon the early casework methods
developed through friendly visiting. Although by most accounts the well-
intended visitors often failed in their task, philanthropic activists were
still confident that a sound personal relationship would permit bourgeois
outsiders to bring moral uplift to an impoverished family.

As part of this ongoing clarification of how it proposed to approach
marginality, philanthropy built upon its first interactions with govern-
ment to suggest a new model for the relationship between the state and
civil society. This theoretical achievement has been overlooked in most
historical accounts of the early philanthropic movement. We can readily
understand the omission. Through most of the nineteenth century Ameri-
cans did not speak of the state, for state power was so diffuse as to be all
but invisible. They had forgotten the experience of the colonial era and
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the early national period, when public authority was used more vigor-
ously in enterprises as diverse as economic development and public wel-
fare.42 Philanthropists therefore did not identify the state as a recogniz-
able abstraction but buried it, talking about public power indirectly and
in the most deceptively mundane terms. Just as important, since philan-
thropic discourse appeared to accept as a given the classical limitations
upon the role of the state in liberal society, the movement itself did not
appreciate that it held a distinctive political view. I contend, however,
that philanthropy, keenly aware of the need to harness legal authority
and administrative resources to its moralizing project, expressed a consis-
tent view of the state that would require nothing less than a reconfigura-
tion of political power.

Given that philanthropy’s ideal of the state was embedded in the vari-
ous lines of philanthropic activity, we can only reconstruct it by reviewing
how each field contemplated the use of public power. To begin again with
social modernization, it should be observed that many measures to re-
make the urban environment depended upon the exercise of eminent do-
main. They required, then, the expansion of state power at a most sensi-
tive point—where it encroached upon the property rights of dominant
social groups. In addition, sanitation improvements and parks implied
some redistribution of wealth, for local governments financed these mea-
sures through higher taxes on property owners. When social moderniza-
tion campaigns stalled, proponents had to recognize that for the time
being they lacked the political weight to alter the state/society relation-
ship on property questions. Their tactical retreat made it appear that they
accepted prevailing notions of limited government. But the matter is not
so simple, for philanthropy had asserted a principle: property rights
ought to be restricted where their free exercise brought on the human
moral decay witnessed in working-class households.

Let us consider next child protection, where the theoretical commit-
ment to state power was more closely matched by the practical results. In
early American history courts demonstrated a great reluctance to inter-
fere with internal family governance, respecting patriarchal authority un-
less a father’s control over his household had completely collapsed.43

Child-saving agencies at first called upon the judiciary to continue its tra-
ditional role. The Children’s Aid Society and the SPCCs, determined to
separate children from their parents in cases of flagrant neglect or exploi-
tation, sought to enlist judicial authority against nonfunctioning family
units. Over time, however, it seemed essential to use the courts against
less extreme forms of mistreatment—indeed, in response to forms of be-
havior seen as quite normal in impoverished working-class communities.
Under the new antibegging and compulsory school attendance statutes,
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SPCCs asked judges to compel parents to fulfill what the societies took to
be their basic obligations to provide shelter and care. Child-protection
agents then acted as an arm of the courts to make certain their directives
were followed. By responding to the prodding by SPCCs for earlier action
and delegating enforcement powers to their agents, the judiciary allowed
itself to be invested with a new responsibility to enforce bourgeois child-
raising norms within the working-class household. This represented a sig-
nificant extension of state power.44 That it drew no notice can be ex-
plained by the fact that, in contemporary bourgeois opinion, courts were
regarded as neutral legal organs rather than as part of a political state.
Inflated judicial power would be seen only by those marginal families
caught directly in its path.

In the third field of philanthropic effort, relief work, the call for a re-
treat from public action contributed more obliquely to the articulation of
state power. Power can be seen to expand, of course, when the state en-
ters upon some task. Yet when government ceases to provide some service
or benefit, this act of withdrawal may likewise enhance its capacity to
shape behavior—most particularly, the behavior of those who have just
been denied access to the public largesse. So it is with public aid and the
poor. They are forcefully reminded, when the state reduces or eliminates
assistance, of the variability of official kindliness and impressed with their
acute vulnerability.45 In the 1870s philanthropy waged (and in some
places won) a struggle to “depoliticize” relief, demanding that control of
relief funds be transferred to private hands. The message—that the state
might now take back what it had given—could hardly have been lost
upon dependent groups even in the cities where philanthropy did not suc-
ceed in its quest to eliminate public relief. Unlike some of the other phil-
anthropic contributions to the refashioning of public authority, this one
was the subject of much discussion. To charity leaders and political re-
formers, the state had moved at a critical moment to reaffirm its limited
mandate under the liberal social constitution.

Institutional reform, the final component of the philanthropic enter-
prise, advanced another kind of change in the shape of state power. This
involved a shift in the locus at which power would be exercised. Asylum
advocates had always been mistrustful of local politics. Unfortunately,
since the upkeep of an institution was a community or county responsibil-
ity and since confinement might have to be ordered by the town judge,
they had been dependent upon local officialdom. When philanthropy in
the late nineteenth century launched its drive to establish state supervi-
sion over institutions, it put its weight behind the centralization of state
activities. Philanthropic leaders who agitated for state boards believed
that at this higher level of public organization, where philanthropic ideas
did not have to compete with local sentiment and prejudice, the commit-
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ment to moralizing confinement would be pursued more consistently. The
central state apparatus came to be viewed as the only public structure that
might embody the public interest in the philanthropic agenda.

We can now grasp the unifying themes in philanthropy’s attempts to
make over state power. Preservation of the working-class family, espe-
cially its moral integrity in bourgeois terms, became the standard by
which to judge the appropriateness of public intervention. The state
emerged with a new combination of duties and limits. Where the threat to
the family could only be neutralized by authoritative action, philanthropy
sought state support, even at the risk of conflict with agency clients or
those required to bear the financial cost. Child protection, sanitary im-
provements, and urban parks all depended upon the exercise of legal pre-
rogatives available through the state alone. By contrast, where public pro-
grams were seen to imperil the family, undermining its discipline to work
and save, philanthropy fought to circumscribe public responsibility.
Hence direct public subsidies to the poor in their own homes were to be
shunned. State authority, expressed here in the refusal to continue an
action, would be brought to bear to warn the working-class family that
public resources were not to be taken for granted. At any point this re-
modeled state might violate local popular views of the role of govern-
ment. When such a conflict became evident, the moralizing activity in
question would be placed under a more central state organization, and so
would be insulated from lay opinion. Philanthropy had taken the first step
with its advocacy of state supervision of institutions.

In practice and in theory, then, philanthropy established new terms
through which the problem of marginal populations could be systemati-
cally addressed. Philanthropic discourse designated the targets for inter-
vention, defined the fields of practice, suggested the techniques that
should be pursued, and hinted at an enlarged role for the state in moraliz-
ing the working-class family. If certain issues appeared settled, the enter-
prise was still in its formative stage, and there remained considerable
room for further practice and inquiry. Those eager to make their contri-
bution to resolving the social question therefore flocked to the banner of
the philanthropic movement. But the lines of activity and the discursive
categories and assumptions would also act as constraints upon subse-
quent innovation and intellectual exploration. Although the next genera-
tion of activists might wish to rebel against the discursive framework,
such a legacy simply could not be avoided.



Two

The Discourse of the Human Services

THAT THE PAST would weigh heavily on philanthropy becomes clear
when we examine the rebellion against established philanthropic doctrine
that began among settlement house residents, charity workers, and other
middle-class activists in the 1890s. They insisted upon their distance from
their philanthropic predecessors. Yet the Progressive-era attempt to repu-
diate the inherited framework could not overcome fundamental continui-
ties in the philanthropic movement. Its old preoccupation with social up-
heaval among the working-class endured, in different language, into the
twentieth century. As Progressive social personnel sought solutions to the
social question, moreover, they could not escape the practical side of their
discursive heritage. The working-class family, regarded still as unable to
cope with modern conditions, continued to be the target of philanthropic
intervention. Rather than shed completely what had come before, Pro-
gressive philanthropy devised a model that would raise this intervention
to a new pitch of intensity.

Critical scrutiny of philanthropic assumptions was stimulated by new
intellectual currents, an influx of activists with different ideals, and the
economic collapse of the mid-1890s. In the universities social scientists
spoke of the “interdependence” of social forces and social classes. Such a
perspective suggested that marginal populations might be the innocent
victims of circumstances they could not control, rather than of their own
weak character. As college-educated volunteers circulated in the slums
and witnessed firsthand the high unemployment brought on by the de-
pression of 1893, they repudiated the verdict on the moral defects of the
poor that philanthropy had pronounced. Many of the new activists were
women who, sensing their own uncertain position in American life, empa-
thized with others on the fringe of the social mainstream. They were also
most eager to make a place for themselves by doing more for the forgot-
ten half of society. Pressed by this younger generation of activists, philan-
thropy embraced a broader conception of social rights under which per-
sons placed in distress by social conditions could make a claim on the
community for help.

For all the talk of securing justice for the poor, it was still necessary to
formulate a concrete program. Interdependence, I will suggest, is a vacu-
ous concept, which leaves entirely open the kind of service owed to those
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in distress. And the notion that people are entitled to a living standard
might be taken to encompass many things. If new ideas are not suffi-
ciently specific to guide action, it can only be grounded in older forms of
practice. Here philanthropy, as the dominant discursive approach, occu-
pied a commanding position. Methods of intervention had been carefully
elaborated, a division of labor had been established, and philanthropic
groups were already well connected to other social movements and to
state structures. The old avenues invited further investment. Although
Progressive social personnel fashioned their own discourse—what we rec-
ognize today as the discourse of the human services—the mark of philan-
thropy is unmistakable. The family unit was regarded by charity visitors,
settlement residents, and others as the focal point for intervention. For
the family to survive it would have to be adjusted—as Donzelot puts it,
not moralized but normalized.

On the other hand, it would be a serious mistake to represent the Pro-
gressive accomplishment as nothing more than a change in terminology.
Philanthropic leaders set out to refine the methods of the friendly visitor
into a precise casework technology that could bring about profound
changes in habits, attitudes, and behaviors. Nineteenth-century philan-
thropy, always conscious of sin and the weaknesses of its targets, had
admitted definite limits to what genteel influence could accomplish. A
boundless faith in science relieved Progressive social personnel of any
such modesty. Enthralled by the tools they had devised, moreover, they
did not pause to consider the risks their enterprise might pose to the per-
sonal autonomy of their clients. Instead they leaped to make a connection
between their casework program and the Progressive living standard doc-
trine, so that normalizing marginal populations became a community ob-
ligation. It followed that the state would have to be drawn wholesale into
the enterprise. Where their predecessors had obliquely raised the possibil-
ity that public authority ought to be used to restore the working-class
family, Progressive philanthropic activists openly determined to make it
their instrument.

New Inspirations

Much as philanthropy had originally been shaped by the larger drift of
middle-class thought during the nineteenth century, the turmoil within
Progressive philanthropic circles reflected the changing tide of bourgeois
opinion at the end of the nineteenth century. We can identify two larger
intellectual forces that helped to modify how the middle class viewed
American society and the problems of poverty and class tension. The first
of these forces was social science, at the time just assuming the discipli-
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nary configuration we recognize today. University intellectuals rejected
the moral-economy framework as archaic and unscientific. Industry and
commerce on an unprecedented scale had remade social life, and little
wisdom could be gleaned by clinging to a vision of a form of community
that had vanished. It was necessary instead to take an empirical approach
to social subjects, to accumulate data without viewing the results through
a distorting normative lens.1

When sociologists and political economists put their method to the
test, they found a society that was highly complex, with intricate relation-
ships among its component elements and indirect and often obscure lines
of social causation. Such a society could best be compared to the living
organisms studied by biologists. For, like the organism, society was inter-
dependent, its multifold cells necessarily influencing each other, the dis-
turbances in any one limb spreading outward in ever-widening circles to
upset the entire social body. The social scientists accordingly did not
dwell upon individual responsibility, but sought to illuminate the full
depth of interdependence and its unseen consequences.

Despite the pretense of objectivity, the new social science embraced
definite value choices. It still suggested, as had moral-economy discourse,
the rejection of narrow economic thinking and the need for class recip-
rocity and gradual social change. In an organism each cell or part depends
upon every other one. So also in modern society: each element, no matter
how powerful it appeared, could not survive without the cooperation of
all others, could not prosper at their expense. Rapacious behavior, the
vulgar product of a market-dominated society, was condemned as before
for tearing apart the social fabric.2 At the same time, if one explained
“interdependence” by means of soothing organic metaphors, it was possi-
ble to deny again the intractability of class conflict. Tensions between
classes were more properly seen as the product of misguided thinking.3

The damage done to the social organism by greed, irresponsibility, and
class hostility had to be repaired, of course, but like any living thing the
social body could not be rebuilt from scratch. Social science stressed that
the task was a delicate one that required evolutionary correction, not
abrupt radical reform.4

Progressive philanthropy embraced the premises of university social
science. Working-class families and neighborhoods would be studied
without the presupposition that misery meant depravity; instead, social
facts would suggest their own inevitable interpretations. The settlement
houses have been celebrated as the quintessential vehicle of the new em-
piricism. Their residents immersed themselves in slum life, seeking to
view it from the level of marginal groups themselves.5 And in the me-
liorist spirit of social science, the settlements insisted the study of urban
conditions was no end in itself; the settlement, as Jane Addams main-



D I S C O U R S E O F T H E H U M A N S E R V I C E S 45

tained, expressed the desire to apply knowledge effectively in human af-
fairs. Social science could modify its own subject, could eliminate the
social pathologies that left people in poverty and despair.6

Feminism constituted a second intellectual movement reshaping the
middle-class mind at the close of the nineteenth century. Bourgeois
women in increasing numbers sought to escape the confines of domestic-
ity by defining for themselves a public role. Since the notion that women
belonged in a separate sphere still held strong, their choices remained
limited. Conventional party politics, for example, was an exclusively
male preserve. But if women could find outlets that seemed to call upon
their particular concerns, especially with home and family, they might
establish themselves in the public world. They would also be in a position
to make use of the moral capital they claimed by virtue of their acknowl-
edged devotion to the values of a healthy family life.7

Philanthropy was one such outlet, and women flooded its ranks in the
1890s, often moving directly from the universities into settlement or char-
ity work. In part, perhaps, they were only following an established pat-
tern, for women had already made themselves an integral part of such
ventures as charity visiting. But that had been a part-time pursuit, carried
on within an organization dominated by men.8 Progressive women
wanted to put their own stamp on philanthropy. Here was a form of
activity that was at once a natural elaboration upon the traditional do-
mestic sphere and an escape from the suffocating restraints of the purely
private life of the middle-class homemaker. Philanthropy offered an op-
portunity to translate values associated with women—concern for chil-
dren, caring for those in distress—into a laudable public role. Women
volunteers seized the chance, assuming a far more prominent position in
many philanthropic efforts than had their predecessors.9

To their work in the settlement houses and the COSs, Progressive
women activists brought a special sensitivity. They recognized that, what-
ever a woman’s particular talents, she had been trapped until now in the
household, condemned by cultural norms to the periphery of the social
world. With this imposed subordination a fresh memory, they felt special
sympathy for others who could not control their own destiny. The social
science that young middle-class women absorbed in the universities spoke
of the poor as victims of “impersonal social forces.” For those who had
just transcended their own marginal status, it was plain that the poor
should not be condemned for theirs. Better to extend to them, too, the
prospect of a release from their marginality and the means to enter the
social mainstream. When coupled with the eagerness of women volun-
teers to stake out for themselves a larger place in American life, their
determination to liberate the poor from the circumstances that bred mis-
ery became a potent source of imperial energy for philanthropy.10
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Marginality and the Social Living Standard

The surge in unemployment in 1893 spurred a reappraisal of philan-
thropic social analysis that was shaped in turn by the new intellectual
currents I have just outlined. Settlement house residents, who began to
establish themselves in the slums at just this moment, refused to accept
the simple notion that cyclical unemployment reflected personal moral
weakness. Trying to view their neighbors without condemnation, the set-
tlement workers found that the mass of unemployed workers were of
sound character.11 It has been argued that this modern outlook distin-
guished the settlement houses from mainstream philanthropy. But that is
merely how settlement leaders liked to applaud themselves.12 In fact, the
unemployment crisis led charity organization field staff to come to the
same conclusion. Friendly visitors realized that most of those seeking
emergency relief had managed before the crisis to support their families.
Their presence now at the COS office cast doubt upon private relief’s core
assumptions about character, individual responsibility, and misery. So-
cial conditions, it was conceded, did not necessarily destroy character
even though they had reduced people to poverty.13

Among philanthropic ranks a new understanding of social marginality
took hold that represented a partial break with the past. To begin with,
Progressive philanthropy made the category of marginality far more in-
clusive. Social research by settlement residents showed that the vast ma-
jority of working-class families lived in meager circumstances, often on
the verge of dependency.14 Social science thus led philanthropy to see that
the problem of poverty was of greater magnitude than even the most
alarmist moral-economy analysis had suggested, lending new urgency to
the philanthropic enterprise as a whole. As the problem of marginality
grew in scale, moreover, its causes became more remote. The logic of
interdependence demanded that the study of marginality be pushed back
from the victims to the dominant social forces. For the most part general-
ized poverty could not be traced to indolence or other character short-
comings. Instead, the focus of analysis shifted to the instabilities of the
industrial economy. Workers suffered from the exploitation of their labor
and an “inefficient” business cycle that discarded productive labor ac-
cording to the whims of the market, while their income was insufficient to
provide their families with any insurance against catastrophe. The indus-
trial environment, concluded leading reformer Lee K. Frankel, made it “a
physical impossibility to eke out a decent living and to maintain a decent
standard of existence.”15

Field research also yielded a different assessment of the working-class
family. Simple dismissal of the marginal household as a breeding ground
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for degraded values gave way to a more nuanced understanding—the
family was resourceful yet seriously endangered. Again it was the settle-
ment house residents who best appreciated the resilience of family life and
the steadfastness of family affections.16 Nevertheless, amidst a bewilder-
ing urban environment, the family was, to use the new objective rhetoric,
“maladjusted”—it coped poorly with the conditions in which it found
itself, everything from overcrowded housing to low wages.17 In the con-
test between strong families and a brutal industrial order, the former were
overmatched.

With attention fixed on the broader causes of marginality, the condi-
tion of social casualties raised for Progressive philanthropy a question of
justice rather than charity. Philanthropic discourse began to grapple with
the idea of a social living standard as a communal obligation. The stan-
dard seemed to include, at a minimum, decent housing, sufficient food,
basic medical care, some access to recreational and cultural programs, an
elementary school education, vocational training, and safe working con-
ditions.18 That society denied many of its members the bare minimum
they needed for an adequate standard of living was seen as an affront to
their human dignity.19 More than that, philanthropy treated the social
living standard as a precondition for democratic citizenship. “Democ-
racy,” asserted Mary Kingsbury Simkhovitch, a settlement leader, “im-
plies that poverty is not to be tolerated, every individual must have his
chance to become a real person and add his strength to the life of the
whole.” By denying marginal groups the chance to contribute to the
larger community, society violated their fundamental democratic
rights.20 Simkhovitch and her peers thus echoed the old moral-economy
faith that noneconomic values ought to be respected, but a rhetoric of
citizenship replaced that of class stewardship.

Having raised an adequate living standard to the status of a right, phi-
lanthropy had to acknowledge that marginal groups could make a valid
claim upon the community. Mainstream charity leaders like Edward T.
Devine suggested that society incurred a twofold obligation toward its
members: first, to place each in a position where self support became
possible and, second, to rectify damaging industrial and urban conditions
that lay beyond individual control.21 Until both commitments were ful-
filled, many working-class families would be unable to sustain the living
standard through their own effort. Therefore the responsibility rested on
the community to meet their vital material needs and so renew their sense
of self-worth.22

At this point the new analysis of poverty circled back to reach a famil-
iar conclusion. Although Progressive philanthropy rejected the earlier
moralizing posture, the social question was not forgotten but merely re-
phrased. It was posed now in a way that made it consistent with the pre-
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vailing social scientific outlook. Because of interdependence, social forces
brought great pain upon unsuspecting and defenseless victims. The result
was a laboring population prone to unrest, hostile to the urban-capitalist
system that both dominated it and depended upon it. No observer could
fail to see the connection between misery on one side and labor strife and
socialist agitation on the other. Hence the question: how could the ele-
ments of an interdependent society be brought into harmony? How, that
is, could class antagonisms be contained?23 Bourgeois activists a half cen-
tury earlier had concluded that they faced a very similar challenge.

Social science, alas, did not point clearly to a solution. Moral-economy
discourse had drawn upon a definite model of social relations to provide
a basis for bourgeois activism; genteel stewardship and family moraliza-
tion followed naturally from the analytical premises. By contrast, interde-
pendence expressed a vague wish that social forces, especially labor and
capital, learn to appreciate that they needed each other. How such a re-
sult was to be achieved remained completely obscure. Only the notion
that the community had a responsibility to provide a minimum standard
of living offered any help to those seeking practical direction. If the com-
munity acknowledged its obligation, it appeared, the discordant parts of
the social organism could be drawn together again. Yet, significantly, the
social living standard was itself an unbounded concept. We have ob-
served that philanthropy aimed not just to assure physical survival, but to
provide for a higher level of existence needed to create democratic citi-
zens. The full dimensions of that standard were yet to be defined.

Technology of Adjustment

Where grand ideology provides an inadequate plan for action, an estab-
lished discursive movement still has sources upon which it can draw for
strategic guidance. Past practices embody a design for exercising power.
Though some may be discredited, it would be extraordinary if the move-
ment had lost all capacity to adapt to new demands. Philanthropy in the
Progressive Era remained vital and open, willing to learn from its mis-
takes and shortcomings. The various lines of activity offered different
paths via which an answer to the social question could be found. If social
science urged an awareness of interdependence, philanthropy would con-
tinue in its efforts to realize a bond between classes. If the task was to
secure a decent standard of living for marginal populations, philan-
thropy, as the enlightened vehicle of the community, would build upon its
many agencies to make good the community’s obligation. A strategy thus
emerged through the elaboration of previous philanthropic endeavors.

First, to reshape the destructive slum environment, philanthropy ex-
panded upon its earlier efforts in social modernization and child protec-
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tion. The former was revived with particular enthusiasm. Philanthropic
activists, with the settlement house residents in the lead, pressed for legis-
lation to control both social space and private housing standards.24 We
have seen that earlier social modernization efforts faltered in the face of
elite indifference or opposition. However, Progressive philanthropy culti-
vated important allies at the local level, including organized labor and
certain urban reformers. Besides urging such environmental correctives as
strict building codes and improved public health regulations, the social
reform coalitions sought to bring basic material benefits to working-class
families. The subsidized public utilities, low-cost public housing, and mu-
nicipal pure milk stations and medical dispensaries that were introduced
in a few cities stood as proud examples of what philanthropy imagined
when it spoke of a community commitment to a material social living
standard. In conjunction with other middle-class reformers, some erst-
while settlement residents began to form a public administration move-
ment to proselytize for the extension of public social provision.25 (About
this important movement I shall have more to say in chapters 5 and 6.)
Child-protection groups also stepped up their campaigns for broadly tar-
geted legislation and social policy. In conjunction with organized labor,
they demanded child-labor laws; on their own they fought for public
playgrounds to create a secure space for children off the streets.26

Philanthropy, however, regarded social modernization and social pro-
vision as insufficient. These measures were fine so far as they went, but
they operated at too general a level to serve as a remedy for specific man-
ifestations of maladjustment. Statutes, codes, and programs to make
basic benefits available to everyone would not reverse the pathologies
that infected a given family unit—its demoralization, its low values, its
inability to cope with the demands placed upon it. Hence the second item
on Progressive philanthropy’s agenda: direct intervention in the family,
to repair its internal workings and give it the capacity to sustain its bur-
dens. The working-class family, long regarded as unfit, was now deemed
incompetent and therefore still in need of close philanthropic attention.27

We cannot help but be struck by this enduring fascination with the
presumed debilitating effects of misery on working-class families. It may
have derived in part from the feminist concern with the integrity of the
home. Middle-class women activists still regarded their own domestic ar-
rangements as the standard for a secure and nurturing home, and felt
keenly the need to preserve or restore that standard in working-class
households. To an even greater degree, the commitment to remedial inter-
vention to secure family adjustment reflected continuity at the opera-
tional level of discursive practice. Charity work and most settlement
house activities still focused upon individual family units.28

Philanthropic field staff used their experience with families to refine the
casework techniques inherited from private relief into a more rigorous
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approach to family rehabilitation. The condition of the working-class
family was viewed as “diseased,” requiring treatment for its specific
symptoms much in the way that modern medicine approached illness. We
see the influence of the medical pattern not only in charity practice, where
we might expect to find it given the longstanding emphasis on domestic
pathology, but also in the settlement house programs. Robert A. Woods,
along with Addams the most reflective settlement leader, compared the
settlement resident to a devoted family physician and the house’s work-
ing-class neighbors to patients. Like a physician, the settlement resident
sought to draw upon the victims’ recuperative capacity and alter their
behavior, so they could overcome the pathologies with which they were
afflicted and lead a healthier and more satisfying life.29 Settlement work-
ers and charity staff differed over important details of what I call the
therapeutic approach, but such quibbling cannot be permitted to obscure
their agreement on the basic method.

As the critical first step, an outside agent was supposed to establish a
personal relationship with the members of the working-class family. Set-
tlement residents held that the relationship would be most natural if it
was truly voluntary; ideally, the first move should be made by the pro-
spective clients. Charity organization staff found initial contact more
problematic. Because they dealt with people in urgent need, the situation
could hardly be regarded as unforced. And the relief worker was also
charged with investigating fraud, a duty not readily conducive to inti-
macy. Nevertheless, no matter how the introduction was made, the case-
worker next should cultivate mutual respect. Some resistance was to be
expected from the male breadwinner who might sense a loss of his sover-
eignty over the family. So the female caseworker, continuing in the mode
of the first friendly visitor, might use the link of shared gender experience
to reach out to his spouse. Together they would then overcome his hostil-
ity. While family members were learning to trust the caseworker, she
should begin to arrive at a specific diagnosis of their condition. Her full
understanding of family problems would make it possible to formulate an
appropriate remedial plan.30

Casework rested upon the belief that skillful, sustained contact could
bring about a reconstruction of behavior. Since the caseworker had
gained her clients’ confidence, they would accept the therapeutic program
of domestic instruction that she next introduced. If family mores and be-
havior seemed “functional”—that is, they contributed to the adjustment
process—she was expected to reinforce them. But her educative guidance
also was intended to discredit customs rendered obsolete by modern liv-
ing conditions. For example, settlement workers counseled persistently
against the ancient practice of midwifery.31 In place of these customs, the
caseworker sought to implant the latest bourgeois household manage-
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ment techniques. She might draw upon public kitchens, classes in domes-
tic science and infant care, and visiting nurses.32 Furthermore, to assist
the family in sustaining the new ways, the caseworker would encourage
her clients to make ongoing use of the network of educational, recrea-
tional, and cultural agencies that was beginning to take hold in the mod-
ern city.33 And her efforts did not end there. Through her unobtrusive
follow-up work, she would observe whether her clients had relapsed into
destructive habits and practices. The other agencies to whom she had
introduced her clients might also report any retrogression.

Although charity practices had provided some basis for therapeutic
intervention, the model formulated by Progressive philanthropy repre-
sented an extraordinary accomplishment. The therapeutic design—con-
tact, diagnosis, normalizing measures, ongoing contact with agencies,
and continued oversight—went far beyond any intervention previously
attempted, establishing the pattern for modern human services. In this
ambitious design, the therapeutic approach suggested the possibility of
vast power, at once subversive and constructive.34 The caseworker selec-
tively destroyed the family’s behavioral patterns, even its cultural heri-
tage, then provided substitute skills her clients needed to cope with their
surroundings. If all went as planned, the working-class family emerged
from the program with a thoroughly reordered lifestyle. Educative meas-
ures might give the father a more positive attitude toward his job or em-
ployment prospects, modernize the mother’s practice of the domestic arts
and household budgeting, and prepare the children for their future role in
the work force or the home.35

Enlightened middle-class behavior set the standard for therapeutic ad-
justment. At the end of the nineteenth century the bourgeois home came
willingly under the ministrations of domestic experts from such fields as
home economics and medicine. The impetus was supplied not just by the
specialists themselves but by women who appreciated that their status
would be enhanced when it was finally recognized that efficient home-
making required sophisticated knowledge. Women active in philanthropy
extended this outlook to their clients. In the philanthropic view, the
working-class family would only function at an optimal level if it, too,
came under the dominion of the modern social disciplines.36 Of course,
not all proper values changed with the times. Settlement houses promoted
vocational education that, in addition to teaching job skills, sought to
encourage a positive outlook on industrial labor among men and boys.
Meanwhile, instruction in home and child care for women and their
daughters communicated the message that tending to the home remained
the highest role to which they should aspire.37

The soaring faith in the therapeutic approach that Progressive philan-
thropy expressed stemmed in part from its new evaluation of social mar-
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ginality, at once more pessimistic and more hopeful than the verdict ren-
dered by its predecessors. On one level, viewed through the lens of inter-
dependence, the working-class family appeared more vulnerable. Distant
social forces held the family in a vicelike grip, making plain that it did not
control its own destiny. Yet, precisely because it was so readily acted
upon by outside influences, it would be a fine “power receptor” for the
more constructive intervention that philanthropy proposed. At the same
time, the family seemed to retain a potential for contributing to its own
rejuvenation that had not been appreciated before. Philanthropic activists
previously had felt stymied by what they had perceived as its thorough
degradation. Where its members had seemed so lacking in positive re-
sources, philanthropy had found little with which to work. Now, in strik-
ing contrast, the working-class household appeared durable and resilient.
If power is the capacity to make a new beginning, as Hannah Arendt said
later in another context, the family was more than just a good object upon
which to apply power—it was powerful in itself. Settlement house resi-
dents and charity operatives accordingly raised their expectations. From
such material there seemed no limit to what might be accomplished.

Nonetheless, although clients were expected to make a significant con-
tribution, philanthropy saw science as the key tool that assured the suc-
cess of therapeutic intervention. In her project of family rehabilitation,
the therapeutic caseworker made far greater use of scientific knowledge
than had her charity predecessor. The working-class family could only
master its situation by calling on the intellectual tools appropriate to a
complex society. Problems of everyday life no longer lent themselves to
solution by folk wisdom; they instead required the application of sociol-
ogy, domestic science, child psychology, and other new disciplines. Since
the family lacked scientific information, the caseworker had to function
as a social technician, applying the latest findings in a practical setting.
Expertise gave her the means to raise the quality of family relations or to
enhance an individual’s capacity to function in the modern world, and so
became the decisive power resource.38

Something more needs to be said about the allure of science for philan-
thropic social personnel. The enthusiasm with which they embraced be-
havioral expertise makes it clear that the principal impact of science lay
not in its instrumental value but in its ideological appeal. As an ideology,
science gave rise to the conviction that objective knowledge could funda-
mentally reshape both society and individual human subjects. Such self-
assurance—or, more accurately, hubris—was absent from nineteenth-
century philanthropy, with its awareness of the corruption of the human
soul. But Progressive charity workers, settlement residents, vocational
counselors, and others celebrated the therapeutic enterprise as a triumph
over earlier philanthropic ignorance, as the dawn of a new age. Here was
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a worthy mission, something in which decent and well-educated bour-
geois activists could fervently believe: to heal misery and distress, to make
wounded people whole again, without recourse to social upheaval. The
social technician assumed the vital duty to settle the social question once
and for all.

Not surprisingly, then, the therapeutic impulse spread into fields of
philanthropic activity where casework previously had made few inroads.
Child protection advocates, who had once preferred to separate children
from demoralized homes, began to see the value of intensive contact with
the families of abused and neglected children.39 We find a parallel current
in institutional reform, too. Behavioral science became a source of inspi-
ration to those in penology who hoped to instill a remedial mission in
prisons and juvenile reformatories. By using counseling and educative
techniques, it was claimed, institutions would be able to remold the atti-
tudes and behavior of their inmates. Even those cast out by society would
thus be brought to forward-looking social norms.40

Yet, despite the eagerness with which certain asylum reformers
grasped onto adjustment methods, therapeutic discourse really served to
strengthen the hand of the growing number of philanthropic activists who
opposed the old emphasis on routine institutional care for marginal popu-
lations. The cost of asylums and their failure to rehabilitate their charges
left Progressive philanthropy increasingly disenchanted with confinement
as a corrective instrument. Child protection advocates were led to build
a foster care system so they would no longer have to rely on training
schools and sectarian orphanages.41 As various philanthropic elements
challenged the hold of institutions in practice, so therapeutic doctrine
helped to discredit the asylum intellectually. Casework experiments ap-
peared to demonstrate that many forms of maladjustment responded well
to normalizing intervention. Most confinement was therefore unneces-
sary. Indeed, because institutions separated clients from their home and
neighborhood, and so from the resources they needed to renew them-
selves, the carceral approach made the task of adjustment more difficult.
Philanthropy intended to normalize clients beyond institutional walls, not
to seal in maladjustment. Thrown onto the defensive, asylum interests
would have to settle for a more modest role.

Hidden Tensions

With so many high hopes for correcting maladjustment through case-
work methods, philanthropy understandably was not inclined to place its
approach under critical scrutiny. But since the early discourse of the
human services allows the logic of therapeutic intervention to emerge in
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full candor, we should press the issues the Progressives did not address.
The first involves what we might call the challenge of large-scale produc-
tion. As social personnel nominated themselves for a major role in social
reconstruction, few of them recognized that it might be difficult to repro-
duce positive results in a mass program. Charity workers like Mary E.
Richmond eagerly set about to codify and formalize casework, a step they
thought would make possible the use of normalizing techniques on a
wider basis.42 Only in the settlement houses do we find an awareness that
what worked in a modest neighborhood program did not readily translate
to a general service apparatus. Settlement residents disdained any rigid set
of procedures, fearing that it would lead to mechanical dealings with cli-
ents and stagnation in the social agency.43 Suspecting that only small or-
ganizations can maintain flexibility and informality, settlement residents
were uneasy about the philanthropic plan to extend the therapeutic pro-
gram. But Progressive philanthropy, seeing only the opportunity for itself,
paid little attention to the problem of growth.

Philanthropy’s unequivocal commitment to science raises more funda-
mental concerns. Once social personnel took scientific knowledge to be
indispensable to modern family life, they linked the fate of the human
services to the behavioral disciplines and to their own ability to put social
research to effective use. At the time social science seemed extraordinarily
promising, on the verge of duplicating the pattern of discoveries in the
natural sciences. But if initial breakthroughs were to prove less produc-
tive than expected, social personnel could not look elsewhere for help, for
to do so would call into doubt the very foundation of therapeutic power
and the legitimacy of intervention. Instead failure would necessarily
spark a relentless quest for new behavioral disciplines, with frustrated
caseworkers putting all candidate theories to the test in their dealings
with clients. Faith in science thus would force the unsuccessful normaliz-
ing agency to become a laboratory.44 Furthermore, because social person-
nel esteemed science so highly, they regarded it as sufficient to correct all
manner of family and personal pathology. They adopted a narrow, in-
deed, provincial view of the appropriate response to marginality. Ap-
proaches to maladjustment not predicated on scientific intervention
would be unworthy of attention.45

Of basic importance, too, is philanthropy’s skewed discussion of
power. Although social personnel talked at length of the positive change
they sought to bring about, they treated therapeutic power uncritically.
This sets them apart in the American intellectual tradition. Power, in any
form, has always excited suspicion. Certainly our own era shares the
skeptical attitude that power exists to be abused. At the beginning of the
twentieth century mistrust toward power was similarly widespread,
clearly visible in movements like populism. Many of those active in phi-
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lanthropy caught the tone and voiced hostility for the captains of industry
or the bosses of political machines. Yet Progressive philanthropic dis-
course evinced no such reservations about the power it was promoting,
despite the fact that therapeutic practice was designed to breach the inner
recesses of human experience. This striking indifference to what was
nothing less than an encroachment on personal sovereignty calls for
discussion.

Such a casual attitude toward therapeutic power suggests first the im-
pact of science-as-ideology. Power exercised under the mantle of science
did not appear to be power at all: to Progressive social personnel, the
term itself meant the use of coercion to compel surface compliance with
arbitrary social norms. This they did indeed find highly objectionable. But
it was a different matter when intervention derived its justification from
scientific principles of right living and worked upon its subjects gradually,
eliciting their willing cooperation. The caseworker arrived at a nonjudg-
mental diagnosis and offered expert advice that clients could readily see
to be in their own interest. Precisely because social personnel were so
attentive to the constructive uses of power—a sensibility that we have
lost—they could not conceive of any darker possibilities.

I have contended that, along with social science, feminism played a
major part in redefining philanthropy, and we must look here as well to
explain the blithe acceptance of an approach that paid so little heed to the
matter of privacy. Well-to-do women chose through philanthropy to
make the quality of family life among marginal populations their special
public concern. For some women activists, including Jane Addams and
other settlement leaders, this manifested itself in the vigorous pursuit of
social modernization and social provision. But these women also joined
with others who were more narrowly concerned with private relief to
frame the therapeutic approach and carry on the day-to-day work from
which specific normalizing techniques emerged. They saw the therapeutic
enterprise as a social expression of their deep concern with home and
family, as a process based on mutual respect in which they merely shared
the fruits of enlightened domesticity. How we depict power determines
whether we will be alert to its full implications. In the formulations of the
therapeutic project presented by women social personnel, power—let us
understand it as the capacity to remold the desires and volitions of oth-
ers—was so softened that it again no longer appeared as such.46

But far from sharing this relaxed view of therapeutic power, we ought
to voice serious reservations about the very conception of the normalizing
enterprise. Therapeutic intervention rests upon the premise that personal
autonomy must be invaded in order to create a more desirable kind of
autonomy. In a democratic society such a move must be regarded as sus-
pect. I do not mean to suggest that we should reject out-of-hand all inter-
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ference with personal choice. To take but the most obvious example, a
democratic community rightly uses public schooling of minors to impart
skills and mold civic values. However, the direct reach of the school is far
more limited than the intrusive contact philanthropic activists contem-
plated. The relentless violation of autonomy they anticipated, then, must
be carefully scrutinized. (I should add that their own successors have on
occasion expressed some of the criticisms I pose here, as I shall discuss in
subsequent chapters.)

An inability of persons to care for themselves might well justify some
sort of protective intervention, but the notion of incompetence can reflect
bias and self-interest. In therapeutic discourse we find both. Progressive
philanthropy managed to convince itself that the ordinary working-class
family could not function at the level required by modern conditions—it
lacked the capacity to nurture its members. This assertion of incompe-
tence reflected the drift of contemporary bourgeois discourse: it steadily
inflated its expectations of healthful home life and domestic relations, so
that the working-class family could not possibly keep pace with the ad-
vancing standard. So, although philanthropic testimony about the
strength of family life among marginal populations highlighted an endur-
ing capacity to cope with difficult circumstances, the family would have
to yield its freedom to the social technicians. We must also remember that
philanthropic activists, having devised a fascinating instrument in the
technology of adjustment, were eager to put that instrument to use on a
broad scale. Since a larger target population meant greater opportunities,
there was every incentive to regard marginal groups as unable to fend for
themselves. Once the concept of incompetence was corrupted, therapeutic
discourse could not use it to legitimize the exercise of therapeutic power.

Troubling, too, is the refusal of Progressive social personnel to impose
any limits upon that power, to declare any realm of their clients’ private
affairs beyond the caseworker’s concern. The germ of social pathology
might lie anywhere, therapeutic discourse held, so it was vital that case-
work diagnosis expose every facet of character, every quirk of behavior.
Also, because clients could not cope with the complexity of their experi-
ence, they could not be left alone to define their own values and goals or
to select their own activities. They must forgo their freedom to make
unguided choices in favor of thorough instruction from the social expert.
Only in this way could the caseworker assure their return to health. But
the walls around family and individual serve a constructive purpose that
therapeutic doctrine overlooked: they may frustrate an outsider’s scheme
for enlightenment, but they also act, as earlier skeptics about power un-
derstood, as a shield against many forms of social domination. In the
drive to make clients well, they are rendered exceedingly vulnerable.

Finally, although intervention was supposed to culminate in restored
independence, it is not clear that therapeutic logic would ever permit cli-
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ents to regain full autonomy. The well-adjusted family was the one en-
meshed in a web of organized activities. It was normal in the modern era,
that is, to seek external support and instruction. Through this organized
network, moreover, the caseworker could maintain contact with family
members and step in again should evidence of dangerous tendencies re-
surface. Thus, as philanthropy saw it, marginal populations had ex-
changed their pernicious isolation for continued friendly surveillance and
the prospect of recurrent helpful contact with social technicians. While
this is merely hinted at in the early Progressive philanthropic discourse, a
dangerous seed nevertheless had been sown.

The many risks embodied in therapeutic power might be tolerated if,
by our rigid devotion to family autonomy, we are blinding ourselves to
greater evils within the family itself. Feminists today have observed that
the family cannot simply be treated as a unit with a single set of interests,
but must be seen as an arena with its own set of historically unequal
power relations. Men have benefited from laws and cultural norms that
sustain their privileges, while women and children have been dependent
on the income of male breadwinners. The abstract ideal of “family auton-
omy” thus conceals the actual lack of autonomy of most family members.
Given the weak position of women and children, any outside interven-
tion, including normalizing casework, is to be welcomed, for it upsets
male domination by setting a new form of power against traditional patri-
archal authority. The collision between the external force and the hus-
band/father, the feminist argument runs, yields an opening in which
women and children can at last gain a measure of independence.47

Though the feminist critique of family power relations is compelling,
we need to be skeptical about the liberating possibilities of the therapeutic
approach. Intervention introduces new actors into the family equation,
but they may not side with the weak. We should recall that feminists
active in Progressive philanthropy, who themselves stepped outside of the
confines of bourgeois domesticity, did not intend to promote a general
assault on patriarchy. Quite the opposite: they regarded conventional
gender roles as necessary to the effective functioning of the working-class
household. Therapeutic discourse accordingly stressed the responsibility
of working-class women to hold together their homes and comfort their
husbands. Rather than find empowerment through normalizing agencies,
women and children may discover that they have been made still more
helpless.

Standard of Adjustment

Caught up in its zeal for the new technology of adjustment, Progressive
philanthropy quickly linked normalization to the definition of the social
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living standard. It will be recalled that the content of the standard had
been left open, defined only as what might be necessary for individual
dignity and democratic citizenship. This could be expanded with little
effort to incorporate an enlightened model of domestic adjustment. Ac-
cordingly, charity personnel and domestic science experts asserted that an
adequate living standard should include not just material goods, but also
a well-ordered domestic life. Only a program of therapeutic services
could enhance the family’s capacity to meet the full range of its members’
psychic needs. Over time casework intervention created a basis for higher
aspirations and for satisfying these new desires.48

It took but another short step to raise the therapeutic project to the
status of a community responsibility. Because an adequate living stan-
dard was a matter of right rather than charity, therapeutic services be-
came a basic component in the philanthropic conception of civic duty. If
an enriched family life was a precondition for full citizenship, as philan-
thropy contended, it would be irresponsible not to make casework help
available to all those suffering from some form of maladjustment. The
working-class family was entitled to be free of domestic pathologies and,
if it was unable to master its own deficiencies, the community was obli-
gated to provide the appropriate adjustment support.49

Again because of their uncritical attitude toward therapeutic power,
social personnel failed to notice that broadening the living standard to
include normalization and making adjustment a community duty threat-
ened to undermine citizenship itself. I have argued that therapeutic inter-
vention necessarily compromised personal autonomy. We must also rec-
ognize that autonomy is a precondition for democratic citizenship: only
people who enjoy a secure space have the capacity for political self-deter-
mination. What constitutes that space remains an important problem for
democratic theory, but it must be defined in a way that permits mature
adults to define for themselves what matters in the world and to make
their own choices. However, left without any personal sanctuary, thera-
peutic clients lack a domain in which they can express who they are. They
can no longer govern themselves, because the “self” is denied its voice. By
proposing, in the name of citizenship, that casework intervention become
a community responsibility for all who fell below its standard of adjust-
ment, philanthropy in fact sought to deprive marginal persons of one
foundation upon which effective citizenship rests.

A further implication of the living standard principle did not escape
philanthropy’s notice: in exchange for bestowing enhanced social rights
upon the impoverished and incompetent, the community could demand
that marginal populations conform to conventional behavioral norms.
For the working-class family, the living standard meant, in Donzelot’s apt
term, “tutelage”—mandatory submission to instruction and surveillance



D I S C O U R S E O F T H E H U M A N S E R V I C E S 59

by social personnel and, thus, the denial of the prerogative to freely
choose habits, associates, and pleasures.50 Edward T. Devine insisted, for
example, that the dependent family had to submit to outside supervision
over expenditures. If aid and counseling failed to normalize the marginal
family, disciplinary steps were entirely justified. The family that refused
to conform to budget guidelines should be subject to sanctions.51 What to
do in such cases? When educative steps had been exhausted, one social
scientist told a charity conference, those who did not attain the behav-
ioral standard ought to be placed under restrictive control.52 Philan-
thropy in this way arrived at one new understanding of the place of the
institution in the strategy to overcome maladjustment. Confinement re-
mained a last resort for those clients, surely very few in number, who
would fail to adjust themselves to the requirements for modern social
living.

The utility of the living standard principle at last becomes fully clear.
In the hands of philanthropy it proved to be a highly versatile doctrine.
The social living standard emerged first as a liberating vision of society’s
material obligation to the laboring masses. Then, reflecting philan-
thropy’s emphasis on casework with distressed families and individuals,
the standard was embellished to require an elaborate therapeutic pro-
gram. Marginal populations were entitled to the services required for full
personal adjustment, even though these compromised their autonomy
and circumscribed the space they needed to speak as citizens. Lastly, so-
cial personnel asserted that the claim to community support entailed re-
sponsibilities; as a condition of assistance, clients would be expected to
meet the behavioral expectations set forth by social agencies. Social
rights, in short, meant the abdication of other rights, including privacy.
To this point such rights had been used to mask self-destructive conduct.
The living standard justified tutelage by social agencies, with the prospect
of coercive measures against any family that defied normalization.

For so long as therapeutic methods were confined to voluntary pro-
grams of modest scope, the implications of the social living standard
would remain unexplored. But pursuit of the therapeutic agenda swiftly
revealed to philanthropy the inadequacy of private efforts. To begin with,
in this era before the advent of rationalized fund-raising mechanisms like
community chests, private agencies obtained only irregular subsidies
from middle-class and corporate donors. Therefore only a small fraction
of those in distress could be reached, especially in times of economic cri-
sis.53 Experience with hostile or suspicious families also persuaded phi-
lanthropic field staff of the need for some greater enforcement power to
back the caseworker’s approach to the home. Visiting nurses, for exam-
ple, found that lacking official status they could not gain entry to many
tenement apartments.54 And despite the proliferation of service agencies
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like settlement houses, many marginal families still eluded the reach of
the normalizing apparatus or kept it at arm’s length.55

Philanthropic activists soon appreciated that they needed the coopera-
tion of the state on an unprecedented scale. Only the public sector com-
manded sufficient fiscal resources and disposed of the potent legal tools
needed to embrace all marginal families in the therapeutic project.56 Phi-
lanthropy in the preceding decades had tried to pave the way by articulat-
ing a conception of the state based on the goal of family preservation.
However, notwithstanding this important theoretical foundation and the
practical alliances with public institutions that philanthropy had forged,
the state apparatus was very undeveloped. Earlier philanthropic efforts
did no more than define appropriate avenues for the public response in
fields like child protection. To fulfill the community obligation to provide
a normalized living standard for the working class, state organization
would have to be transformed. Family preservation in the Progressive era
called for intervention by many public institutions capable of putting to
use the new normalizing technology.

There were real obstacles to overcome, some the consequence of phi-
lanthropy’s own prior actions. In the first place, as soon as philanthropic
social personnel entered the public arena, they would lose monopoly con-
trol over their programs. Instead they would have to cope with outside
partisan interference and public personnel who lacked the commitment to
therapeutic methods. These problems had been the bane of earlier philan-
thropic leaders. For example, in the view of charity supporters after the
Civil War, local party politics and poor administration necessarily tainted
public outdoor relief. It had been alleged that public officials tried hard to
please a variety of local constituencies and showed no aptitude for case-
work methods. In the Progressive era philanthropy still worried that the
state lacked the capacity for expert normalizing intervention. Com-
pounding the difficulty, the hostile response to public relief by organized
charity in the 1870s and 1880s left Progressive philanthropic activists
with an awkward intellectual legacy of opposition to public assistance.
Because the COSs had shunned public aid, moreover, few working rela-
tionships with public welfare agencies had been sustained.

To surmount the barriers and philanthropy’s self-inflicted wounds, so-
cial personnel would have to push harder to make family adjustment the
mission of the state. Where public service seemed to violate traditional
philanthropic doctrine, a graceful reversal of position would be required.
On a more practical level, it was necessary to equip the state for effective
therapeutic service. Philanthropic methods and principles would have to
be made the basis for new or remodeled public organizations. To these
organizations philanthropy would transfer the normalizing technology it
had so carefully developed in its own field laboratories.57 Moreover, since
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public agencies had no competent social personnel of their own, experi-
enced philanthropic cadre would themselves function as the first public
caseworkers.58 Their direct participation best assured that the state
would understand its expanded mission—to elevate the working-class
family to the standard of adjustment.
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Three

Models of Public Tutelage

PHILANTHROPIC activists and their allies during the Progressive era
forged a link between therapeutic discourse and public authority that es-
tablished the foundation for public human services in the welfare state.
Political science today pays much attention to the activity of translating
ideas into new programs, celebrating the practical talents of the protago-
nists by calling them “policy entrepreneurs.” As we shall see in the next
chapter, the term aptly describes what philanthropic leaders and various
reformers accomplished. However, if the notion of policy entrepre-
neurship leads us to focus narrowly on concrete results, we seriously un-
derestimate the contribution of the architects of the public therapeutic
sector. They not only invented new institutions and programs but also
grasped that public intervention introduced the possibility of more
sweeping therapeutic power than even philanthropy had imagined.

We can best understand the theoretical vision behind public tutelage if
we examine the discourse surrounding the creation of the juvenile court
and the mothers’-aid program. The court idea presumed that therapeutic
means and public authority would reinforce each other to normalize mar-
ginal children and their families. From a minor’s initial contact with the
institution through a period of judicial oversight that might continue for
years, court social personnel were to apply normalizing casework tech-
niques. Yet, because either the young offender or his parents might op-
pose advice and instruction, court intervention would also make use of
the legal and coercive resources of the state.

Similarly, public assistance to widows with children was advocated as
a program that would link adjustment techniques developed by philan-
thropy to the special capacities of a public agency. Here matters were
complicated at first by a factional dispute within philanthropy itself, for
private charity was slow to abandon its hostility to public relief. But since
both the early public assistance supporters and their foes in the charity
leadership accepted the new living standard doctrine, all could agree that
the poor were entitled to help and that this assistance ought to incorpo-
rate normalizing casework. As mothers’-aid legislation was adopted,
then, it was understood that the program represented another venture in
public tutelage. Recipients and their families were to be succored with
material aid but were to be integrated into the social mainstream through
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instruction and supervision. As in the juvenile court ideal, the model for
agency-client relations closely followed that introduced by philanthropy.
Yet public assistance was expected to have definite advantages over pri-
vate charity. A public department would command a larger and more
stable budget, its caseworkers would have a higher standing in the eyes of
its recipients/clients, and public interventions were backed with the kind
of sanctions private charitable agencies lacked.

In the juvenile court and mothers’ aid alike, proponents saw that the
use of the state would enhance the impact of casework techniques, and so
create a second level of power effects beyond what philanthropy alone
could produce. Public tutelage would capitalize on such attributes of a
state apparatus as legitimacy and compulsion. With these added re-
sources at their disposal, it was believed, caseworkers would become ever
more omniscient and persuasive. Supporters of the therapeutic project
looked forward to their triumph over the subtle obstacles that the work-
ing-class family had erected to deflect the agents of philanthropy.

Therapy as Juvenile Justice

The first attempt to join the normalizing technology developed by philan-
thropy to public authority came with the invention of the juvenile court.
Most historical studies of the court properly stress that it was a radical
departure in jurisprudence, intended to alter fundamentally the terms of
judicial intervention in the life of problem juveniles.1 I would go further
to assert that the new institution in fact occupied a shadowy ground be-
tween legal tribunal and social agency. In its scope, proponents hoped,
the court would reach beyond offenders to any child who might be
deemed maladjusted. It would then treat the child and his family with the
most advanced therapeutic methods. (I use the male pronoun throughout
this section because the discourse on the court took male delinquency as
the central problem.2) Normalizing intervention backed by the court
promised results far superior to those attained by private child-protection
groups. Historians also have not situated the court in the emerging thera-
peutic sector. As other public human services soon began to appear, court
proponents saw that judicial tutelage would be able to enlist a range of
adjustment tools to surround its clients with corrective influences.

The campaign to reorient juvenile justice to a therapeutic approach
began in the early 1890s, well before any other Progressive philanthropic
efforts to enlist the state in the expanding normalizing project. It was no
accident that the quest for state support began here. In part the effort
reflected fears among child-protection advocates and other philanthropic
elements that grave harm was being done through judicial mismanage-
ment of children’s cases. Juveniles were allegedly treated with excessive
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leniency or brutality, and throughout the criminal justice system they had
far too much contact with hardened adult criminals. Philanthropy wor-
ried, as it had since the Jacksonian era, that minors were being left to the
easy corruption of the streets or were being initiated into the degraded
values of the criminal stratum.3

On a more positive note, philanthropic activists had long placed a high
value on cooperation with the judiciary. A court had seemed to be a neu-
tral instrument, the essential fairness of which would not be questioned
by its targets among the poor. In more practical terms, child-protection
groups had developed ties to the judiciary that dated back several dec-
ades. Probation experiments in Massachusetts made use of philanthropic
volunteers, field agents representing societies for the prevention of cruelty
to children influenced judicial dispositions by reporting on a child’s back-
ground, and sectarian child-placing agencies relied heavily on judicial au-
thority.4 Given the strong court-philanthropy linkages that had been
forged, building public tutelage through the judiciary made good sense.
And so a coalition formed, consisting of reform-minded judges, women’s
clubs, and the sectarian placement agencies, to redefine the judicial proc-
essing of cases that involved children.5

Through this court-philanthropy axis, the juvenile court emerged in
1899 to link judicial intervention to the therapeutic model. Jurists
strained to find a coherent legal basis for the new institution.6 But the
court clearly owed more to the discourse of the human services than to
traditional jurisprudence. Although the court incorporated earlier judi-
cial innovations, its proponents correctly understood that it was not
merely an incremental step to unify judicial child protection. Linking a
court apparatus to philanthropy’s larger normalizing project represented
a great leap beyond the established judicial role into the exercise of the
new therapeutic power under public auspices.7

That a therapeutic commitment guided the juvenile court movement
can be seen first in its ideal conception of the institution’s jurisdiction.
The new court claimed an open-ended mandate, so broad that it included,
besides children charged with infractions, those who were neglected,
abused or exploited, “incorrigible,” or likely to slip into one of these cat-
egories. All dangerous or endangered minors were to be brought by the
juvenile court within reach of child-protection agencies. It thus would
become an essential point of support for the social technicians determined
to excise the pathologies of working-class family life.8 By including in the
court’s domain conduct that would not be criminal if committed by an
adult, social personnel would be able to address a situation in its earliest
stages and thereby prevent more serious damage to the child.9

The therapeutic orientation, according to the movement model, simi-
larly ran through the court’s entire operating procedure. Each child called
to official notice was to become an object of inquiry for diagnostic spe-
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cialists. A probation officer contacted everyone who might know some-
thing about the case and then visited the home to interview the parents
and weigh the domestic surroundings. Other court personnel studied the
child for intellectual or medical deficiencies. By means of this initial eval-
uation the court would identify the family context and social setting that
had precipitated deviant behavior or placed the minor at risk.10 Signifi-
cantly, it was hoped that, in cases in which a delinquent act had provoked
judicial intervention, the assorted investigations and tests would push the
specific offense into the background. The minor’s antisocial behavior
mattered only for its symptomatic value. Where the inquiry disclosed no
support for the initial complaint but a pattern of poor social adjustment,
the case certainly ought to be continued on other grounds.11

A hearing would follow that was supposed to more closely resemble a
physician’s examination than a criminal trial. The judge would use the
diagnostic profile as well as other testimony to illuminate the child’s en-
tire milieu. What a minor had done, proponents reiterated, should count
for much less than the parental care he had received, his morals, how his
family related to its surroundings—anything and everything that made
him what he was.12 First the judge would interrogate the child to test his
willingness to cooperate; a confession was seen as a vital demonstration
that he was prepared to accept the court’s overtures.13 After this initial
discussion, attention should shift to the larger issues of the child’s envi-
ronment, as the probation officer reported on the results of interviews and
tests and gave his impressions of the family. The parents, too, might be
given a chance to speak. But to the court they were already implicated by
their manifest failure to teach proper norms. Court enthusiasts were
confident that the parents, awed by this encounter with the law and
struck by the obvious wisdom of the judge and his staff, would readily
submit to censure and instruction.14

Using the hearing evidence as his guide, the judge would choose for the
child a mode of treatment tailored to his individual needs. Whenever pos-
sible the juvenile court would order probation, a program of follow-up
staff visits to the child in his own surroundings, to address his maladjust-
ment at its source and restore him to a normal position in the commu-
nity.15 This aftercare would focus on the family as the unit of treatment,
and was intended to tap the constructive possibility of therapeutic tech-
nology. With the child serving as the point of entry, the court would ex-
tend its influence over the entire household. Parents were the critical tar-
get, for, regardless of whether they had caused the child’s difficulty, they
appeared to be the means by which the court could have its greatest im-
pact. Through the probation officer the juvenile court would make
known to them its expectations: they must place the child under closer
supervision, set a better example for him in matters of peer associations
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and sexual morals, cooperate with his teacher by insisting he attend
school, and learn the elements of modern domestic hygiene, nutrition,
and child health care.16 The probationer’s siblings also would be given
advice, and the behavior of the entire family would come under official
surveillance. Not until all family members had been rehabilitated was the
court to relax its attention.17

To justify tutelage by the juvenile court, proponents characterized its
adjudication as noncriminal and its dispositions as benign. The model
procedures plainly disregarded a child’s claim to due-process protec-
tions.18 Yet while rhetoric about the prerogative of a caring community
to impose discipline might satisfy social personnel, the legal establish-
ment would ask what benefit the minor derived for surrendering his for-
mal-legal rights.19 It seemed useful, then, to depict the relationship be-
tween the court and the child as a kind of bargain. The child gave up
recourse to ordinary judicial safeguards while the institution promised
not to affix blame on him for his acts. Further, rather than punish him
reflexively as it might a criminal, the court pledged to care for him as a
unique individual.20

For the child to triumph over his maladjustment, it was soon realized,
the court would need to apply the most advanced scientific knowledge.
Only science, with its ability to fully grasp the plight of the troubled child,
could restore the delinquent to a normal status.21 We find here vivid evi-
dence of the change that science-as-ideology had brought to the field of
child protection. Court enthusiasts were confident of the institution’s
ability to make over the child’s entire domestic environment. If no reliable
science of delinquency yet existed, as had to be admitted, one would be
generated. Accordingly, the juvenile court was to join forces with social
and behavioral scientists, the institution providing cases so that the ex-
perts might test the latest theories. Within a decade the first juvenile psy-
chopathic clinic was established to help the judge diagnose the child’s
condition.22

Some of these scientific resources would be drawn from the other social
agencies upon which the probation officer would call to accomplish his
adjustment tasks. Here we must consider, as the historians do not, the
position that proponents expected the court to occupy in a web of nor-
malizing services. The probation officer was to forge connections between
the family and the other social agencies serving the neighborhood. As one
social scientist insisted in a discussion of probation service, “Home condi-
tions can be greatly modified by numerous modern ameliorative agencies,
each one a boundless field for extension and improvement.”23 Public
schools, municipal hospitals, and free clinics were beginning to incorpo-
rate the casework approach as an adjunct to their other operations. And
several new public institutions like school and neighborhood centers were
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founded upon normalizing methods. Through a cooperative effort, the
court and the emerging human service apparatus would penetrate the
walls around the family. It would be seen as adjusted when it accepted
permanent intervention by the human service network.24

But if the court hoped to adjust clients through the use of science, the
movement appreciated that judicial tutelage also entailed the possibility
of coercion. In its probation system the juvenile court would demonstrate
that judicial authority could reinforce therapeutic technique. This was
first brought home to the family in the preliminary investigation. The
probation officer, in keeping with philanthropic practice, would hope-
fully gain the parents’ confidence through a sympathetic approach. How-
ever, if they seemed hostile or secretive, they should be made to realize
that his report might indict their fitness, leading the court to separate the
child permanently from the home.25

Court proponents understood that the benefits of the court’s coercive
resources would be realized even more fully during the treatment phase of
judicial intervention. While a probation officer was to try to gain the
confidence of the minor and his family, the judge would reserve discipli-
nary sanctions that he could invoke at any time. One magistrate ex-
plained, “The discomfort of punishment affords in some cases an indis-
pensable stimulus or moral tonic which cannot be supplied in any other
way.”26 In effect the judge would suspend more severe measures, as Don-
zelot says, to create an opening in which educative remedies might take
hold. The child was to be given his chance, so to speak, while the court
maintained an ongoing surveillance.27 Said one court supporter, “With
probation he lives in fear for many weeks. The sword of Damocles is over
his head, and his own effort must avert it.” If either he or his family
balked at the probation officer’s instructions, harsher measures might be
taken, including removal of the minor from the home or incarceration in
an industrial school. Hence the critical value of probation: in place of a
definitive judgment to resolve a case, the juvenile court would implicate
child and family in a process of perpetual evaluation.28

Sometimes no choice would remain for the judge but to remove the
child from his home. In certain types of cases, where the child was in
immediate danger or posed a menace to others, probation had to be re-
jected because it promised only gradual results. Instead a child-protection
group recognized by the court would promptly assume control over the
child and arrange placement with another family or in an institution.29 A
role for established private child-protection organizations was thus as-
sured at the founding of the therapeutic state. Also, court proponents
acknowledged that a number of cases would fail to respond to mild edu-
cative techniques, because the damage to the minor had gone too far. For
children who could not be adjusted through probation, the juvenile court
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fell back upon an apparatus of successively more restrictive institutions.
Once again the court enlisted teachers and specialists, but in a closed
environment. First in line came the new parental school, designed for
chronic truants and youngsters too disruptive for an ordinary class-
room.30 The court would follow this brief incarceration with a test to
determine whether the child could function in the community. If he failed,
the court would eventually commit him to an industrial school or some
other state facility. Judicial tutelage, then, drew upon yet another line of
philanthropic endeavor, institutional care. Confinement was not intended
to punish but to afford an alternative therapeutic setting. Isolation and
strict discipline would erode the juvenile’s obstinacy and persuade him to
accept help in excising his deviant tendencies.31

Removal and confinement, it should be added, were to be prescribed
more regularly for delinquent girls, especially when the court found evi-
dence of sexual activity. Philanthropy had long seen female sexuality as a
menace, a concern that continued into the Progressive era with the cam-
paigns for moral purity. Since the immoral girl threatened to undermine
fundamental social values, she had to be segregated from the community.
Reform was still possible—normalizing intervention could address this
form of degradation, too—but it would be more prudent to attempt ad-
justment in a restrictive setting. Probation was better suited to male delin-
quents who posed a less compelling public risk.32

Adversaries in a Common Cause

Philanthropy’s drive to secure a decent living standard for the working-
class family required other public initiatives besides the juvenile court.
But the effort to put into place additional components of a therapeutic
sector did not always proceed so smoothly. Not only might there be a lack
of past associations with the state of the sort that characterized child pro-
tection, but, as I have commented, prior philanthropic deeds and words
had left residual barriers to a positive public role. When Progressive phi-
lanthropy confronted this predicament in the field of public relief, during
the debate over whether to establish public allowances or “pensions” for
widows with children, sharp internal conflicts erupted. To resolve the
disputes and move policy forward, philanthropy needed to reformulate
its position toward public subsidy for the working-class family.33

The pension idea surfaced in the 1890s, at the very moment when Pro-
gressive philanthropy was revising its understanding of poverty and so-
cial obligation. Once regarded as degrading to recipients, relief came to
be seen by charity leaders as part of the community obligation to the
marginal working-class family. It not only brought economic victims
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through a desperate time and restored a minimum level of material well-
being, but also, when combined with casework, helped renew their sense
of self-worth.34 The hostility toward relief softened first in the case of
certain groups that seemed least able to care for themselves. Widowed
mothers had always been an object of special solicitude in charity cir-
cles,35 so charity agencies quite naturally identified them as entitled to
material assistance.

However, even as philanthropy laid an intellectual foundation for pub-
lic mothers’ aid, some influential elements held back. To begin with,
many child-protection groups had made a substantial investment in
asylums and orphanages. These facilities were also the beneficiaries of
lucrative public subsidies. Since outdoor aid would reduce the need for
long-term placements, institutional interests resisted the allowance idea.
However, as I have remarked, Progressive philanthropy adopted an anti-
institutional posture. Asylum proponents by the beginning of the twenti-
eth century had lost much of their prestige within philanthropic circles.
The famous 1909 White House conference on children affirmed that
home care was best for children, and thus signaled the eclipse of the
institution.36

More formidable opposition to public allowances was mounted by the
mainstream (predominantly East Coast) charity leadership. Inhibited by
its old preoccupation with the dangers of public subsidies, it warned that
public pensions would invite corruption and indiscriminate relief. Charity
forces joined with child-protection agencies to turn back a proposal in
New York in 1897 that would have permitted the use of public funds to
support fatherless families.37 Private charity, it was felt, could meet the
community’s obligation, and do so in a way that both subsidized and
rehabilitated recipients. Charity groups then stepped up efforts to extend
relief and tutelage to widows and half-orphaned children.38 Thus the
charity establishment staked its credibility upon its own capacity to help
a sizeable group of families achieve the full living standard philanthropy
had defined.

While organized charity struggled to reconcile its inherited wisdom
with new doctrine, policy-making initiative was seized by other actors. A
strong coalition emerged after 1900 to push for public pensions, consist-
ing of women’s clubs, miscellaneous journalists and reformers, settlement
house residents, child-labor activists, and juvenile court judges.39 This
coalition suggests some of the forces that contributed to the elaboration
of the therapeutic state. We should note, for example, that public allow-
ances had become a feminist issue, as philanthropic women hoped to es-
tablish the principles that family life ought to be shielded from poverty
and that mothers belonged in the home rather than in the factory. Of
particular interest, too, is the role of juvenile court judges. Some, like
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Merritt W. Pinckney in Chicago and E. E. Porterfield in Kansas City,
became visible advocates of pension legislation. They complained that the
normalizing mission of the court was thwarted when a family faced acute
material distress.40 In other words, the inadequacies of the early tutelary
apparatus drove its operatives to demand its further development. The
therapeutic state contained its own expansionist impulses.

As the pension coalition gathered its forces, the attempt by charity
agencies to finance allowances from private contributions faltered. Some
administrators of the voluntary programs freely conceded that because of
insufficient funds many eligible widows had to be given inadequate grants
or excluded altogether.41 To make up for this, the agencies set up day
nurseries to free the mothers for regular employment or helped them find
piecework to take into the home. Yet, as both charity leaders and critics
agreed, such arrangements resulted in the exploitation of the mothers’
labor, poor childcare, and violations of child-labor restrictions.42 With
the widows reduced to desperation, they were forced at least temporarily
to surrender custody of their children—exactly the outcome charity ac-
tivists had pledged to prevent.43 Organized charity found itself on the
defensive.

Supporters of public allowances played upon the failures of private
pensions. They argued that the community had special obligations to fa-
therless children and their widowed mother. The children, as future citi-
zens, had a right to the kind of upbringing that prepared individuals for
full and productive membership in the community;44 their mother, for
performing the service of training prospective citizens, was due some re-
turn from the community. “It is her right,” proclaimed one pension advo-
cate, “to expect compensation at the hand of society that ultimately and
often immediately is the gainer by her maternal emotion.”45 Private char-
ity, of course, had embraced this kind of thinking. So the implication
drawn by the pension movement had a telling impact: since private effort
did not suffice to discharge the community’s responsibilities, a public pro-
gram would be necessary.

Nevertheless, if pension advocates built their arguments upon the liv-
ing standard idea, this doctrine could also be invoked by the opposition.
The charity establishment warned that public relief officials had not in-
corporated in their work any of the elements that were now seen to com-
prise a therapeutic program: they did not accurately determine needs,
they failed to develop remedial plans for each case, and they provided
neither guidance nor supervision for recipients.46 Aid without rehabilita-
tive casework was self-defeating, because money alone could not raise the
family to the standard of living philanthropic principles required. C. C.
Carstens spoke for many charity activists when he insisted that aid to the
widow required careful supervision “so that appropriate suggestions in
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regard to the health of mother and children, employment of older chil-
dren, difficulties in discipline, an improved diet, and many other matters
that come up in family life, besides advice on expenditures, may be
made.”47 And it mattered little that pension advocates had sought to put
to rest fears of public mismanagement by insisting upon an autonomous
administrative structure for widows’ pensions. For critics committed to
normalization as a goal, no public agency had the capacity to fulfill thera-
peutic tasks.48

Just the same, the two sides were not so far apart as their rhetoric
suggests. They shared a common discursive base—the commitment to the
philanthropic concept of a living standard. On the one hand, as even pen-
sion foes conceded, the community was obliged to provide the fatherless
family with basic material necessities. And the level of assistance should
be sufficient to allow the mother to remain at home to raise her children,
since that was her primary duty.49 On the other hand, all parties to the
debate agreed that, with the family entitled to a normalized living stan-
dard in the broad sense, the community obligation went beyond material
aid. The value of family casework and supervision as adjuncts to public
allowances was accepted, albeit grudgingly at first, within the pension
movement.50

This common ground between pension supporters and their foes made
accommodation possible. After the first public mothers’-aid programs
were created, especially the Illinois program in 1911, both sides acknowl-
edged the merit of the opposing position. More charity leaders agreed
that public subsidy to maintain a material living standard was neces-
sary.51 At the same time, accepting the family-adjustment doctrine of Pro-
gressive philanthropy, pension proponents decided that the public depart-
ment administering mothers’ aid would adopt normalization as a policy
goal. The report accompanying a legislative proposal in New York in
1914 made explicit the expanded pension agenda: “Public aid can be ad-
ministered not as a handing out of money only, but for the rehabilitation
of family life and for the constructive education in self-respect and self-
reliance that is the aim of all relief work.”52

Indeed, once mothers’-aid advocates began to think of the program as
a therapeutic enterprise, they eagerly embraced the constructive use of
power by the state. A public relief program, they asserted, would enjoy
definite advantages over private charity in its capacity to adjust recipi-
ents. To begin with, widows receiving public aid would be more likely to
accept casework by the state because they would see it as legitimate.
Charity appeared to the poor as a class-based enterprise, an expression of
elite generosity designed to appease the conscience of wealthy donors and
bourgeois visitors, and recipients therefore rejected the advice of charity
caseworkers. By contrast, since the state and the widow needed each
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other to raise a family properly, public assistance would operate on a
more equal and democratic footing than private relief. The public social
technician would not face the resentment that confronted charity agents,
and would thus find it much easier to forge a therapeutic partnership.53 In
addition, given the nature of the relationship between the state and the
mother, she would also accept more readily the demands placed upon her.
The allowance would constitute wages for the service of childrearing,
and the state, like any employer, could set standards for the quality of
the work.54 Proponents of mothers’ aid predicted that a class-neutral
state would reinforce the positive effects of class-neutral normalizing
technology.

Of course, sound instruction might still fall on deaf ears. Another rela-
tive virtue of a public program lay in its access to a more persuasive disci-
plinary apparatus than private charity had at its command. If a private
agency encountered a recalcitrant widow, it could do no more than with-
draw aid, a step dangerous to the children. But a public mothers’-aid
department need not retreat from difficult cases. Sometimes it would call
upon other agencies to help supervise the family. When all else failed,
rather than merely terminate benefits, the department would have the
authority to arrange for the removal of the children from the home.55

This possibility dramatically improved the prospects for successful inter-
vention, because the implicit threat would not be lost on any mother.

The enthusiasm for tutelage by supporters of public allowances reflects
the same uncritical attitude toward power that we found earlier in the
discourse of Progressive philanthropy. As the mothers’-aid movement ap-
proached its moment of political triumph, public aid to the fatherless
family was revamped, becoming an instrument that would join material
support and adjustment methods to normalize an endangered home. Pro-
ponents accepted without question that the state would define good par-
enting, instruct mothers to reach its standards, and use coercion against
those who resisted. Clearly, older limits upon the power of the state no
longer mattered. To account for this willingness to expand the reach of
public authority, we need only look back to philanthropic discourse itself.
Philanthropy stressed the positive face of normalizing intervention to the
exclusion of all else, what such power could do rather than what damage
it might inflict. Proponents of public tutelage shaped their new enterprise
exactly according to the philanthropic image.

One final step completed the reconciliation between the two philan-
thropic factions. Supporters of mothers’ aid appreciated that therapeutic
objectives would strain the administrative capacity of the responsible
agency. The initial organization of a public pension department, they ad-
mitted, ought to be given over to those with appropriate experience in
family diagnosis, treatment, and supervision. Thus charity activists, many
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of whom had opposed the very idea of public allowances, were called
upon to fix the shape of the new public program. They responded posi-
tively to the invitation, and soon began to establish themselves at the
center of mothers’-aid administration.56

Therapy as Public Assistance

In keeping with the terms by which the philanthropic dispute was settled,
the mothers’-aid movement articulated a model for the program that
united casework methods and public authority. This pension ideal was
never presented overtly in manifestos; it emerges instead from the various
studies of actual mothers’-aid programs conducted by agency administra-
tors, social scientists, and proponents in the U.S. Children’s Bureau.57

These observers agreed that a public allowance would ease material dis-
tress while opening an avenue into the home that would be exploited by
a trained caseworker. Continuing a pattern dating back to friendly visit-
ing, the caseworker was presumed to be a middle-class woman. She
would treat the mother and her children not just as “recipients” but as
“clients.” The procedure established for philanthropic casework—con-
tact, planning, instruction, supervision, and integration into a network of
normalizing agencies—would serve as the basis for all dealings with the
family. But, much like the juvenile court probation officer, the mothers’-
aid caseworker would have resources not available to private social tech-
nicians. The constructive possibility of aid for dependent children rested
on the coercive support of the state as well as on the technology of adjust-
ment.

Upon application by a widow for an allowance, the pension process
would begin with a caseworker conducting a thorough social inquiry. It
was necessary first to establish eligibility, in the broad sense: the mother
should not only be in genuine need of aid but she should be a “suitable”
candidate for normalization. The caseworker would visit the home to
validate the mother’s petition statements and to form an impression of
the family. Then would come discreet inquiries to anyone who might be
able to add to the picture of home conditions.58 After the caseworker
determined whether the family met the material eligibility criteria, she
faced the more difficult task of deciding whether, if given an allowance,
the mother could create an acceptable environment for the children. Pen-
sions ought to be granted, the model suggested, only to mothers who
demonstrated some competence in child care.59

To make this prospective evaluation, the caseworker was expected to
consider family background, behavior patterns, and the applicant’s atti-
tude. Pension supporters felt that chronic domestic irregularities might
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subvert the therapeutic measures associated with the allowance. Appro-
priate grounds for rejection therefore included defective family heredity,
a pattern of child neglect, or moral lapses by the applicant. The case-
worker would hold the family to very strict standards, especially where
the mother’s sexual conduct was concerned. If she merely appeared to
have compromised herself, the caseworker was supposed to recommend
against a grant.60 Furthermore, since successful rehabilitation depended
upon the widow’s collaboration, much weight should be attached to the
attitude she had demonstrated during the preliminary inquiry. There
would be good reason to anticipate future cooperation if, for example,
she had agreed to account fully for how she had spent any insurance ben-
efits or to support legal action against relatives for child support.61

The size of the monthly grant would depend upon specific family
circumstances. To determine how much aid the family needed, the case-
worker in consultation with the applicant would draw up a budget sched-
ule. The schedule compared the widow’s resources to her family’s re-
quired expenses, the latter calculated by domestic science experts and
codified in standardized tables covering food, shelter, and other necessi-
ties. By using the schedule, the pension authority would award an allow-
ance just sufficient to assure the family of a Spartan but tolerable material
standard of living.62 Family eligibility and needs would be reviewed fre-
quently, so that the agency might adjust or cancel the grant if conditions
warranted. The mothers’-aid movement praised this flexibility as protec-
tion against the development of a complacent and rigid relationship be-
tween agency and family.63

However, of far greater significance, the contingency of the amount
would serve to bring home to the recipient one truth about the nature of
state power. Although the method for computing the allowance appeared
entirely objective, changes in the size of the grant would remind her that
public authority had a variable quality, so that her position remained
fragile even when her rights had been expanded. Program supporters
were confident that she would not become so presumptuous as to demand
greater benefits. Mothers’ aid accordingly would not be the start of a
redistributive policy.64 Moreover, because the widow’s sense of vulnera-
bility was heightened by the regular recertification of award levels, she
would try harder to satisfy the caseworker and thus follow instructions
with particular diligence. Flexibility would magnify the effectiveness of
educative oversight.

This project of family rehabilitation would commence once the widow
began to receive her grant. Supporters held that regular visits to the home,
at least one per month, would give the caseworker an opportunity to
strengthen the personal bond she had begun to develop during the prelim-
inary inquiry. As a Pennsylvania manual for mothers’-aid personnel put
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it, “The first essential to effective supervision is real knowledge of the
family; there is a great difference between familiarity and knowledge, and
the latter does not come without effort and frequent visiting by the same
person.”65 But the caseworker needed to do more than solidify a friend-
ship, for the preparation of a plan for family adjustment rested upon
detailed information about the mother’s skills and behavior. The case-
worker would secure a better understanding of the recipient/client by ask-
ing her at the outset to keep a detailed record of her expenses.

As a first remedial step the caseworker would reform the widow’s hap-
hazard management of family finances. Mothers’-aid proponents main-
tained that many working-class women lacked the ability to manage a
budget and were prone to impulsive, extravagant, or uneconomical pur-
chases.66 They required guidance in their spending practices, lest their
waste cause them to exceed the needs calculation of the pension agency.
Now the expense report, which the mother was still obliged to file, be-
came an educational tool; she would be taught how to live within her
means, and the caseworker would point out changes in spending habits
that might better stretch the family’s resources.67

Instructing the widow on spending practices would necessarily impli-
cate the caseworker in a far-reaching reconstructive effort. She would
find, upon review of the expense forms, that her client remained unaware
of recent advances in nutrition and personal health. Before the mother
could be expected to make wise purchasing decisions, she had to learn
about balanced diets, cooking techniques that maximized food values,
home cleaning and ventilation, hygiene for herself and her children,
proper sleep habits (including separate rooms for adolescent male and
female children), and so forth. Casework intervention in the mothers’-aid
ideal sought nothing less than a complete restructuring of the way in
which the recipient/client ran her household. She would become the vehi-
cle for raising family life to the higher standard of citizenship envisioned
by philanthropy, a standard above that which she and her children had
known before the loss of her husband.68

Because the present and future welfare of the children served as the
justification for mothers’ aid, they were also to be singled out for special
attention. Philanthropic doctrine maintained that each client presented a
unique set of problems and possibilities. It was the task of the mothers’-
aid caseworker to distinguish the children according to their needs. One
might require special medical care or counseling; another might show
exceptional academic promise, in which instance the caseworker should
intercede to extend the grant so the child might continue in school rather
than find a job at the minimum age permitted by law.69 By asserting her-
self in such situations, the caseworker would seek “to develop special
gifts of personality, and to help bring the child to a healthy, normal adult
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life, in which his happy adjustment to his surroundings would insure his
usefulness to society.”70 Individualized attention, along with improved
home conditions, would serve as the means by which the state rescued
children from poverty and raised them up to become contributing mem-
bers of the community.

The pension movement did not expect the caseworker to accomplish
her formidable tasks entirely on her own. Just as therapeutic discourse
emphasized the role of a service network to surround the family, the
model for mothers’ aid directed that recipients/clients be brought into
contact with a full array of normalizing agencies. The caseworker would
call upon public health clinics, psychiatrists, teachers, and specialist so-
cial workers to address particular difficulties. The children would be en-
couraged to enroll in clubs at the local settlement house or school center.
For the mother, too, these facilities provided educational programs in
nutrition, household management and child care, and (where needed)
English language skills.71 Resources outside the human service apparatus
might also have a therapeutic value. The Pennsylvania manual, positing
an association between church membership and normal family life, urged
that families in the program be counseled to attend religious services.72

It was also recognized that some time would pass before the program
accomplished the sweeping results it sought. The widow and her children
would have to accept the need for fundamental changes in their behavior
and values. “Unless they can in the end be convinced of the desirability of
the new order of things,” one administrator observed, “the old regime
will be re-established just as soon as the pressure from the relief giving
agency is relaxed.”73 The caseworker would have to impress upon her
clients that each suggestion she made was really in their best interest. For
example, if a widow took offense at being required to report expenses,
she should be told that the department only wanted to assure that she got
full value for her money. Her protest would surely cease when she saw for
herself the benefit of the advice.74 Above all, the caseworker needed pa-
tience. Even with the support of other agencies, it might be months, per-
haps longer, before progress was made in eliminating ignorance and su-
perstition and restructuring how clients acted and thought.75

During this interval, while a verdict on the mother’s fitness hung in the
balance, the pension department also would use its openings to the family
as a means of surveillance. The caseworker served again as the key agent.
Her monthly visits to the home gave her an opportunity to take better
measure of the mother’s capacity than had been possible in the prelimi-
nary investigation and to assess improvements in domestic conditions.76

The widow herself would facilitate oversight: her monthly expense forms
would be examined to make sure she had grasped the various lessons the
caseworker had been teaching her. Other social personnel, teachers, and
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even the family pastor would be asked to report on the mother and her
children. When combined with the caseworker’s impressions, this infor-
mation would permit the pension agency to maintain a complete, dy-
namic family portrait.77

Pension supporters did not shy away from the implications of this on-
going domestic surveillance: however understanding the caseworker and
her superiors were, the mother must be judged. She had been granted aid,
it was often recalled, in exchange for meeting a standard of parenting,
and she ought to be permitted to remain in the program only if she upheld
her end of the bargain.78 When the caseworker discovered dangerous or
degrading behavior, a judgment might be reached quickly. For example,
the widow who refused to obtain medical care for herself or her children
was clearly unfit. In other cases the conclusion that the mother was in-
competent would emerge only over time. She might persist in fiscal mis-
management and poor child care, or, after showing some improvement,
she might regress into bad habits and indifference.79 The widow who ac-
cepted a public allowance thus was supposed to face permanent scrutiny,
a test she might fail at any time.

If the recipient/client did not respond to the positive exercise of nor-
malizing power by the state, she would have to be made to confront the
darker aspects of public tutelage. Once again the variability of public
assistance played into the hands of the caseworker: just as the size of the
grant could be adjusted, so, too, could an allowance be stayed and then
reinstated. The pension model presumed that the caseworker would use
this possibility to induce cooperation. When she found practices that put
the children at risk, such as the presence in the home of a male boarder,
she would immediately declare her intent to cancel the allowance. Usually
the threat alone would suffice to jolt the widow back to her senses. The
prospect of a loss of benefits might also be raised with her if she did not
progress under supervision. And, as pension supporters had pointed out
in their initial campaign, state power went beyond expulsion from the
program. If the mother could not meet the standards for normal family
life, she was unfit and her children were in jeopardy. It was the duty of the
caseworker, then, to seek a judicial order for their removal from maternal
custody. For a particularly recalcitrant mother, this would serve as the
ultimate spur.80

The Amplification of Power

The models for the juvenile court and mothers’-aid program reflect the
thoroughness with which Progressive social personnel approached the
task of making normalizing intervention the mission of the state. They
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pondered in great detail how public agencies would use their adjustment
technology to raise selected marginal populations to the living standard
defined by philanthropy. As set forth in the models, the “irregular” family
would be renovated—public social personnel would reorder its responsi-
bilities and impose new functions so that it more closely resembled its
bourgeois counterpart. Success in this enterprise would transform family
members into enlightened citizens who shared bourgeois aspirations and
who respected the rules of conduct necessary for functioning in an inter-
dependent world. Thus we find displayed in the ideal of public tutelage
the same fascination with the constructive possibilities of power that we
observed in philanthropic discourse.

Still, if the philanthropic goal and method formed the starting point for
public human services, proponents of the tutelary state saw it as an instru-
ment with unprecedented capabilities. Philanthropy had invented a tech-
nique for remolding the working-class family, yet normalizing efforts had
been blunted by the limits of voluntary action. The move to the state
would allow social personnel to escape both the fiscal constraints that
hampered philanthropic work and its embarrassing class associations. A
public agency would reach a larger number of marginal clients who, be-
cause they were approached on what seemed to be a democratic basis,
would welcome its help and be more willing to lay bare their lives to its
representatives. At the same time, public social personnel would bring
new resources to the therapeutic approach. They had access to better in-
formation about their clients, from those who treated the family and from
the clients themselves, and so the public agency would proceed with a
more accurate understanding of the consequences of its interventions.
And for those clients who did not improve under educative measures,
social personnel in the state apparatus could use public authority to break
up a home or to order confinement of a delinquent. Thus, because of its
wider scope, greater legitimacy, enhanced surveillance capacity, and vari-
ous coercive options, public tutelage would dramatically amplify thera-
peutic power. The juvenile court and the mothers’-aid program were
expected to achieve unparalleled positive results.

In the exercise of this remarkable power, public human service agen-
cies would redefine the relationship between state and citizen. The liberal
state in the American tradition encountered the family only sporadically,
through tax collections, military service, and the provision of basic collec-
tive goods. Some years earlier philanthropy had pointed toward a new
conception of the state based upon the principle of family preservation
that would have enlisted public authority to correct the demoralization of
marginal groups, but bourgeois activists had declined to follow the impli-
cations of this idea. In sharp contrast, Progressive movements for public
tutelage set out to uncover new ways to use the state to invade the fam-
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ily’s domestic sanctuary and compel its members to surrender their au-
tonomy. Now those persons brought before the juvenile court or enrolled
in a public-allowance program would find their most intimate behavior a
matter of official concern and regulation. As clients of official normaliz-
ing agencies, they would be obliged to reveal their disreputable behaviors
and personal weaknesses, and then be required to conform to any stan-
dard of conduct public caseworkers and probation officers might estab-
lish. Considering the depth and scope of intervention, public tutelage
necessarily would become for its clients the dominant mode of “participa-
tion” in the political order.81

Amidst the general eagerness of social personnel to stretch the reach of
therapeutic power, a voice of caution occasionally tried to make itself
heard. The Pennsylvania mothers’-aid manual warned caseworkers that
intervention had to be guided by a sense of the appropriate scope of in-
struction. “[W]e should always keep in mind that our object is not to
destroy individual tastes but to ensure on as economical a basis as possi-
ble the fundamentals of physical and mental health upon which may be
reared the manifold variations of personal and family differences.” But
the manual seems to express no principled objection to the aspirations
behind the therapeutic project, for the reservation rested upon pragmatic
concerns. “Our success depends too upon refraining from interference
over nonessentials.”82 Recipients/clients could absorb only a finite
amount of advice.

In their indifference to the question of how power should be limited,
proponents of public tutelage merely reflected the attitude we observed
among philanthropic activists. Therapeutic logic denied the distinction
that the Pennsylvania manual tried to draw between conduct that mat-
tered and “nonessentials.” How could any behavior be regarded as trivial
when it might be evidence of a serious underlying condition? To make
absolutely certain that hidden sources of maladjustment were uprooted,
social personnel were driven to trespass ever more deeply into the space
around the individual. This held true whether normalization was sought
under philanthropic auspices or by the state.

Therapeutic discourse, through its peculiar rhetoric, also served to ease
any anxieties about the disciplinary tools available to the agencies of pub-
lic tutelage. Although the state would make judgments about the fitness of
its clients, social technicians spoke not of condemnation but of “diag-
nosis” and “evaluation,” dispassionate scientific activities that sounded
quite harmless. As for the coercion that was such a central feature of
public tutelage, two maneuvers had placed discipline in a new light. First,
given that philanthropy’s living standard doctrine held that the working-
class family had a duty to the community to attain a normal lifestyle,
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compulsion was justified when clients resisted tutelage. The juvenile
court and mothers’-aid programs did no more than embody this view in
an official setting. Second, the proponents of the therapeutic state at-
tached a benign purpose to the use of sanctions. Where philanthropic
activists endorsed coercion as punishment for stubborn clients, the mod-
els of the juvenile court and of mothers’ aid treated disciplinary mecha-
nisms as part of a continuum of remedial instruments. Coercion was
regarded as but another constructive tool, wielded with scientific detach-
ment, to bring about adjustment.

Although it is possible to explain the innocent worship of power char-
acteristic of the first proponents of public tutelage, that ought not to
exempt their attitude from critical scrutiny. They were oblivious to the
dangerous implications of the union between public authority and nor-
malizing technology, in much the same way that philanthropic activists
declined to consider the risks entailed by the basic therapeutic approach
they had devised. The invention of a new form of power carries with it the
responsibility to reflect on its potential to do harm, which the protago-
nists in both cases abdicated in the first flush of success. As we did before,
then, we must confront issues the Progressives overlooked. I will contend
here that the very ideal of public tutelage is deeply flawed. For social
personnel who accept educative adjustment as a goal, the alliance with
the state would corrupt the therapeutic approach instead of strengthening
it. More important, for those who stand outside therapeutic discourse,
public authority would simply compound the worst features of the case-
work enterprise.

If we consider public tutelage from the perspective of social personnel
themselves, it is plain that the use of coercion would compromise the
therapeutic method. Progressive philanthropy had emphasized that the
working-class family would have to choose when to initiate contact, that
a real personal bond would then have to be forged by the caseworker, and
that the success of educative measures depended upon willing emulation
by clients. Although the models of public tutelage restated these princi-
ples, it was assumed that a therapeutic relationship could flourish when
casework mixed with coercion. Adding compulsion to the therapeutic ap-
proach would mean, of course, that marginal families would not choose
to participate and that public caseworkers would possess an authority
that might make for a very skewed “partnership.” Such deviations from
the basic therapeutic model ought to have stimulated discussion. But en-
thusiasm for the cause seems to have stilled all doubts during the found-
ing period. As we will see, problems caused by the fusion of adjustment
techniques and coercion soon became a focus of concern among social
personnel. Even then, however, the fault often was attributed to inept
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execution of casework methods by misguided officials, and supporters of
institutions like the juvenile court were reluctant to admit that they faced
an underlying contradiction in the therapeutic state.

When we distance ourselves from the therapeutic agenda, we can raise
a more fundamental challenge to the models of public tutelage. Philan-
thropy’s technology of adjustment, I argued earlier, threatened the auton-
omy and dignity of clients, and undermined the philanthropic quest for
democratic citizenship. To the degree that intervention through public
tutelage would intrude more deeply into the space around individuals,
these risks would be magnified. The state would add an oppressive sur-
veillance mechanism, in which various outside agents were to contribute
to the dossier on the client; normalized behavior would be secured by
intimidation rather than persuasion. We need merely recall the mother
receiving a public allowance, constantly under observation, aware that
her inadequacy or resistance could provoke legal moves to break up the
home. Public tutelage when properly conducted would heighten the vul-
nerability of marginal families to a frightening degree. Moreover, in the
name of higher standards, they would be expected to repudiate old values
and interests—the very autonomous qualities that propel people to act as
citizens. The therapeutic state, then, would obliterate the indigenous aspi-
rations that form the basis for all real political self-determination. As
state-sponsored human services more closely approximated the model for
public tutelage, they would subvert more profoundly their original demo-
cratic intent.



Four

Practice against Theory

THE FIRST experiments in public tutelage during the Progressive era pro-
duced a mixed record, with important accomplishments matched by sig-
nificant disappointments. Since we would not expect a policy innovation
of this magnitude to achieve all its goals, the uneven performance of nor-
malizing agencies is in itself quite unremarkable. But we still must exam-
ine the pattern of success and failure, for policy actors would later have
to deal with the consequences of Progressive experiments in the human
services. To the degree that early therapeutic activists put in place a nor-
malizing apparatus and won acceptance of their approach in policy cir-
cles, future attempts to deal with marginal populations would continue
along the same lines. At the same time, problems that beset the early
ventures in state-sponsored casework would have to be addressed.

Considering the tasks that proponents of public tutelage set for them-
selves and the obstacles they faced, their achievements in the first two
decades of the twentieth century were impressive. The juvenile court and
mothers’-aid programs spread rapidly; other new human service pro-
grams appeared, especially with American entry into the First World
War. Just as important, beyond these concrete programmatic gains, the
therapeutic agenda attracted new supporters, including lawyers and pub-
lic welfare officials. From this broader discursive movement emerged
plans for further policy advances to realize the goal of a comprehensive
therapeutic system. This progress in building a tutelary apparatus rested
primarily upon the efforts of policy entrepreneurs, notably juvenile court
judges, who pressed relentlessly to widen the domain of therapeutic prac-
tice. Their political success reflected a low-profile approach designed to
sidestep controversy and to minimize confrontation with potential
sources of opposition.

Nevertheless, although movement leaders took heart from the visible
development of the therapeutic sector, they could not overlook the very
serious problems that immediately came to light. The proliferation of
agencies ostensibly committed to the therapeutic agenda did not conceal
the fact that in practice such organizations failed to raise their clients to
the social living standard philanthropy had defined. Though the political
strategy selected by therapeutic activists served well at first, it yielded
little long-term support and left public human services exposed to various
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hostile political influences. Local officials were given a large say in pro-
gram design and administration, and through them community values
were permitted to intrude upon and undermine the efforts of social per-
sonnel. Just as troubling to some proponents of the casework approach,
client resistance and the refusal of mothers’-aid officials and juvenile
court judges to make use of therapeutic expertise pointed to serious
deficiencies in the scientific foundation of the therapeutic approach.

Establishing Public Tutelage

To translate the philanthropic vision of a tutelary state into reality was a
daunting task, but significant positive steps were taken before the First
World War and during the war period itself. This is particularly evident
if we consider the juvenile court and the mothers’-aid program, the two
innovations that gave rise to the model of public tutelage. Juvenile courts
spread rapidly after the first one was created in Chicago; by 1915 ena-
bling legislation had been adopted in forty-six states, and several hundred
cities had established special courts to hear cases involving minors or had
set aside time periods in existing courts exclusively for the same purpose.1

A new population of minors accused of lesser infractions or “status of-
fenses”—conduct deemed improper in a juvenile that would not be illegal
if committed by an adult—was brought under legal discipline.2 Legisla-
tive victories came swiftly, too, for the mothers’-aid campaign. Within a
decade after the Illinois statute of 1911, some forty states had given ap-
proval to enabling laws. More than 130,000 dependent children were
receiving assistance through mothers’-aid programs.3 Studies conducted
under the auspices of the U.S. Children’s Bureau, an agency sympathetic
to the program, reported that pension departments had begun to employ
casework techniques, with impressive results as documented through the
use of anecdotal case histories.4

Close on the heels of juvenile courts and mothers’-aid programs came
a wave of local experiments in public therapeutic intervention. I have
mentioned the school centers, clinics, and municipal hospitals that made
use of social personnel. The successful development of new agencies de-
voted to casework methods moved proponents to look again at estab-
lished public welfare programs. These presented a ripe field for the intro-
duction of philanthropy’s technology of adjustment. Once mothers’ aid
demonstrated the possibility of linking aid to casework under govern-
ment auspices, it seemed only natural that all public relief should be given
an educative purpose.5 Social personnel were also pleased when a few
cities merged their relief and human service activities into a single, case-
work-oriented public welfare department.6 The basic therapeutic model,
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it will be recalled, held that family adjustment was best achieved through
just this sort of coordinated approach. On another front, the principles of
judicial tutelage that first inspired the juvenile court served as the founda-
tion for further Progressive inventions. Courts of domestic relations and
family courts sought to extend the therapeutic approach to an even
broader clientele, so that family maladjustment might better be brought
to the notice of some official body.7 It seemed clear that a useful begin-
ning had been made in the grand discursive project that sought to alter the
relationship between the state and the working-class family.8

National mobilization for the First World War provided an opening
for the expansion of the rudimentary human service network into new
fields. To help families cope with the dislocations brought on by war
preparations, the Red Cross developed its Home Service and drew heavily
on trained social personnel. The program made casework services availa-
ble to many rural communities for the first time.9 Meanwhile, to contain
the spread of immoral behavior and social disease, especially around mil-
itary camps, the armed forces and public agencies embarked upon an
ambitious campaign for social hygiene. Philanthropic activists had long
regarded the regulation of sexual pleasure as a key objective of tutelage,
so they welcomed this official support in their effort to direct biology
“toward . . . wholesome personal affections.”10 Finally, faced with the
need to restore disabled veterans to their place in the community, organi-
zations like the Federal Board for Vocational Education chose to rely on
casework techniques. Social personnel conducted family interviews to fa-
cilitate individual readjustment to civilian life and counseled the recipi-
ents of disability benefits on future vocational prospects.11

With the emergence of public social agencies, the therapeutic move-
ment attracted additional supporters from beyond philanthropy itself.
The juvenile court generated much favorable interest and publicity during
its first decade. In a striking triumph of the therapeutic ideal, treatment-
oriented jurisprudence won approval at the higher levels of the legal com-
munity. Progressive legal theorists like Roscoe Pound praised the court
for examining the environmental influences on its clients’ behavior, while
at the same time treating each child as a unique individual who required
carefully differentiated treatment.12 Of greater practical significance,
state appellate courts quickly affirmed the validity of judicial intervention
premised upon a condition rather than an act.13 Meanwhile, some local
public welfare officials, brought under the influence of charity personnel
in the recast relief agencies and public welfare departments, began to em-
brace therapeutic ideology. In his 1922 presidential address to the na-
tional meeting of social workers, Robert W. Kelso boasted that a new era
had arrived in public agencies: “The public welfare departments are the
seat of a great seismic disturbance. . . . Private agencies are being called in
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and their co-operation sought.” The conference itself, he added, brought
together the best representatives of social service, many of whom “are
public social workers.”14 Public assistance for widows with children also
gained backing from important public figures, including that paragon of
Republican rectitude, Calvin Coolidge.15

Policy triumphs sometimes foster complacency, but here quite the re-
verse held true. The steps that had been taken toward creating a human
service network around the marginal working-class family only stimu-
lated the resolve of social personnel to push ahead. Examples of this in-
tention abound in their discourse during the postwar years. Social hy-
giene advocates urged a community program to promote sex education;
activists in vocational rehabilitation believed the field could expand be-
yond the military disabled to include the victims of industrial accident or
disease; and the campaign for a “children’s code,” sponsored by social
workers and encouraged by the Children’s Bureau, raised the need for an
enlarged child protection apparatus and preventive programs to secure
the rights of children.16 The Progressive therapeutic state represented but
the first phase of what the movement hoped to accomplish.

To account for the proliferation of public social agencies during the
Progressive era and the war years, we need to consider both the larger
political climate and the particular efforts of therapeutic activists. Ameri-
can politics was being refashioned by the participation of newly mobi-
lized groups and by broad changes in ideology. In the first place, the in-
volvement of women in civic associations and other groups lent enor-
mous impetus to the reform causes they supported. Just as they had taken
an interest in philanthropy as a means to build upon their traditional
concerns, so also did middle-class women back efforts to make the state
an instrument for the preservation of home and family. As it became clear
that organized women would command press attention and even
influence election outcomes, politicians sought to secure the friendship of
the female polity. Votes for mothers’-aid legislation and other therapeutic
measures were seen as ways to acknowledge women’s concerns.17

We might also speculate about the effects of the shifting debate over
the role of the state in American life. During the last several decades of the
nineteenth century, as the large business corporation had transformed the
structure of economic life, intellectuals and populists had argued futilely
that public power ought to be used to counterbalance that of private or-
ganizations. This position finally won widespread support in the years
before the First World War.18 Public human services often drew an en-
dorsement from Progressive enthusiasts of “statism” as part of their gen-
eral program for a more vigorous public sector. Of course, given the
protracted struggle against the economic doctrine of laissez-faire, they
directed greater attention to state intervention in the economy. Typically
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public tutelage was an afterthought, with juvenile courts and mothers’ aid
mentioned in passing. Just the same, the therapeutic program had taken
hold in the Progressive imagination. On the other side of the coin, those
who held out against statist doctrine were more likely to accept public
human services than other components of the Progressive program. Con-
servatives could surely support an enterprise that sought to lessen class
hostility by instilling personal and familial values they shared.

Feminist political pressure and the popularity of statist ideology thus
eased the path for public human services, but concrete results depended
upon the initiative of policy entrepreneurs. When such entrepreneurs do
not occupy commanding positions in government, they need to win over
political leaders. Therapeutic activists during the Progressive era courted
support through vigorous promotion, appeals to politicians’ interests,
and cautious legislative maneuvering. Advocates of public tutelage began
by overselling their programs, claiming extravagant results from, for ex-
ample, the pilot efforts by the juvenile court.19 When inflated promises
did not suffice, normalization could be marketed as a prudent fiscal prop-
osition. Juvenile court supporters represented their innovation to state
legislatures as a device for realizing certain economies: by shifting juve-
niles out of state reformatories, probation promised to save the state
treasury a significant sum.20 Similarly, when mothers’ aid came before the
legislatures, it was advertised as an inexpensive alternative to public insti-
tutions for dependent children who had been removed from their homes.
The first pension bills did not call for any state contribution to the pro-
gram; the cost would be borne by counties or localities.21 As a final tactic
to secure legislative success, care was taken not to provoke potential cen-
ters of resistance. Social personnel realized that in many communities key
political actors did not share their enthusiasm for the social living stan-
dard. Rather than confront this enemy at the outset and risk defeat, it
seemed prudent to accommodate competing views by making statutes
permissive. Again mothers’ aid proves instructive, for localities were left
free to choose whether to participate in the program and on what terms.22

On occasion therapeutic activists achieved a direct leadership role in
shaping policy, whereupon they acted with haste to elaborate the thera-
peutic apparatus. The first juvenile court judges seem to have looked for
inspiration to philanthropy rather than to the legal profession. From ther-
apeutic discourse they adopted the vision of a comprehensive set of ad-
justment agencies. Being of an entrepreneurial bent, the judges deter-
mined to realize this vision through their own efforts. They capitalized on
the prestige that the bench carries in local affairs to obtain additional
resources for court-sponsored programs. Thus, whenever the juvenile
court became aware of a gap in the local service apparatus, a substitute
under the court’s auspices was created.23 If the judges could not meet a
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need on their own authority, they took it upon themselves to agitate in the
legislative arena, where again their word was treated with deference. As
I noted in the previous chapter, they played an important part in the cam-
paign to establish mothers’-aid programs. This judicial lobbying was so
persuasive in several states that the resulting statutes vested responsibility
for administering the allowances in the juvenile court itself.24

Sometimes, too, larger events played into the hands of social personnel.
In a recent study of social workers during this period, McClymer observes
that they saw the war as an opportunity for broad-scale social renova-
tion, a project in which their particular skills would be vital. Therapeutic
practice became a kind of patriotic duty, and philanthropic leaders like
Edward T. Devine assumed quasi-public positions to help recruit their
peers for organizations like the Red Cross. Social personnel often as-
sumed a dominant role in local service programs.25 When the conflict
ended, as I have remarked, they eagerly pursued further openings for their
approach that emerged directly from their wartime work.

Flawed Instruments

Pleased though they were with the tangible development of public tute-
lage, movement leaders soon began to voice concern over the perform-
ance of the new social agencies. Progress could not be measured merely by
counting the number of juvenile courts or tracing the rapid passage of
mothers’-aid laws. It was also necessary, advocates understood, to look at
what the tutelary apparatus had actually done. And despite high expecta-
tions and initial claims of astonishing results, the performance of the
human services was a disappointment. Neither the juvenile court nor the
mothers’-aid program proved to be the panacea for social maladjustment
that supporters had predicted. By the early 1920s it was clear that some-
thing had gone badly awry.25

Disenchantment came first to backers of the juvenile court. In practice
courts for children rarely adhered to the ideal of judicial tutelage. Every
step in the process, from intake to disposition, was unsatisfactory. Rather
than provide a complete diagnostic tool, the preliminary investigation
amounted to nothing more than a disjointed compilation of hearsay, gos-
sip, and trivia. Few courts could call on the services of a clinic, for only
about a dozen had been established by 1918.26 Further, when most judges
conducted hearings, they ignored the child’s condition and instead let the
nature of his infraction determine the disposition. They thus repudiated
the movement’s assumption that the offense was a poor guide to a juve-
nile’s needs.27 Support from the legal elite counted for little when the
everyday administration of the court rested in such hands. Just as unsatis-
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factory was the handling of the minor by the court after it had adjudi-
cated the case. The institution did not exercise meaningful supervision
and guidance over his everyday life. Because of low salaries for probation
officers, trained social personnel shunned such positions, and those hired
were unqualified to perform skilled casework. Making matters worse,
judges and court staff, heeding the notion that a child’s problems should
never be ignored, were reluctant to dismiss cases outright, preferring in-
stead to place many minors under “unofficial” supervision. Caseloads in
most courts consequently averaged over one hundred per officer. Under
such circumstances it was necessary to reduce “treatment” to an occa-
sional office visit. Nor could the probation officers rely upon other social
agencies in the community to ease the burden on the court. Private child
protection groups wanted only certain types of cases, and those young-
sters who did not fit the particular profile were not welcome.28

Court proponents were disturbed, too, by the response of the institu-
tion’s clients. As the model of judicial tutelage anticipated, most came
from a working-class background.29 Yet where therapeutic discourse ex-
pected them to regard the juvenile court as an unbiased instrument of
science, clients viewed it as a weapon they could use in their own family
conflicts or as the unwelcome tool of an alien culture. Parents discovered
that the court could be drawn into their disputes with a misbehaving or
stubborn child; in particular, judicial hostility to female sexuality made it
easy to report a problem daughter for immorality. For some impover-
ished parents, the court, through its dependency jurisdiction, represented
relief from the heavy responsibility of child support. Children in turn
found they could denounce their parents for neglect.30 In short, while
judicial intervention ought to have resolved tension within the family,
the juvenile court was being made a participant in domestic strife. In
other cases, clients went to the opposite extreme, maneuvering to keep
the institution at arm’s length. This was not difficult once minors and
their parents discovered that court officials were strongly influenced by
the pretense of cooperation. The court had no capacity to get beneath
appearances.31

Undeterred by client subterfuges or its own superficiality, however, the
court persisted in its agenda, with little to show for its efforts. It did estab-
lish its power over children and their parents. Recently Gordon has ar-
gued that the weaker family members, usually women and children, pro-
voked intervention by courts and other social agencies, seeking thereby to
alter the equation of family power.32 Alas, though desperation may have
driven people to the juvenile court, they did not find liberation when it
acted. The court followed its own logic, which presumed that their very
plea for help demonstrated a need for normalizing intervention. By de-
nouncing each other, family members made it easy for the institution to
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identify new clients. More children and their parents found themselves
under the harsh discipline of the court, made to conform to its behavioral
conditions, and threatened with punishment. But if the juvenile court rap-
idly expanded its domain, the inability of the judge and his staff to see
through clients’ masks made it certain that judicial intervention would
have no constructive impact on delinquency. Early claims that juveniles
seen once by the court rarely returned gave way to the frank recognition
that rates of recidivism remained as high as before its invention.33 The
court had failed to adjust the child or invest his family with more func-
tional values.

Soon after this disturbing information surfaced about the juvenile
court, supporters of mothers’ aid likewise started to discover that their
invention was not measuring up to their aspirations. The most pressing
problems included poor coverage and the lack of adequate funding, quite
the opposite of what they had predicted. As noted earlier, state lawmak-
ers had left it up to county officials to decide whether to participate in the
program and how much to appropriate for it. Many declined to set up
pension departments at all, especially in the most impoverished areas;
even where an agency was created, there was reluctance to set aside the
necessary resources.34 Lack of resources forced individual mothers’-aid
departments to ignore statutory eligibility criteria and client needs. With
too many qualified families seeking too little money, some means had to
be devised by each department for controlling demand. Allowances went
to those families that appeared most deserving, according to common-
sense tests, so that, for example, a woman with only one child stood al-
most no chance of receiving a grant. Many applicants were consigned to
waiting lists for years.35 Moreover, for the families accepted by the de-
partment, the monthly grant rarely sufficed to cover basic living expenses.
Officials, constrained by arbitrary grant ceilings or paltry appropriations,
knowingly awarded allowances that fell short of what the budget sched-
ule indicated was necessary.36 The caseworker then was supposed to
monitor the situation closely. Stated coldly, the family became the subject
of an experiment by the department to see how little aid might be given
before irreparable harm was done. Most mothers had no choice but to
continue working; it fell to the caseworker to watch for signs of physical
exhaustion or child neglect.37 Any real improvement in the family’s mate-
rial living standard—a basic goal of proponents—was simply out of the
question.

Although insufficient funding seemed the most urgent challenge, sup-
porters also found that pension agencies performed little casework. Many
mothers’-aid departments shunned any responsibility for raising their cli-
ents to a normal status. Studies placed part of the blame once again on
inadequate appropriations. Compelled to get by on shoestring adminis-
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trative budgets, pension officials allowed the caseload to rise above fifty
families per worker, making intensive personal contact and supervision
impossible. Little was learned about recipients; agency staff lacked the
time to coordinate the intervention of other social agencies.38 Yet the lack
of money did not explain all the deviations from sound casework princi-
ples that had emerged. Some mothers’-aid executives failed to appreciate
the value of casework skills when they hired staff. In other departments,
administrators did not comprehend the normalizing purpose of the pro-
gram and treated it instead as an extension of traditional outdoor relief.39

There were instances, too, of what proponents regarded as misguided
liberalism—mothers’-aid officials who deliberately rejected the idea that
they were supposed to reshape recipients’ behavior. According to one
Children’s Bureau report, the San Francisco pension department viewed
casework as an intrusion upon the mothers’ liberty and initiative. The
agency therefore kept its distance unless recipients asked for service, even
though, the report insisted, additional counseling and instruction would
have been of enormous benefit to them.40

But social personnel had to admit to an uncomfortable truth about
casework in public assistance: even proper therapeutic intervention could
not reliably bring about adjustment to bourgeois norms. Studies by pro-
ponents suggested a disturbing parallel to the juvenile court, for in
mothers’-aid programs, too, clients resented agency prying and stub-
bornly refused to accede to demands that they restructure their lives.
Only rarely was the resistance overt, because mothers recognized the co-
ercive power of pension agencies. Departments had acted with a heavy
hand, initiating proceedings to remove children from the custody of unfit
mothers, dropping others from the roles for various deviations from
agency behavioral standards. Women in the program instead chose what
one report termed “that more or less subtle attitude . . . which resents
suggestions and insists on independence.” They would seem to accept
instructions and advice, but when the caseworker returned she would find
things unchanged. Significantly, since passive resistance was found in the
communities that mounted the most serious casework efforts, it could not
be blamed, as were so many errors of practice, upon insufficient funds or
the backwardness of certain program officials.41

Subversive Localism

When social personnel sought explanations for the vast gap between their
models of tutelage and reality, they saw that much of the blame rested
squarely on their own shoulders. They had pursued an entrepreneurial
strategy designed to win legislative support without broad popular back-
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ing.42 We need only remember the appeal to the penuriousness of state
lawmakers made by proponents of both mothers’ aid and the juvenile
courts and the decision to sidestep opposition by pushing permissive
rather than mandatory statutes. Thus programs were authorized with no
commitment of state funds and with much discretion left in local hands.
If this seemed at first a small price to pay for the significant achievement
of having established a foundation for the therapeutic sector, it quickly
became clear that the human services had been left in a precarious
position.

To begin with, the failure to gain state fiscal support at the outset con-
tinued to haunt public social agencies. County and local elected officials,
with only small revenue bases upon which to draw, were not eager to
assume additional obligations. The therapeutic apparatus at birth found
itself a fiscal orphan. Apart from the impact on public assistance grants
that I have described, this political abandonment sharply curtailed case-
work options. Localities resisted paying for trained social personnel for
mothers’ aid and juvenile courts alike.43 Program administrators and
their philanthropic allies accordingly returned to the state legislatures in
quest of subsidies. But having been told that public tutelage offered a way
to solve pressing problems while saving money for taxpayers, state law-
makers did not want to hear that the true dimensions of the task had been
underestimated. Since social personnel had not built a supporting coali-
tion, moreover, they commanded few weapons of value in the legislative
arena. Elected state officials, who had looked positively upon public tute-
lage only insofar as it advanced their own agenda, saw little reason to
invest their political capital in programs so lacking in popular appeal.
Consequently, the movement found that further progress at the state level
was much more difficult than the opening victories.

Permissive statutes, meanwhile, fed a local political system that re-
sponded to the self-interest of key players rather than to the therapeutic
vision, defeating the movement ideal of a comprehensive and coordinated
service apparatus. Lawmakers thought it best to let communities choose
their own approach to juvenile justice and mothers’ aid. This meant that
the actual instruments of public tutelage would be shaped by the distribu-
tion of political influence at the local level. In some places partisanship
made itself felt. When juvenile court activists fought to replace volunteer
probation service with paid professionals, they discovered that local
party leaders backed the change because it brought opportunities for pa-
tronage. It was also necessary to negotiate compromises with the estab-
lished philanthropic groups, fearful lest the public apparatus displace
them completely. Sectarian child protection groups, for example, insisted
that their role in child placement be preserved.44 With all the political
maneuvering and ad hoc concessions, social personnel could not preserve
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the integrity of the therapeutic design, and normalizing intervention
emerged in a form that was inefficient and incomplete. The situation was
best illustrated by urban juvenile courts, supposedly the exemplars of en-
lightened judicial tutelage for their many service activities. It turned out
that they had acquired their service apparatus not simply because of their
enterprising judges but also because social personnel had not been able to
establish other, more appropriate agencies to help problem youngsters or
because existing agencies that should have stepped forward declined to
do so. As one study by the Children’s Bureau found, “In general the re-
sources at the disposal of the court seem to have been developed in a
haphazard manner and did not fit together to form a complete commu-
nity program for the care of delinquent and dependent children.”45

The decision to concede much authority to local officials opened the
way for other potent if less organized influences to make themselves felt
in the therapeutic sector. Juvenile court judges, city councilmen, and
overseers of the poor adhered to an old conception of the proper exercise
of power in a democratic society—they saw it as their task to uphold
prevailing community moral standards. If the public thought that delin-
quent minors needed to be taught a lesson or that the poor needed to learn
the discipline of hard work, then it was the duty of government to express
those values. I use the term “localism” to denote the principle of represen-
tation to which such officials subscribed.

Although grassroots opinion on the problems of marginality varied
considerably, certain sentiments tended to enjoy wide support. A gener-
ous outlook was sometimes found in the larger cities, where the notion
that social forces were to blame for much human misery seems to have
gained wide acceptance during the Progressive era. But on the whole, if
the studies by social personnel are to be believed, the lay public remained
traditional in its outlook, insisting that the poor and the delinquent be
held responsible for their situation. And such views were held not only by
local propertied elites, as we might anticipate, but also by the growing
middle class and by many working people. The testimony of therapeutic
activists indicates that they regarded the entire local electorate with mis-
giving.

Community skepticism about therapeutic assumptions worked in
many cases to block the creation of human service agencies. Permissive
state laws allowed local officials to decide whether to participate in an
authorized program like mothers’ aid. Proponents thus had to carry the
struggle forward in each county, and they often stumbled when con-
fronted by public hostility. Only in those places where philanthropic
groups were well organized had the necessary groundwork been done to
generate community acceptance. Social personnel could then coax elected
officials into making full use of permissive statutes. Elsewhere, notably in
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rural areas, few friends could be enlisted to overcome the many local
points of resistance. It was plain that therapeutic values had a much
more narrow appeal than did the unfashionable ideology of individual
responsibility.

In addition, even when social personnel managed to establish their pro-
grams in a community, the local political culture still intruded upon pro-
gram administration. Let us take up first the case of mothers’ aid. Local
attitudes determined whether it was derided as but another “contempti-
ble” form of outdoor relief or was regarded as a true social entitlement.
Program executives defended this fidelity to community values as an ex-
pression of democracy.46 But obedience to public opinion, complained
therapeutic activists, made it impossible for a mothers’-aid department to
pursue its mission of adjustment. Those in control preferred to select per-
sonnel who reflected the common wisdom of the community. Social tech-
nicians were thereby excluded. And without their expertise, it was nec-
essary to resort to older methods for reforming clients. One Children’s
Bureau study of mothers’ aid stressed that, lacking proper training in be-
havioral science, caseworkers were prone to “harsh judgments, undue
punishments, and unwise recourse to the courts.”47 Responsiveness to the
community meant betrayal of therapeutic ideals.

Popular values likewise made themselves felt in the juvenile court. On
the face of it, here was the one institution in which social personnel might
reasonably have expected to find respect for their methods and goals. The
judicial branch, after all, is supposed to be relatively insulated from popu-
lar ideas. To this we might add the well-established pattern of coopera-
tion between courts and philanthropy. Nevertheless, aside from a few
celebrities, juvenile court judges did not share the therapeutic orientation.
Instead they remained wedded to the conventions of the criminal court
bench, from which they were usually recruited, often for only a brief
term.48 And criminal law as practiced in American communities has usu-
ally reflected the common sentiment that persons ought to be judged for
their actions and punished when they transgress.

It was because they abided by these hallowed beliefs that juvenile court
judges concerned themselves with the question of the minor’s guilt rather
than with his condition. They also depended more heavily than social
personnel thought appropriate upon sanctions to reform behavior. Other
court staff, added by judges in their own image, followed suit. Probation
officers abandoned their neutral diagnostic role during hearings to con-
demn minors and their parents and later sought to render them docile by
the use of blunt threats.49

Social personnel asserted that juvenile court judges and their staff, by
giving vent to crude popular ideas of justice in an institution premised
upon therapeutic principles, had compromised the legitimacy of judicial
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tutelage. Rather than using therapy and judicial power to reinforce each
other, the court corrupted both elements. On one side, law enforcement
values pervaded not only the court itself but also the associated casework
procedures. When the family experienced the preliminary inquiry as a
police-style investigation or when the child was confined in a “diagnos-
tic” detention center as a warning, the court sacrificed any possibility that
its intervention would be accepted as benign. Social personnel saw this
excessive reliance on coercion, not coercion itself, as one cause of client
resistance.50 Conversely, by insisting upon certain therapeutic pretenses,
the court lost its reputation as an instrument through which even the
most humble could secure justice. Judges continued as a matter of con-
venience to recall its founders’ claim that due-process formalities would
hinder efforts to help the child. Yet once all procedural safeguards were
discarded, the court could no longer persuade its clients of its commit-
ment to fairness.51 In sum, treatment and justice stood together or not at
all.

The Knowledge Predicament

For many therapeutic activists, the mischief inflicted on the human serv-
ices by politics and backward popular sentiment was acutely frustrating.
Clinicians and social workers believed they possessed tools that could
ease distress and bring marginal groups into the social mainstream, yet
mothers’-aid officials and juvenile court judges were too parochial to
make use of this expertise. The sin committed in the management of the
juvenile court was perhaps most grievous, because, it was felt, scientific
knowledge was so readily at hand. Important advances in the study of
juvenile behavior had been made in the associated psychopathic institutes
and clinics. Alas, the ordinary juvenile court magistrate lacked sufficient
vision to introduce science into his courtroom; common sense or folk
insight guided his work instead. Even the exceptional judge committed to
a therapeutic approach blundered forward on his own, seeking to accom-
plish by sheer entrepreneurial spirit that which required the highest level
of professional skill.52

However, if some social personnel felt slighted, others took a more
sober view and conceded that responsibility lay as much with themselves.
They had much less to offer the normalizing apparatus than they liked to
admit, as certain episodes in the juvenile court showed. Here and there a
judge enlisted the aid of social workers and behavioral scientists and tried
to follow closely their advice. But the specialists produced simplistic diag-
noses and arrived at only general or obvious prescriptions; in fact, recidi-
vism among juvenile offenders subject to expert handling showed no ap-
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preciable decline.53 This finding demonstrated that, though the state had
been vested with major therapeutic functions, social personnel could not
support it with the behavioral knowledge that normalization required. As
one social worker concluded, “The social and biological sciences have
not progressed sufficiently to aid us in understanding adequately hu-
man personality, motivation, social life, mental conflicts, and the in-
terplay between the social situation and the genetic constitution of the
individual.”54

Casework practitioners willing to accept this disturbing conclusion ap-
preciated that it called into doubt a basic premise of the therapeutic ap-
proach. The optimism of Progressive pioneers had been predicated on the
conviction that the scientific tools of the social technician would permit
the most intimate exercise of power. Minus the ability to lay bare the
hidden roots of clients’ maladjustment, however, casework could not
begin to realize its vast constructive possibilities. It now seemed that,
lacking the means to probe beneath appearances, social agencies would
be stymied by surface acquiescence. J. Prentice Murphy cautioned the
audience at the 1922 national meeting of social workers that “the out-
ward expressions which we social workers so often catch are false indica-
tors of the real life which is going on in the minds and hearts of those we
are studying.”55 Science-as-ideology had carried the movement forward
to the point at which doctrine could be tested as policy, and doctrine had
shown itself unequal to the task.

The other actors making decisions within human service agencies,
then, could hardly be faulted if they looked elsewhere for their cues. Re-
sponsibility for the conflict that emerged between therapeutic activists
and other unenlightened local forces rested principally with the former.
Once more the juvenile court served as the object lesson. Since the ex-
perts’ recommendations yielded results no better than a judge’s own intu-
ition, he surely had little reason to accept their guidance. So, for want of
anything better, judicial determinations were shaped by old homilies
about the punishment fitting the crime. There was every reason to expect
that the court’s repressive and amateurish practices would continue so
long as the human sciences remained in their primitive state.56

Prosperity and Reaction

Historical accounts of Progressivism have amply demonstrated that the
1920s were a dark era for reformers. This turn of events caught them by
surprise. We have observed that many philanthropic leaders greeted
American entry into the war with enthusiasm, believing that mobilization
heralded the beginnings of a sweeping project of social reconstruction.
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But with the end of the conflict and the postwar reaction, particularly the
antiradical campaigns, the political climate abruptly became inhospita-
ble. McClymer contends that philanthropic activists, convinced that ex-
pertise could trump any other power resource, had been too innocent.
They were shunted aside from positions of leadership in community and
national social programs by conservative business elites, then driven onto
the defensive during the “red scares” of the early 1920s. Bright expecta-
tions of a national effort under philanthropic direction to heal the
wounds of industrial conflict evaporated entirely. Even Chambers, who
prefers to stress the positive achievements of reformers in this period,
acknowledges that prosperity checked their ambition for further innova-
tions.57 The agenda for surviving Progressives became increasingly mod-
est: to preserve what had already been won.

For public human services in particular, lay support declined. The pub-
lic during the 1920s voiced no sympathy for the intellectual assumptions
that had guided Progressive social personnel—marginal populations, so
recently seen as “victims,” reverted back to their earlier disgraced status.
(To be more precise, the change occurred in cities; elsewhere, as I have
argued, the ideas of Progressive philanthropy never gained a foothold.)
We see the shift in the popular mood expressed most clearly in the com-
mon demands that juvenile delinquency be dealt with more sternly. Evi-
dently, when judges resorted more readily to the use of their coercive
resources, they were responding not only to their own deep-seated pro-
clivities but to a ground swell in local sentiment.58

The currents of public opinion, of course, only served to compound the
magnitude of the tasks facing therapeutic activists. They already con-
fronted troubles of their own creation—a weak fiscal base, fragmented
services, human service agencies which were too vulnerable to local inter-
ference, and a scientific arsenal that seemed impotent. Plainly, both in the
political arena and in the agencies designed for normalizing practice, so-
cial personnel had not established the hegemony of the therapeutic ap-
proach. The political drift in the nation added to the obstacles in their
path. They would have to attempt to squeeze more resources from elected
officials without the benefit of grassroots support, possibly in the face of
popular hostility. More important, there would be little outside backing
as social personnel waged their struggle for internal control of the
mothers’-aid departments and the juvenile courts.



Five

Strategies for Survival

ALTHOUGH PUBLIC tutelage faced many obstacles during the 1920s,
participants in the movement never doubted the merits of their cause.
Social personnel had too much invested in their enterprise to permit a
graceful retreat or withdrawal. But more than self-interest was at work
here. Practitioners convinced themselves that they had achieved some
stirring results, enough to sustain their conviction that they were on the
verge of tapping a vast, transformative power. When petty partisanship
and reactionary judges blocked forward progress, therapeutic activists
took the setbacks as a test of faith. Moreover, for the sake of their clients,
they would not countenance a retreat from normalizing intervention. One
need only contemplate, say, the situation of children in trouble. They
must not be abandoned to parental neglect or abuse or to the brutality of
their social environment. Hence, whatever the liabilities of an institution
like the juvenile court, complete withdrawal from the problems of the
working-class family seemed far worse.1

We should not be surprised by this pronounced tendency to cling to
earlier assumptions and convictions, for it fits a pattern we have encoun-
tered before. I have contended that a discursive movement, upon its first
sobering contact with reality, still pushes ahead along a path charted by
its own past. Thus, Progressive philanthropy followed lines of activity set
down by its nineteenth-century predecessor. In keeping with this pattern,
therapeutic activists after the First World War sought to overcome the
practical defects in public human services through the further pursuit of
established movement strategies. This did not preclude innovation by so-
cial personnel. But sometimes their “new course of action” merely en-
tailed borrowing from other ventures in Progressive reform, while other
celebrated advances, especially in the area of casework techniques, re-
flected nothing more than the elaboration of conventional discursive cate-
gories. To put it simply, the attempt to redeem the therapeutic ideal was
tightly constrained by what had come before.

Social personnel, determined to master the outside forces that were
corrupting their institutions, pursued a two-pronged political strategy
during the postwar decade. Serious damage had been inflicted upon the
new social agencies by partisanship, organized interests, and popular
community opposition. If normalizing methods were to be used properly
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and the coherence of the therapeutic sector restored, it would be neces-
sary to contain and minimize such external interference. Accordingly, as
the first arm of their strategy, movement leaders set out to rationalize the
structure of public tutelage. They looked for inspiration to the Progres-
sive public administration movement, which had articulated an ideal of a
socially responsible and efficient state, free from the contamination of
politics. Drawing on advances in public administration, therapeutic activ-
ists pushed to depoliticize human services and impose coherence upon the
fragmented structure that had developed. Steps were taken to put in place
administrative mechanisms, especially centralized bureaucracy, that
would counter localism. In addition, because the politics-driven therapeu-
tic sector had left many marginal families without service or had sub-
jected them to inappropriate treatment, social personnel sought to reallo-
cate tasks among agencies and shift the emphasis to those best fitted for
educative intervention.

It was understood that top-down oversight and other rationalizing
measures could be thwarted by local resistance if there were no reliable
agents at the grassroots level to shepherd the reforms ahead. Hence, as
the second leg of the campaign to suppress political interference, thera-
peutic activists looked to install additional trained social personnel in
public welfare departments and juvenile courts. Again, we can see the
influence of the past: when Progressive philanthropy had recognized the
need for an alliance with the state, charity workers and others had de-
cided to place themselves at key posts within the new human service agen-
cies so their ideas would take hold. Now that the therapeutic sector had
grown, there was a pressing need for a larger cadre of social technicians.
The newly established social work schools were called upon to fill the
need.

Important though such political countermeasures were to the fate of
the therapeutic idea, several leading social personnel concluded that they
could not hope to gain control of the therapeutic sector unless the weak-
nesses in the scientific foundation of their movement were remedied.
Reaffirming their fundamental discursive commitment, they sought the
solution to casework deficiencies in the therapeutic approach itself. Some
suspected that too much diversity had arisen in practice, so they tried to
formalize appropriate adjustment techniques. Others, notably the behav-
ioral specialists, embarked upon an extended quest for a better science of
adjustment, culminating by the late 1920s in mounting enthusiasm for
Freudian psychoanalysis. Once their discursive house was in order, so to
speak, movement leaders prepared to assert control over internal agency
policy. Behavioral experts began to circulate more widely, making their
latest discoveries available to public agencies heretofore untouched by
therapeutic discourse.
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The strategic course followed by the therapeutic movement brought
the tutelary apparatus through its first crisis, but survival came at a price.
The rationalizing measures and discursive advances complicated matters
for social personnel: some political steps threatened to become self-de-
feating, while the introduction of a new methodological framework frag-
mented the discourse itself. In a very different vein, we need to establish
again our critical distance from therapeutic discourse, and question the
unspoken agenda that guided social personnel on the path that they chose
in the 1920s. As they devised ways to enhance the power they exercised,
they magnified the risks to the autonomy of marginal populations.

The Bureaucratic Imperative

The rationalizing impulse that propelled movement leaders after the First
World War derived from two sources within the philanthropic tradition.
As I discussed in chapter 1, advocates of institutional reform had settled
upon the necessity for centralization in the period following the Civil
War. Some form of state oversight, they had contended, would provide
the needed antidote to local interference in the management of remedial
asylums, and so assure that these would fulfill their moralizing mission.
The drive to impose central control accelerated in the Progressive era,
when state boards began to assume direct responsibility for secure facili-
ties. Through state administration, institutions would be further sanitized
of politics and, more important, the cardinal virtue of efficiency would be
realized. At social work conferences, other activists heard of the many
benefits that state control brought to the field of institutional service.2

The contrast with the messy political world of mothers’ aid and the juve-
nile court could hardly have been more obvious.

Still, since institutions represented but a peripheral component in the
therapeutic apparatus, there was a need for more relevant examples of
successful rationalization. Social personnel therefore were particularly
encouraged by the developments in a second line of philanthropic activ-
ity, Progressive social modernization. I noted earlier that, unlike institu-
tional reform, social modernization looked outward to the communities
in which the working-class family lived, seeking to make over its everyday
environment and assure that it achieved an adequate material standard of
living. The need to find allies in this cause forced proponents to reach
beyond the ranks of philanthropy, and they became part of a diverse coa-
lition agitating for social legislation and public welfare programs. Here I
must add that the coalition was strongly influenced by the contemporary
belief that large-scale organization and modern management techniques
could be used to remold social life—a belief that informed, to choose just
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two noteworthy examples, the political theory of Herbert Croly and the
industrial time-and-motion studies conducted by Frederick W. Taylor.
When the passion for social reform met the zeal for rational management,
public administration emerged. Because this important discursive move-
ment addressed itself directly to the problems of localism and partisan-
ship, lessons that social personnel later took to heart, it calls for closer
discussion.

Public administration embodied the guiding principles of both philan-
thropy and organization theory. Much as philanthropy expressed a desire
to transcend class conflict, administrative reformers depicted their move-
ment as a supraclass phenomenon that would rise above the particulari-
ties of social position. The connection with philanthropy can also be seen
in the commitment of public administration to the social living standard:
this discursive movement, too, intended to use power constructively to
improve the living conditions of the urban masses. But the tools that pub-
lic administration emphasized were the instruments of management
rather than therapy. We might describe its ideal as Taylorism with a so-
cial conscience.

The reform coalition began with a critique of the narrow political out-
look that characterized each of the major social groups involved in urban
politics. It was said that business, the middle class, and the working class
all entered politics to advance their own parochial interests. Businessmen
allied themselves with party leaders to secure long-term control over util-
ities and transportation franchises and to circumvent regulations. So ef-
fective was this corporate strategy, bemoaned the Cleveland reformer
Frederic Howe, that local government was reduced to a private agency
responding to the corporate will. As a result the public was forced to pay
inflated charges for basic services and working people were left exposed
to dangerous conditions that city government did little to correct.3 The
city did not withstand these private aggressions because the other politi-
cal constituencies pursued their own short-sighted agenda. Working-class
voters supported a ward-based party organization that offered some per-
sonalized services, yet failed to put into practice any broader conception
of public policy. Accordingly, the worst social problems were permitted
to fester. Also of concern to devotees of modern scientific management
was the reliance upon graft and corruption to grease the system, resulting
in massive waste in municipal departments.4 For its part, the middle class
wanted only to keep taxes low and public services at an absolute mini-
mum. It silently accepted the grip of corporate interests.5

The political approach favored by the middle class drew special com-
ment because, from the vantage point of administrative reformers, it was
at once praiseworthy and critically flawed. Weary of paying the cost of
machine politics, middle-class voters backed campaigns to replace party



104 C H A P T E R F I V E

government with “good government.” They hoped thereby to install a
new kind of official who would run the city according to modern business
principles. Public administration had no quarrel with this; certainly
greater efficiency in public services was a commendable goal. But, to the
dismay of the movement, middle-class good government went no further.
It protected only those interests that needed no protection. Government
personnel, the critique continued, lacked any sense of the larger values
that efficiency was supposed to advance. Toward the working class and
its most urgent needs, for example, good-government regimes remained
entirely indifferent.6 Worse yet, they sometimes took backward steps in
areas of utmost social importance. Thus, Henry Bruere, director of the
famous New York Bureau of Municipal Research, reported that under
the commission plan, a much-heralded reform that placed responsibility
for running city agencies under an elected nonpartisan board, health serv-
ices and city planning were badly neglected. Though a firm believer in the
need for efficiency, he condemned commission government for its lack of
a social welfare orientation.7

In contrast to the moral indifference that marked middle-class good
government, public administration subscribed to the notion that public
life should be conducted as a “community enterprise.” A government that
performed only routine housekeeping chores, Bruere insisted, must give
way to one that provided what he termed the “simple prerogatives of
citizenship”—everything from decent housing to parks to security against
poverty. Howe endorsed the same proposals and added that the city
should assume ownership of key franchises.8 Through such recommenda-
tions, public administration tried to broaden the meaning of the concept
of efficiency: the best city government sought to correct any condition
that made its citizens less efficient contributors to their community.9

This commitment to a higher ideal of efficiency, reformers were quick
to point out, did not imply that the state should retreat from managerial
doctrine. Quite the opposite: the desire to do good was not a sufficient
basis for public policy. “Always, getting the business of the city done,”
Bruere held, “depends on processes which in every field involve practical
problems of administration.” Proper management techniques made it
possible for officials to eliminate waste, determine accurately the needs of
citizens, and direct the expanded services where most needed. The day-to-
day work of translating the social mission of the city into practice re-
quired the use of skilled personnel, chosen for their expertise rather than
their political affiliation. Also, to assure the correct distribution of tasks
and the maintenance of high standards of performance, these civil ser-
vants should operate under a bureaucratic form of organization. Public
administration understood that the use of modern management tools
served a political purpose, too. Competent management reassured the
middle class that partisan interests no longer dominated the allocat-
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ing process. But working people also received a wider range of benefits
than had been provided by the government of ward politicians and
spoilsmen.10

Although public administration tracts did not dwell on therapeutic
programs, the two movements were so closely linked that social person-
nel eagerly fastened onto managerialism as an answer for their own polit-
ical difficulties. The strong public administration/human service connec-
tion was forged by key philanthropic activists who participated in both
efforts. Henry Bruere was a former settlement house resident, while set-
tlement leaders like Jane Addams and Mary Kingsbury Simkhovitch
backed both normalizing services and administrative reform. We also see
cross-membership in the case of Frederic Howe: when he was not writing
about or participating in “socialized” good government, he promoted
mothers’ aid.11 Naturally enough, social personnel saw a parallel be-
tween the self-interested particularism that marred city politics and the
localism that destroyed the coherence of their efforts. And it followed
that what seemed to work in the former context—centralized control,
rule-governed organization, merit personnel practices, and rational plan-
ning—might likewise suffice in the latter. Leading proponents of the
human services turned to these modern managerial instruments to impose
order on the chaos that confronted them.

Centralization and Casework

Proper administration appeared to require, as a first step, the clarification
of agency goals and a clear statement of how these could best be reached.
Then officials and staff would have some criteria against which to meas-
ure their efforts. Perhaps much of the disarray that marked the early prac-
tice of the human services stemmed from simple misunderstanding on the
part of executives and judges of their new mission. Even if darker motives
sometimes were at work, the formulation of optimal standards for agency
operations might prove useful, for local activists could cite them when
pressing for changes. Accordingly, soon after the First World War, the
foremost advocates of therapeutic programs convened in special confer-
ences to draft model operating guidelines. Supporters of the juvenile court
put forward a design for the institution that they believed would eradicate
the lingering traces of criminal jurisprudence, enshrine casework norms,
and promote a high degree of professionalism among court staff. Mean-
while, standards for mothers’ aid were set down by social personnel com-
mitted to both adequate relief and remedial casework.12

To the dismay of therapeutic activists who participated in these deter-
mined efforts to spread the word, the new administrative standards by
themselves had a minimal impact. The Children’s Bureau cooperated in
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disseminating them widely to officials, politicians, and private groups. It
then sponsored follow-up studies by social workers to publicize success-
ful examples of normalizing service by pension departments and juvenile
courts.13 All the same, the effort was seriously incomplete. Standards
made for useful propaganda, yes, but it would take more than that to
dislodge the entrenched local interests with which therapeutic activists
had to contend. The guideline literature was filed away as soon as it ar-
rived, and the many local officials and judges continued to practice their
own peculiar versions of public tutelage as they did before. Social person-
nel, often placed in subordinate positions, lacked the leverage to impose
their model of therapeutic intervention on their policy competitors.

Once again movement leaders turned to public administration. It
suggested that political interference could be neutralized through authori-
tative control exercised from a central point. Where the campaign for
standards amounted to an attempt to exhort from without, centralized
supervision and management constituted the means to direct from above.
Public administration texts meticulously detailed the appropriate organ-
izational tools needed to produce specified policy outputs. Through the
creation of state-level bureaucratic departments, therapeutic activists be-
lieved, it would be possible to project influence over even those local
officials most inclined to defer to voter/taxpayer sentiment.14

First and foremost, the central agency would use the techniques of
rational managerial control to impose therapeutic doctrine on local prac-
tice. Individual agencies would be pressured to adopt a uniform structure,
follow regular procedures, hire trained caseworkers, and observe merit
personnel practices. Everyday operations, then, could be gradually re-
molded to conform to the optimal standards for human service.15 In the
case of the juvenile court, proponents of a state probation agency hoped
that such an instrument would promote merit selection and professional-
ism in probation departments, and so neutralize both partisanship and
judicial mishandling of staff appointments.16 Similarly, studies of moth-
ers’ aid called for state oversight to promote the virtues of adequate aid
and constructive casework. State supervisory personnel would devote
themselves to the education of local departments—county officials
and juvenile court judges would be taught the true purposes of the pro-
gram and local field staff would receive basic instruction in casework
techniques.17

The state bureaucracy would also become a political force in its own
right. It was hailed as an instrument for “interpreting” the therapeutic
idea to the larger public, making human services more visible and intelli-
gible. In the event of a direct showdown between an individual agency
and reactionary interests in the community, local social personnel would
know they could count on the backing of the state department.18 Through
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the efforts of state bureaucrats, too, the problems afflicting the program,
especially insufficient funds, would be brought to the notice of state lead-
ers. They would learn that if they desired adequate administration, they
would have to find a better way to pay for it.19 Bureaucratization thus
seemed an answer to the lack of resources that bedeviled the early human
services.

Agitation by the therapeutic movement in favor of state bureaucratic
control sometimes succeeded in overcoming strong localist opposition to
administrative centralization. As was to be expected, resistance came
from those policy actors who held the dominant position in the decen-
tralized service network—juvenile court judges, county politicians, and
poor-relief officials. The judges, able to play upon a tradition of judicial
autonomy, warded off many attempts to subordinate the institution to
state-level authority. Only where social personnel were well organized
did they manage to create state agencies with the modest power to moni-
tor probation. Court practice otherwise remained stubbornly resistant to
change, especially in rural areas.20 Poor-relief officials also fought against
state direction of mothers’ aid and other child-welfare programs. How-
ever, lacking the stature of judges, they often could do no more than delay
initiatives to create state departments of public or child welfare. Such
agencies emerged in most states by the late 1920s.21

Although state-level departments were hampered by their inability to
impose administrative sanctions on uncooperative local officials, bureau-
cratic intervention seemed to yield the anticipated benefits. Social person-
nel affiliated with the state agencies used propaganda and persuasion ag-
gressively, insisting that local bureaus follow merit personnel practices,
calling upon county officials to preserve the integrity of mothers’ aid
through adherence to statutory eligibility standards and the award of ade-
quate grants, and introducing the largely untrained local personnel to
casework methods.22 At the same time, state-level officials applied their
influence to strengthen the legislative commitment to the program. It was
found that in states with a central supervisory agency, state government
more often agreed to share the cost of mothers’ allowances and legisla-
tures sometimes amended the program to make county participation
mandatory.23

Beyond the immediate gains that bureaucratization brought to the field
of public tutelage, the quest to centralize had implications that we must
explore. The strategy drew together two modern sources of power, the
therapeutic and the organizational, under public auspices. Philanthropy
had known of both, but only now were they combined to reinforce each
other.24 Of particular significance, rational administration would be used
to clear away political obstacles to the use of expert therapeutic skills:
bureaucracy was the conscious antidote to democracy. Social personnel
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tried through state agencies to eliminate residency requirements for em-
ployment, a lingering vestige of prereform government that helped assure
the expression of community values.25 Furthermore, central supervision
was regarded as a tool for reversing the gender hierarchy of the human
services. Casework appeared to some social personnel to call for distinc-
tively feminine qualities, yet local control clearly rested with male judges
and overseers. The state agency would apply pressure on its subunits to
employ women, so that public casework could be better feminized in
practice.26

Division of Labor

As centralization in public welfare progressed, rationalization of the
human services proceeded along a second track. Yet another lesson to be
gleaned from public administration was that social efficiency depended
upon the right organization of tasks. Managerial reformers, seeking to
capitalize on the special competencies of particular agencies, insisted on
the value of a correct division of labor in government operations. When
therapeutic activists surveyed their early handiwork, they saw that they
had been compelled to violate this principle. Political circumstances had
forced social personnel into local improvisations, resulting often in confu-
sion in the service network. Agencies duplicated each other’s efforts,
fought over turf, and offered services they were not competent to per-
form; many prospective clients were turned away, despite their pressing
need for adjustment. Movement leaders realized the urgent need to make
better use of available resources by imposing a coherent framework upon
the makeshift local apparatus.

Modest improvements were achieved through the further exercise of
state authority. Sometimes therapeutic activists managed to secure stat-
utes that could be used in support of their push to bring greater uniform-
ity to local service organizations. For example, in New York during the
1920s, counties were required by various laws to create separate juvenile
courts with exclusive jurisdiction over children’s cases and to establish a
standardized public welfare organization that would cooperate with all
public and private service providers. Elsewhere the support of the state
public welfare agency was enlisted to make the most efficient use of avail-
able casework resources and to remedy the fragmentation among social
agencies.27

All the same, despite helpful involvement from above, the problem of
disorganization in the service network would not be resolved until the
many competing normalizing agencies redefined their roles and redistrib-
uted their effort. As one step in this process, private and public agencies
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needed to clarify their roles in the emerging therapeutic sector. Social
workers frequently asserted that private agencies were in a better position
to press ahead with experimental projects; if public departments out-
paced community opinion, they would place the entire public commit-
ment to human services in jeopardy. Public agencies, it followed, were to
assume responsibility for programs that had proven themselves.28 In ad-
dition, clients in need of the most intensive casework services were to be
referred to private agencies. These could limit their caseload, while public
agencies faced enormous pressures to do something for all comers and
therefore had to spread their resources too thinly. The high cost of main-
taining long-term dependents, on the other hand, would exhaust the re-
sources of private groups, so such cases were to be absorbed by the public
budget.29

Besides differentiating between public and private agencies, the move-
ment explored the proper distribution of tasks within the public tutelary
apparatus. Much of the discussion centered on the juvenile court, which
in many communities had assumed, either by default or design, a com-
manding position over the human services. The court’s excessive use of
coercion disturbed many of its proponents, who felt that its educative
function had been compromised. Yet even the harshest critics were not
prepared to recommend wholesale retreat from judicial intervention.
Other human services had begun to depend on the court to sustain their
normalizing program. If a family refused to submit to treatment recom-
mended by social workers or specialists, the court stood ready to order
compliance.30 Judicial support also had brought managerial economy to
the field of human services. In the juvenile court social agencies found a
place to discard clients who responded poorly to voluntary therapeutic
measures. Thus unburdened, the agencies conserved their resources for
more suitable cases.31 Whether one took a “humane” or pragmatic view,
then, therapeutic child protection demanded that problems be addressed
within the judicial framework.

Restoring the correct balance among public agencies seemed to require
the removal of certain tasks from the juvenile court. This solution was put
forward forcefully by Thomas D. Eliot as early as 1914. He argued, then
and later, that when the court assumed various child protection and wel-
fare functions, it exceeded its proper boundaries. Services were poorly
performed and the stigma of a legal proceeding was inflicted unnecessar-
ily on many children. As a judicial instrument the juvenile court was
suited for adjudication, nothing more. Hence, it needed to be given a
more modest role, and the responsibility for therapeutic work was to be
transferred to noncoercive agencies like schools, clinics, and child welfare
departments. Rather than encourage social personnel to initially refer all
problem juveniles to its care, the juvenile court would urge voluntary
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intervention as a first resort.32 Eliot’s prescription reflected a chastened
understanding of the limits of compulsion, but we must recognize the very
limited nature of his critique. Although the scope of judicial action would
be narrowed, he still presumed the need for judicial support in certain
cases and hoped merely to disguise it by removing probation from the
court’s immediate auspices. Moreover, he was eager to extend the thera-
peutic project, witness his plans to bring casework methods into the
schools. Use of the schools to normalize problem children would encour-
age the therapeutic sector to spill over into another part of the modern
state apparatus.

Eliot’s ideas soon received strong support from those outside the court,
and some concrete steps were taken to circumscribe judicial responsibility
in the human services. Judges and spokesmen for probation organizations
predictably sought to dismiss Eliot.33 Nevertheless, by the early 1920s a
strong consensus emerged among social personnel that the court had
taken on too many burdens. The critics of judicial overexpansion, follow-
ing Eliot, took pains to indicate that they still saw a need to harness the
coercive power of the state to the therapeutic mission. But to assure that
marginal clients could receive adjustment services without stigma and
that these services would be administered competently, they contended
that purely educative and welfare functions ought to be removed to other
agencies. Public assistance was often singled out as a program that did not
belong in the legal-correctional orbit. Following through on this point,
movement leaders successfully campaigned in several states during the
postwar decade to sever mothers’ aid from the jurisdiction of the court.34

The Cadre Strategy

To restore the integrity of the public tutelage, it was not enough to estab-
lish a state-level bureaucracy or formulate elegant designs for better ap-
portioning tasks within the normalizing apparatus. Directives about how
to manage a casework program would mean little if field personnel lacked
mastery of casework techniques. Further, unless a strong commitment to
the values of therapeutic practice could be instilled in judges, probation
officers, and caseworkers, they would persist in deferring to community
opinion. Naked compulsion would still characterize the juvenile court; in
mothers’ aid, practice would continue to reflect, depending upon local
whims, excessive generosity or meanness. The situation called for an
influx of skilled caseworkers to disseminate advanced normalizing meth-
ods and tout the merits of the therapeutic approach to a skeptical provin-
cial audience. As yet, however, there were too few trained social person-
nel, and most chose to work in private family agencies.
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Advocates of public tutelage accordingly called for a broad effort to
encourage the staff of public departments to attend schools of social
work. These professional schools multiplied rapidly during the postwar
era, numbering more than forty by 1930. Within the schools, unlike most
social agencies, therapeutic specialists faced no competition for control.
Along with the technical knowledge students acquired, then, they re-
ceived a full dose of social work ideology. It was hoped this would be-
come the basis for a new professional identity for public social personnel.
Various measures were proposed to induce public employees to enroll in
social work educational programs. For example, a Children’s Bureau
study of mothers’ aid recommended that staff compensation be tied to
participation in courses and educational conferences. Steps to foster such
in-service training were quickly introduced, helping to spread the case-
work method and philosophy in states like North Carolina where thera-
peutic ideas had scarcely made a mark.35 Unfortunately, progress was
slowed by the public workers themselves. Many decided upon completion
of their studies that they could better pursue the therapeutic agenda by
following the standard social work career path that led through the more
prestigious and higher-paying private casework organizations. Yet, for all
the loss of trained talent, the supply of professional cadre for the public
human services gradually increased.

If the efforts of trained caseworkers in local agencies could be but-
tressed with outside support from the community, judges and county
officials would more likely accept the wisdom of the therapeutic ap-
proach. Private family service agencies were enlisted, then, to provide a
measure of grassroots leverage. Although public tutelage lacked the
glamor of private social work, it was asserted that no wall should be
erected between the two spheres. Private agency staff were to back their
counterparts in the public departments as the latter struggled to sustain
casework standards and overcome any drift toward routine casehandling.
Therapeutic activists soon established many private advisory groups to
cooperate with mothers’-aid departments and juvenile courts. In a few
states, statutes mandated this kind of public consultation with private
social personnel.36

Redemption through Science

The political strategy chosen by therapeutic activists seemed well-suited
for bringing casework methods to the local outposts of the therapeutic
sector. Still, confronted in the field by hostile actors who believed in tradi-
tional ways of shaping behavior, social personnel would prevail only by
demonstrating that their new approach produced better results. And here
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leading proponents of the human services were troubled by doubts, for as
we noted in the previous chapter casework outcomes had been disap-
pointing. True understanding of the client’s situation and condition
eluded many social agencies. Social personnel, then, required more effec-
tive casework methods. Once they were properly armed, they could dis-
lodge the representatives of unenlightened thinking and claim their right-
ful place at the helm of the human services.37

Certain social workers believed that deviations from proper casework
procedures accounted for the poor results reported by many agencies.
Amidst the rapid advances achieved by Progressive philanthropy, it was
impossible to assure—if we may borrow another managerialist term—
quality control. Practice became unduly eclectic, with many well-meaning
executives and judges labeling their efforts as casework when these bore
scant relation to the discursive model. Social workers were very defensive
when Abraham Flexner, in a famous conference address in 1915, insisted
that their field was not a profession, but they took the charge to heart.
The time had come to impose order on the chaos of casework practice, to
sort out acceptable procedures from ineffective, or worse, counterpro-
ductive ones. We might call the process the rationalization of method, for
in spirit it closely resembled the administrative strategies I have de-
scribed—the clutter generated by accidental circumstances would be re-
placed by uniformity and structure.38

The project to standardize casework owed much to the efforts of Mary
E. Richmond. It will be recalled that she was among the original archi-
tects of the therapeutic approach in the 1890s. During the next two dec-
ades, most of which she spent working under the auspices of the Russell
Sage Foundation, she remained committed to the further refinement of
therapeutic power, publishing various case histories as a guide to prac-
tice. The war years found her engaged in the first systematic attempt to
distill a single, consistent technique of normalizing casework. With the
publication of two influential primers, Social Diagnosis (1917) and What
is Social Case Work? (1922), she successfully codified what had until then
been a disparate set of procedures. We do not need to review the volumes
here; although they are sometimes credited as pathbreaking contribu-
tions, most of what they contained could have been gleaned from a close
reading of earlier texts. What matters is that, upon their appearance,
many social personnel believed that the exact tools needed to refashion
clients’ lives had been placed conveniently at the disposal of any casework
practitioner.39

Yet there was still good reason to doubt that the mere formalization of
existing procedures would suffice. Therapeutic intervention appeared to
require a scientific discipline that generated valid diagnoses and adequate
prescriptions for treatment, but the early forays by behavioral specialists
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had highlighted the lack of any such discipline. Clinicians continued to
explore possibilities during the war years and immediately thereafter; so-
cial psychology and psychiatry thus attracted strong followings. Both ap-
proaches stressed the relationship between behavior and the environ-
ment, and therefore appealed to caseworkers of Progressive sensibility
who thought that normalization depended upon changing clients’ sur-
roundings. Alas, treatment results obtained in child guidance clinics,
mental hygiene clinics, and other settings remained discouraging. Despite
diligent, highly competent intervention efforts, clients defied normaliza-
tion. The flaw still seemed to lie with the scientific foundation (or “knowl-
edge base”) on which clinicians relied: social psychology and
psychiatry, with their coarse diagnoses and recommendations for simple
environmental correctives, merely skimmed the surface of behavioral
irregularities.40

When psychoanalytic theory began to circulate in American intellec-
tual circles in the late 1920s, then, social personnel were singularly recep-
tive. Like other psychiatric approaches, Freudian doctrine lent itself to the
individualized treatment that social agencies provided. But psychoanaly-
sis also spoke directly to the conviction among clinicians and social work-
ers that a science of human behavior ought not to rest on overly rational-
istic assumptions—assumptions contradicted by the record of casework
interventions. Child guidance clinics introduced psychoanalytic tech-
niques, followed swiftly by family service agencies and other therapeutic
organizations. Leaders hailed their new core discipline as the solution to
the most vexing forms of personal difficulty.41

Incorporating psychoanalysis into the formal casework model set forth
by Richmond posed no particular difficulty. The goal remained the forg-
ing of a therapeutic relationship. In psychoanalytic casework, as several
historians have noted, the client’s inner mental universe, rather than his
environment, became the focus of diagnosis and treatment. Freudian
techniques allowed a skilled practitioner to probe the unarticulated but
real source of maladjustment. Failure to cope with the pressures of every-
day living might stem from low self-esteem, distorted relationships within
the family, grandiose ambitions, or some other hidden disorder. After
analysis disclosed the cause of the difficulty, the client would be aided in
reconciling himself to his situation. Casework lowered his hostility to-
ward others and toward society and restored his capacity to choose activ-
ities in which he would find satisfaction. At the same time, the new ap-
proach better enabled the caseworker to understand her reaction to the
client and the latter’s response to her, including anger and emotional de-
pendence. She would be able to keep her emotional distance from the
situation, avoiding the deep frustration that afflicted many in the field.
And because she would be less quick to judge, the client would feel that
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he was respected and respond more readily to her ministrations. Social
personnel were convinced they would finally realize the constructive
power of therapeutic intervention.42

Before they would arrive at that long-sought goal, of course, it would
be necessary to make the leap from theoretical innovation to common
practice. Most caseworkers in the field continued to fumble along, using
the inefficient method of trial and error. If social personnel were to prac-
tice effectively, they would have to be educated in the latest theories and
techniques. Again the schools of social work were expected to play a cru-
cial role. Their curriculums would be sharply revised, shifting the empha-
sis from social science, that mundane staple of the liberal arts, to the new
and more useful behavioral disciplines, psychoanalysis above all. Stu-
dents would be exposed to the best in casework technique and carry this
forward as they went into practice. As increased numbers of trained ther-
apeutic cadre took up positions in social agencies, it followed, advanced
scientific knowledge would be disseminated throughout the therapeutic
sector.43

The renovation of therapeutic discourse seemed to set the stage for the
triumph of social personnel within the human services. By virtue of their
improved scientific instruments, they believed that they now possessed
the means to gain the upper hand over their internal competitors, to cre-
ate what Donzelot so aptly calls a “hierarchy of expertise.” Well-drilled
therapeutic practitioners would put to use psychoanalysis and other
proven casework techniques to overcome client evasions, penetrate ap-
pearances, and generate positive conduct. Having demonstrated that they
could deliver on the promise of family rehabilitation, social personnel
confidently expected that other officials would defer to their wisdom.44

We find this enthusiasm most pronounced among therapeutic activists
associated with the juvenile court. Theirs was an institution that had thus
far resisted casework doctrine, leaving them to chafe beneath the judge’s
peremptory style. However, with the introduction of psychoanalytic
methods, they would alter the reigning equation of forces. For the first
time it would be possible to determine the true significance of a trivial
offense—was it just youthful excess, as the judge guessed, or the first
manifestation of serious unresolved family conflicts? Faced with such
clearly superior understanding, the juvenile court judge would be over-
matched. Treatment, too, would be revolutionized. When the child
learned that the psychoanalytic professional listened without rushing to
pass a crude judgment, he would be disarmed and won over. Social per-
sonnel would remove disposition from the judge’s hands or, by confront-
ing him with unassailable recommendations, dictate his choices.45 Just as
important, through cooperation with other child protection agencies and
mothers’-aid departments, behavioral specialists would check the ten-
dency to turn first to the court in difficult cases.46 At each step in the
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process, therapeutic values would prevail over popular ones, and the ex-
pert would dislodge local lay opinion from its ruling position. The incipi-
ent scientific regime would thus tame the court’s repressive tendencies.

In their push to elevate the role of scientific knowledge within their
agencies, as in their other reform schemes, therapeutic activists by the late
1920s boasted of certain progress. Here, naturally, it is more difficult to
support their claims with hard evidence. We do know that the philan-
thropic Commonwealth Fund in the early 1920s sponsored the creation
of demonstration child guidance clinics to work closely with judges and
probation staffs. The experiment was intended to make science available
in many places where social technicians had not established a presence,
and to do so in a language court officials could understand.47 But this
brief venture preceded the surge of interest in Freudian theory. Psychoan-
alytic techniques spread by a less orchestrated process, from the schools
to the better private agencies and innovative clinics, thence to the most
highly trained personnel in certain courts and child and public welfare
departments. Toward the close of the decade, movement leaders and top
behavioral experts reported that “a wider scientific spirit” had taken root
in institutions like the juvenile court.48

The Solution Is the Problem

The therapeutic movement in the postwar decade assured the long-term
survival of public human services. True enough, the support of program
administrators, academics, and educators could not substitute for a mass
constituency, so the rapid program expansion of the previous two dec-
ades was not sustained. But amidst a political reaction that otherwise sent
Progressives into headlong retreat, it is striking that social personnel not
only preserved what they had gained but even recorded important ad-
vances. Some success attended their efforts to neutralize political interfer-
ence through centralization, merit personnel practices, and other ration-
alizing measures; trained caseworkers were found in growing numbers in
public welfare departments and juvenile courts. Perhaps the best illustra-
tion of what therapeutic entrepreneurs could accomplish is provided by
mothers’ aid. Despite the hostile climate of opinion, the program did not
contract; indeed, to the contrary, it enrolled more families each year, with
the number of children receiving aid rising by Children’s Bureau estimate
from a daily average of 130,000 in 1923 to 200,00 in 1927.49

In weathering its initial test, the therapeutic sector also emerged as a
permanent force in the field of social policy. The impact was especially
pronounced in matters in which philanthropy had once been most active.
As mothers’-aid departments extended their grip over relief for mothers
and their children, private charity was permanently displaced; public sup-
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port for certain types of fatherless families was treated as a given by the
1920s, no longer an issue to be debated in social work conferences. Public
child welfare departments similarly assumed a substantial role in child
protection, though they did not preempt their older private counterparts.
At the same time, if therapeutic activists did not take immediate com-
mand over programs that had been traditionally left to local public con-
trol, they did manage to establish themselves as “players” in the local
struggles for administrative supremacy and resources. Lawmakers, de-
partment heads, and judges henceforth would have to take account of
public agencies and personnel committed to the therapeutic approach.
The normalizing agenda might not have earned universal acceptance, but
its widening circle of adherents guaranteed that it would shape subse-
quent policy innovation.

While social personnel assured the survival of public tutelage, how-
ever, their political and discursive strategies brought new tensions to the
human services. To begin with, rationalization of casework agencies was
more problematic than it first appeared. Amid the enthusiasm of thera-
peutic activists for public administration methods, a few dissenting voices
warned that managerialism and large-scale organization might be incom-
patible with the therapeutic approach. What concerned the skeptics was
the loss of flexibility that characterized bureaucratic institutions. Under
the civil-service examination system, it was extremely difficult to make
provision for the nonquantifiable human qualities that distinguished the
successful caseworker; with businesslike fiscal controls, which brought
aberrant case decisions under sharp scrutiny, public officials were de-
terred from recognizing the individual needs of their clients.50 The doubt-
ers, it should be added, drew little support in therapeutic circles, where
bureaucratic control was widely seen as an unmixed blessing. If the risks
of this organizational form were addressed at all, they were dismissed.
Thus, Ada Eliot Sheffield argued that it was the absence of rules, not their
multiplication, that precluded good casework. Policies ought to be so
fully detailed that all contingencies were covered. “The cure . . . for fol-
lowing hard and fast grooves of treatment is not to do without policies,
but to have more of them.”51 In the therapeutic discourse of the 1920s,
the answer to the problems of bureaucracy was more bureaucracy. Yet
this blithe response scarcely masked the conflict between the ideal of an
adaptive casework relationship as posited by the original therapeutic
model and the rule-bound agency-client interaction the rationalizers
desired.

Moreover, the antipathy for popular sentiment and its local represen-
tatives that therapeutic activists vented came back to haunt them, for they
needed the cooperation of the very officials they dismissed. Social person-
nel made no attempt to appreciate community opinion. Local actors were
hopelessly primitive in their outlook, it was felt, and their intent could
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only be evil. When the stakes in a dispute are raised to the level of a moral
crusade, it is hard merely to understand the opposing camp’s perspective,
much less find some common ground. Local officials and the public at-
large reciprocated the disdain. From their angle, caseworkers were prone
to muddled thinking, confused by abstract doctrine about the need to
“understand” the poor and the delinquent. So far as the community was
concerned, enough was already known about these people; they simply
had to be made to live up to the standards that applied to everyone else.
The resulting polarization presented a special difficulty for social person-
nel. Their recent scientific innovations, notably the use of psychoanalytic
casework techniques, required the intensive application of costly re-
sources. Here lay the political trap. To obtain the means they required,
social personnel would have to appeal to juvenile court judges, county
lawmakers and the like, and these officials would never agree to ask local
taxpayers to foot the bill.52 Indeed, nothing could better demonstrate
how far the therapeutic ideal stood from the concerns of the community
than such extravagant requests. And so social personnel would find them-
selves caught between the voracious demands of their technology and the
democratic politics it was supposed to replace.

Within the therapeutic movement itself, meanwhile, the advent of psy-
choanalysis did not bring about a consensus on casework technique but
contributed instead to an insidious methodological pluralism. The Freu-
dians called for the caseworker to adopt a detached and self-aware man-
ner and to focus on the client’s inner deficiencies. Such an approach could
hardly be applauded by the many casework practitioners who still
thought that environment weighed heavily or by those who wanted to
restore to normalizing intervention the soft, feminized quality that had
been lost under male-dominated agency hierarchies.53 The psychoana-
lytic types failed to sweep aside competing methodological factions. Vo-
taries of other approaches retained important footholds in the human
services, as an examination of the proceedings from any contemporary
social work conference reveals. In the human services, we can safely con-
clude, new theoretical perspectives never fully displace their predecessors,
but rather become the next layer atop the existing intellectual edifice.
Therapeutic discourse expanded to include the Freudian insights at the
price of its own coherence. And once social personnel ceased to speak
with a single voice, they would find it far more difficult to make the
human services follow a single design.

Rationalization and Autonomy

For the targets of normalizing intervention, the strategies that social per-
sonnel pursued held modest promise and substantial risks. As centraliza-
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tion encouraged the broadening of mother’s aid, some poor women and
children gained a measure of choice they had not enjoyed before. An in-
creasing number of widows who otherwise would have had to work and
perhaps surrender their children to an orphanage were able to reduce
their hours of outside employment and devote more time to their chil-
dren. In addition, legislative reforms made more women eligible for assis-
tance, including divorced, deserted, and (in a few instances) unmarried
mothers. But we should not overstate the degree to which the pension
programs empowered weaker family members. To maintain public sup-
port and stretch inadequate appropriations, program officials in practice
disregarded the liberalized statutory eligibility standards and continued
to restrict aid to those mothers who would be regarded in the community
as most deserving. Often only widows received a grant. Thus a woman
who might wish to leave her husband still found no solace at the local
mothers’-aid office.

More important, although a handful of women and children may have
reduced their exposure to arbitrary male authority, the steps taken by the
therapeutic movement were intended to subdue the autonomy of these
and other clients. Administrative rationalization sought to bring all mar-
ginal populations within the reach of the public tutelage, and thus ulti-
mately sought to expose them to the full force of therapeutic power. Lo-
calism and inefficiency were attacked in part because they led to material
suffering, but also because they shielded the working-class family from
normalizing intervention. This concern lay behind the charge that moth-
ers’ aid was administered too liberally in some communities. Without due
regard for its remedial function, public assistance would do nothing to
remold recipients for the better. By the same token, when therapeutic
activists complained about the chaos in local service networks, they
feared that many maladjusted families were falling between the cracks
and so were eluding their grasp. They intended that a proper allocation of
responsibility among social agencies would close off such escape routes.

To the degree that social personnel would bring about a better division
of labor within the therapeutic apparatus, it should be added, clients were
less likely following intervention to recover their privacy. Poor coordina-
tion among agencies not only let marginal families avoid intervention but
also helped those caught briefly in the grasp of social personnel to fade
from sight. After all, an overloaded juvenile court could not follow most
of its cases closely. But a well-ordered human service system would assign
clients to an agency that had the capacity to maintain ongoing contact.
With better cooperation between the agency and other community insti-
tutions like public schools and recreation programs, too, families would
remain under steady if distant observation.

The desire to contain client autonomy likewise inspired the formaliza-
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tion of casework techniques and the exploration of the new behavioral
disciplines. Where clients had preserved their independence behind a fa-
cade of cooperativeness with the normalizing agency, their true nature
would be rendered visible by scientific progress. Reducing intervention to
a definite set of procedures, as Mary Richmond attempted, assured that
the amateurism of social personnel would no longer play into the hands
of obtuse clients. And the appeal of a discipline like psychoanalysis lay in
the claim that it alone could break down the walls that clients threw up
around themselves. I have contended that in principle therapeutic dis-
course recognized no limits on the power it had invented. Fortunately, to
this point social personnel had lacked an instrument that would let them
get beneath appearances. If the scientific advances proved as useful as
proponents claimed, however, the therapeutic practitioner would be able
to penetrate to the very core of the human soul or (as we must say in
deference to the inescapable terminology psychoanalysis has brought
upon us) the personality. Clients would be left defenseless.



Six

The Paths to Social Membership

PROGRESSIVE PHILANTHROPY must be understood as a radical enter-
prise: despite its conservative goals, it was fascinated by approaches that
called for the exercise of power at the most fundamental level of human
experience. We have seen this in therapeutic discourse, with its drive to
make over aspirations, desires, and modes of thought. Nor was normaliz-
ing casework the only radical approach to gain substantial backing
among philanthropic activists. Under the inspiration of Robert A.
Woods, the settlement leader, a segment of philanthropy urged the dra-
matic expansion of neighborhood self-government as a device for linking
marginal populations to the social order. Early settlement experience sug-
gested to Woods that working people should not be seen merely as indi-
viduals or family members, but also as political agents who, by drawing
upon their own experiences and associations, were able to create commu-
nity. If given real political autonomy, a social space in which to generate
their own collective identity, they could bring themselves into the social
mainstream. The approach Woods advocated sought to tap a power
every bit as profound as that imagined by the proponents of the casework
technology. And it should be noted that his ideas attracted a substantial
following, beginning in the settlement movement but quickly extending
beyond it. During the first two decades of the twentieth century, this
group began to differentiate yet another line of philanthropic effort,
“community organization,” that sought to mobilize the self-renewing
forces in the neighborhood.

Where the therapeutic approach accorded well with the prevailing in-
tellectual ethos, however, Woods’s participatory notions soon came to be
seen as anomalous. On the face of it, other discourses linked to philan-
thropy, like social science and public administration, appeared to be com-
mitted to a strengthening of democracy. Yet closer inspection reveals that
they dismissed citizen participation in any but the most routine form, and
thus were deeply antipolitical. Moreover, within philanthropy itself,
where the political approach of Woods and his allies had to coexist with
the therapeutic model, the former fared badly. It was not well served by
its friends. As they discovered that the neighborhood voice could be shrill
and unpolished, they were only too eager to tamper with it. Political ac-
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tion was also devalued by therapeutic practitioners devoted to the new
personality sciences. Finally, when philanthropic leaders during the pe-
riod of the First World War tried to impose a rational structure on the
clutter of the local agencies and neighborhood groups, grassroots politi-
cal action was left without a place. Community organization then became
a polite label for the subordination of indigenous neighborhood forces to
the requirements of the human service apparatus.

The many-sided attack on neighborhood democracy matters for us be-
cause it narrowed significantly the possibilities for innovation in the sub-
sequent development of social policy. Discursive actors, I have suggested,
press ahead along a course delimited by their underlying assumptions and
past practices. The political approach to social membership had pushed
philanthropy down a new avenue, and thus had represented the possibil-
ity of broadening its agenda beyond the therapeutic. Community organi-
zation had arisen, we must note, at a moment when the outlines of social
policy were in flux. I have also observed that the era of experimentation
drew to a close after the war, with institutions taking hold that would
condition all future policy reforms. It was at just this time that commu-
nity organizers wavered in their support for political action; Woods him-
self questioned whether working people were prepared to build their own
communal institutions. Hence, succeeding policy entrepreneurs would be
housed not in a neighborhood government but in the human service appa-
ratus, and when they contemplated how best to integrate marginal popu-
lations into the social fabric, public tutelage would be taken as the only
acceptable approach.

Visions of the Neighborhood

In their earliest reports and commentaries on slum conditions, settlement
house residents described the typical working-class district as being under
siege. The factory system divided the city geographically along class lines,
so that working people congregated in their own self-contained neighbor-
hoods; immigration reinforced this separatist tendency by giving it an
ethnic cast.1 Yet, although the district’s inhabitants sought security
through their isolation, their haven was battered by the economic forces
at work in the industrial economy. Frequent joblessness forced families to
move repeatedly and encouraged wholesale population turnover. Neigh-
bors became strangers, a tendency exacerbated by the pattern of ethnic
succession.2 We have noted, too, the common complaint that local politi-
cians in the machine organization did nothing to promote neighborhood
solidarity. Indeed, settlement residents felt the party structure discour-
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aged popular involvement.3 As a consequence, the district came to be
made up of people with no local attachments, separated from each other
by differences of ethnicity and religion, lacking common purpose.

Nevertheless, despite the forces arrayed against the neighborhood, set-
tlement workers asserted that it contained important social resources for
its own rejuvenation. On an informal basis, working people rose to the
needs of those in distress with unflinching support. For example, in times
of high unemployment, relatives and friends lent money or supplied food
to the jobless, trying to shield them from the ignominy of charity.4 A
network of voluntary associations had also emerged, including fraternal
lodges, political clubs, immigrant aid societies, youth gangs, and trade
unions. Woods asserted that these groups had done more to organize the
district than had all outside philanthropists and reformers. He and other
settlement residents recognized, too, that the indigenous organizations
performed an educational function, for through them members learned
something about the art of self-government. In the most mundane associ-
ations, like the lodges, people discovered the need to tolerate each other,
a prerequisite for neighborhood progress; at a more advanced level,
the trade union demonstrated to workers that joint effort could address
vital issues and gave them the opportunity to select their own leaders.
This training in collective action broadened the social perspective of the
participants.5

What marginal groups had accomplished on their own behalf sug-
gested to Woods a simple but dramatic possibility for social reform. With
limited tools, they had established various organizations to meet some of
their most pressing needs. Imagine how much more the district could do
for itself, he said, if it were granted political autonomy and entrusted with
formal responsibility for administering certain public services. He urged
measures that would return to the neighborhood its old village powers,
with local representatives supervising such functions as education and
public relief. These activities could be run through a district town hall, he
noted, so that residents would also have a place of their own in which to
meet.6

Woods championed neighborhood government less as a way to im-
prove the quality of public services than as an instrument for civic educa-
tion and as a vehicle to foster a sense of communal membership. The
district was concrete and tangible in a way that any resident could feel
and understand, being at once large enough to span the entire range of
interests and attachments that develop outside the home, yet small
enough to be comprehended as an entire city could not be. In this arena
people could learn how to manage their own collective affairs.7 More
than that, through their involvement in neighborhood government, resi-
dents would begin to identify with their district and care about its future.
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Woods contended that vigorous participation in such local political fo-
rums would lead to social membership. By engaging directly in public
deliberation and common action at this level, people would exercise
meaningful control over their shared destiny. They would then regard the
outcome as their own product, and appreciate that they had a real stake
in the social order they had helped to define.8

Important though neighborhood identity was, however, Woods did
not seek to promote neighborhood provincialism. He saw active involve-
ment in district affairs as the path by which marginal groups would be
integrated into the mainstream of American life. The problem with larger
political units was that they were too remote to serve as the starting point
for political membership. Woods believed firmly that the sense of belong-
ing could first be affirmed only at the neighborhood level. But he was also
convinced that once the neighborhood attachment had formed, the foun-
dation would exist for membership in more extensive political communi-
ties. The initial affinity for the district would gradually broaden when the
residents came to recognize what they had in common with those on the
outside.9

In his enthusiasm for neighborhood activism Woods tended to roman-
ticize his approach, so he did not systematically elaborate upon its prem-
ises or its implications. I want to take up where he left off. Of particular
interest to us are the basic political concepts upon which he built his case
for neighborhood government. To begin with, for him the community
itself does not exist as a given, but instead must be constituted anew
through the constructive application of power. Woods construed power,
then, as the capacity to make a new beginning. In itself this notion, later
developed (independently) by Arendt, is radical: it implies an open-ended
process, one bounded solely by the imagination of the participants. And
going a step further, he suggested that the capacity to call forth a commu-
nity exists among all groups, including the disenfranchised in the most
impoverished slums.10 On the other hand, although political capacity
might be universal, people cannot take the first halting steps toward com-
munity unless they are secure in a social space entirely their own. For
without that measure of collective autonomy, established structures of
thought prevent them from finding their own voice, a voice they need if
they are to express the things that are central to their lives. Woods
thought, of course, that neighborhood government would provide the
necessary space. But the idea that people can forge their own community
does not presuppose this particular form of political organization, and
certainly other settings might do as well.

Once ordinary people start to use power to create community, Woods
also saw, they become not merely the subjects wielding power but also its
objects—they are transformed by what they have done. As they come to



124 C H A P T E R S I X

feel themselves a part of the community they have invented, they cease to
regard themselves as marginal figures in a world that takes no notice.
What develops in place of this damaging self-image is a sense of solidar-
ity, coupled with strong positive loyalties toward those with whom they
have joined.11 It follows that for Woods certain political attitudes must be
regarded as the signs of successful social integration. The person who has
risen to full membership in a democratic order displays a willingness
to listen, grasps his responsibility to come to the aid of his fellows, and
steps forward to uphold community standards. These sentiments in turn
function as the building blocks of more sophisticated varieties of civic
consciousness.

Thus elaborated, Woods’s political approach to social membership dif-
fers profoundly from the program for integrating marginal populations
defined by therapeutic discourse. Having reduced the problem of margin-
ality to a condition of personal maladjustment, the therapeutic approach
pursues membership through a process of individual and family instruc-
tion and counseling. Success is obtained, as we have seen, when clients
internalize the domestic values and behavioral norms of the community
and demonstrate the ability to sustain correct personal relationships. Po-
litical activities do not contribute to integration and political attitudes are
not seen as the mark of proper adjustment. Furthermore, therapeutic dis-
course embodies very different assumptions about power, community,
and autonomy. The therapeutic technician, like Woods, looks to the con-
structive use of power, but under therapeutic intervention it is used to
mold private volitions and behavior. The standards are set from without,
by an established social order that individuals are expected to join on its
terms. As I have suggested, this leaves no role for autonomy; indeed, au-
tonomy, individual and collective, represents a barrier to be overcome.

During the early decades of the twentieth century, Woods’s views at-
tracted a number of passionate adherents. Settlement leaders took up his
call for expanding the democratic opportunities of the working class.
Graham Taylor advocated the direct representation of the industrial
masses in elective office and their participation in the administration of
public affairs; George Bellamy, seeking to stimulate the latent self-gov-
erning resources of slum neighborhoods, proposed a variety of reforms to
decentralize public recreation and cultural activities. The settlement
movement, as part of its central mission, took up the responsibility for
uncovering indigenous neighborhood associations, providing meeting
places, and otherwise encouraging the surrounding district to organize
itself.12 Furthermore, in conjunction with settlement residents, other re-
formers and philanthropic activists promoted neighborhood and school
centers under direct local control to establish a focal point for the many
independent working-class associations. Through these efforts, commu-
nity organization came to be differentiated as yet another line of philan-



T H E P A T H S T O S O C I A L M E M B E R S H I P 125

thropic activity. It sought, in the words of John Collier from the People’s
Institute in New York City, to restore to the individual the “power to
control his own destiny which had been taken away from him by . . . all
the other power-building soul-corroding things incidental to our latter
nineteenth century evolution.”13

John Daniels offered perhaps the most forceful reiteration of the politi-
cal approach to social membership. His 1920 study addressed a problem
of much concern to philanthropy and other elite groups during the war
period, the challenge of developing a common national identity among
the mass of immigrants in American cities. Rejecting the blunt propagan-
dizing approach favored by most official and philanthropic groups, he
insisted that assimilation could be accomplished only by the immigrants
themselves, as the end result of a long political evolution. This process
Daniels laid out in elaborate detail. He took as his starting point the posi-
tion, which he linked to de Tocqueville, that actual participation in social
and public life is the best means to establish membership in a commu-
nity.14 Ample opportunities for participation could be found in the self-
contained ethnic enclaves in which the newcomers took shelter. He, too,
commented that neighborhoods gave rise to a multitude of voluntary or-
ganizations. Through involvement in these groups, which often dealt with
community problems, immigrants gained their first significant political
experience and began to shape local affairs. Daniels appreciated the need
for broader social integration beyond the neighborhood. But, like Woods,
he felt that progress toward this goal could only be promoted by certain
neighborhood associations, including political clubs and consumer coop-
eratives, that linked the district to the surrounding community.15 Thus,
through neighborhood self-organization, ethnic groups made themselves
a part of American life. Daniels advised those who wanted to foster this
process to allow immigrants to control the programs intended for their
benefit. Community organization must mean nothing less than a neigh-
borhood that functioned “of itself,” without constant interference.16

That an approach like community organizing could emerge beside nor-
malizing intervention within Progressive philanthropy calls for some ex-
planation. Casework fit well with the longstanding philanthropic interest
in individual and family difficulties; the same cannot be said of efforts to
tap the political capacity of marginal populations. Clearly, then, a discur-
sive framework does not preclude participants from entertaining alterna-
tive problem formulations and practices. In this instance, the commit-
ment of the settlement house residents to the modern social scientific
norm of objective inquiry carried them beyond the analytical categories
usually employed by philanthropy. But the discourse still influences even
its deviant participants. Woods and most of his allies did not see any
tension between their approach and the therapeutic, and they certainly
did not repudiate the latter.
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Expertise against Politics

While community organizers believed their moment had arrived, the
drive for neighborhood activism and political autonomy ran against pow-
erful intellectual and practical currents. If we begin outside the circle of
Progressive philanthropy, several reformist discourses held that social in-
tegration depended upon the exercise of expert administrative skills
rather than citizen action. Let us take as a first example sociology, the
discipline within social science that enjoyed the closest relations with phi-
lanthropy. Sociologists strongly endorsed the emergence of public tute-
lage. Where traditional social control had weakened and the individual’s
own sense of restraint no longer checked destructive impulses, the mold-
ing of behavior by experts was essential to preserve order. State-spon-
sored normalizing intervention appeared to sociologists to provide the
necessary artificial social control.17 Their work is pertinent here because
it repudiated popular action of the sort favored by Woods and his allies.
Sociology, while professing its support for government responsiveness
and accountability, mounted a strong attack on participation, condemn-
ing it as incompatible with the maintenance of social order under modern
conditions. Given the association between sociology and philanthropy,
this position necessarily colored philanthropic views of how best to deal
with the collective efforts of marginal populations.

On the surface, to be sure, sociologists remained committed to democ-
racy. Even as they eagerly promoted the direction of behavior by public
social personnel, they insisted that the state be made answerable to the
public. Edward A. Ross, for example, feared that social control might
become so thorough that all unconventional doctrine would be sub-
merged. He and his professional colleagues also feared the misuse of state
power, its distortion by officials and experts into partisan class control.
The checks proposed by sociologists included the development of autono-
mous social institutions, public debates and votes to establish the broad
outlines of the public policy that the experts would enforce, public influ-
ence over the selection of experts through the setting of personnel stan-
dards, and the possibility of popular plebiscites as an ultimate formal
restraint over administrative action.18

But the passion for order coexisted uneasily here with the faith in pop-
ular control, and the sociologists were more deeply wedded to the former.
The voluntary groups that diluted state power also divided the individ-
ual’s loyalty so that he did not identify with the entire community, and
unscrupulous leaders manipulated his “tribal” feelings for their own pur-
poses. The triumph of an all-inclusive community spirit, then, depended
upon the elimination of the ties that bound people to sect or clan. It was
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necessary to do away with ethnic and other working-class organizations.
At precisely the moment when ordinary citizens most needed a vehicle to
express their concerns, sociology proposed to silence their collective
voice.19 By the same token, if experts were held directly accountable to
the masses, social stability would be placed at risk. Prejudice and unin-
formed opinions, which sociologists like Luther Lee Bernard took to be
the ruling force in a pure democracy, did not make for rational social
control. Better that rule should devolve upon a scientific elite; at least it,
unlike other dominant classes, would understand its social responsibility.20

At the most fundamental level, the sociological formulation left no
space in which ordinary citizens might define their own future. With mod-
ern society increasingly interdependent, human action introduced a dan-
gerous element of uncertainty, the risk of consequences the individual did
not intend or foresee. Scientific administration would do away with ac-
tion, Bernard promised, substituting in its place behavior guided by exact
knowledge. Experts would instruct the individual on the social effects of
his conduct, and even, should he be delinquent or defective, choose his
activities for him.21 As for action in its collective form, which merely
multiplied uncertainty, this threat, too, would be contained by the social
scientific regime. Experts would remove the social contradictions that
generated friction among people, so that the motive force behind politics
would disappear. Individuals who seek the same end and follow a path
charted by social specialists find nothing to dispute or debate. In sum,
sociology sought to depoliticize citizenship, trusting instead to expert ste-
wardship to draw individuals, particularly members of marginal groups,
into the community.

Popular action was also undermined by another important discursive
movement linked to philanthropy, public administration. In the previous
chapter I explored how therapeutic activists drew upon managerialist re-
form concepts for antidotes to the problems facing the human services.
We return to administrative discourse now because, I suggest, it also chal-
lenged the logic of political participation. The administrative reformers
spoke, using a rhetoric of democracy, of what government owed the com-
mon people, of new social rights, but went on to assume that the state’s
material outputs could provide the complete basis for political member-
ship. The implicit redefinition of democracy stripped it of all vital politi-
cal content. Again, when we recall the impact of administrative ideas on
philanthropy, we can only conclude that this constricted view of politics
would influence the thinking about community organization.

Beyond the material benefits produced by socially concerned public
administration, advocates claimed, such a system led people to view their
government in a new light. They no longer saw a corrupt or indifferent
regime that stood apart from their aspirations. The public domain was
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now, in a very literal sense, a public household, providing all that a home
could be expected to provide. Citizens in turn began to feel affection for
their community, to take pride in its achievements. Through public serv-
ices, in other words, the city generated civic identity.22 It also inspired
renewed interest in public affairs. Voter apathy reflected the irrelevance
of municipal government to everyday problems. But the same attitude
would not be found when government helped people to find work, looked
after their health and cleanliness, transported them at low cost, and main-
tained parks for their recreation. Policies that touched them would inspire
close popular scrutiny. As Mary Kingsbury Simkhovitch put it, where
politics “becomes the community deciding its own destiny, indifferentism
will disappear.”23

Yet, in fact, public administration could find little for citizens to
decide. Certainly government could be effective only if it possessed mech-
anisms that let officials determine public opinion; the failure of such
mechanisms had contributed substantially to the breakdown of public
accountability. For this reason administrative reformers recommended
the use of citizen surveys to yield a more accurate picture of community
needs. Some support also was expressed for instruments of direct democ-
racy, like the initiative and the referendum, that would give people fur-
ther opportunities to criticize policies and hold officials responsible.24

Nevertheless, municipal government was supposed to express a vision
articulated not by ordinary people but by city planners, engineers, public
health professionals, and others with advanced training. Frederic Howe
believed these experts could adequately represent the needs of an entire
metropolis. On most policy questions, Henry Bruere remarked, proper
administrative methods made citizen action quite unnecessary. Direct de-
mocracy really belonged to a bygone era, before officials had accepted
their responsibility to join efficiency to a social program.25 Government,
it might be said, could serve its constituents better than they could hope
to serve themselves.

Public administration thus entailed a curiously truncated understand-
ing of political membership. Public services and benefits forged a strong
link between the individual and the community. Meanwhile, policy mak-
ing occurred within the closed circle formed by experts and department
managers. They were expected to interpret the needs of constituents and
to act in their interest, all without having to engage in the messy public
deliberations that encouraged special pleading. But this approach to pub-
lic welfare, which we can best label technocratic, deprived citizenship of
active meaning: although the citizen acquired new material entitlements,
he was assigned no corresponding tasks or obligations. He assumed the
passive role of a recipient. For all the anticipation of renewed popular
involvement, public administration accorded participation a most insig-
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nificant practical role. The citizen was called upon to do no more than
express his general satisfaction with the bureaucratic outputs he had
received.

Neighborhood Adjustment

These critiques of participation as a path to social membership were not
the only significant challenges to neighborhood activism. Others came
from within philanthropy itself. To begin with, community organizers set
out to put their stamp upon the spontaneous political life of the district.
The neighborhood’s raw political potential, they believed, could be
tapped most effectively with an assist from without. Existing groups were
to be drawn into the orbit of the local settlement house or the school
center; for segments of the community that lacked the opportunity to
organize themselves, notably the women, organizers would take the lead
in forming a new group.26 The settlements quickly established a network
of clubs linked together through house councils, while the first school
center sponsored by the People’s Institute worked to foster support for
an elected neighborhood council.27 Through these first attempts to
strengthen local democracy by building upon latent or immature organiz-
ing tendencies, certain positive results were achieved: neighborhood
groups found that access to settlement facilities made it easier to conduct
their activities; leaders acquired valuable political skills; and the unor-
ganized began to coalesce for the first time.

For most community organizers, it was not enough just to provide the
instrument through which the neighborhood might organize itself. Popu-
lar activism had to be cultivated and given direction. Woods advised the
settlement worker to sift through the neighborhood’s organized activity,
to learn not only how it might be stimulated but also how it might be
directed toward “some better and worthier end.”28 Good-government re-
form ideals—the notion that politics should be a selfless activity, the prin-
ciple that the public interest ought to guide public affairs, and so forth—
shaped the community organization outlook on politics. While professing
their sympathy for other forms of political expression, organizers were
plainly irked by spontaneous strikes, ward politics, and anarchist and
socialist street meetings.29 A few settlement leaders dissented, arguing
that working people must find their own voice, even if it struck outsiders
as vulgar.30 But this view was not widely shared, and practice was shaped
by the dominant sentiment. The settlements and school centers accord-
ingly promoted formalized debates on tense issues, instructed the locals
on the fine points of parliamentary style, and preached the virtues of hon-
est and efficient municipal government.31
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By encouraging only acceptable forms of participation, community or-
ganizers subverted an important precondition for the self-constitution of
community. They sought through their didactic measures to sanitize col-
lective action. As the minority of organizers realized, however, the crude
political vehicles that the settlements and school centers sought to dis-
place served an essential purpose: people needed to vent their emotions,
announce their grievances, and forcefully press their demands. The neigh-
borhood voice, which ought to have been as raw and unrefined as every-
day life, was prematurely modulated. If people are to place their confi-
dence in collective action, it must permit the expression of authentic
passions.

Therapeutic practitioners also helped to undermine support for politi-
cal mobilization. In the initial flush of enthusiasm for neighborhood
work, it is true, social personnel did pay greater attention to indigenous
groups and to informal self-help arrangements in the districts they served.
The private relief agencies, for example, made a serious effort to recruit
visitors drawn from a working-class background.32 However, as I
pointed out above, the therapeutic and political approaches rest upon
such different assumptions that they can be brought together only in un-
stable combinations. Once social personnel convinced themselves that
advances in casework techniques had enhanced the constructive potential
of therapeutic intervention, it was inevitable that they would begin to
ignore political action as a means to secure social integration.

The definitive break came after the war, with the development of the
new behavioral sciences. These indicated that casework sufficed to link
together the individual and the community: through family and individ-
ual therapies, marginal clients not only exorcised their private demons
but made their peace with the social order. Without such treatment,
moreover, the disturbed person who engaged in political activism would
remain maladjusted. Casework techniques were indispensable, but
whether people shaped their collective destiny by deliberation and self-
organization mattered not at all. As casework doctrine was disseminated
during the 1920s, an increasing number of social personnel were exposed
to this antipolitical stance.

If political action no longer counted in the scheme of normalization,
community organizers would need a new mission. Mary E. Richmond,
the casework theorist, proposed that the organizers’ special skill lay in
their ability to link together the expert services available to the neighbor-
hood and to overcome its objections to external intervention.33 This for-
mulation, by casting the organizer in the role of a mediator between the
district and the human-services apparatus, minimized the political role of
the neighborhood itself, and so eviscerated the radicalism of collective
initiative. Significantly, leading community organizers like Woods ac-
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cepted their subordination to the therapeutic project.34 Given that the
neighborhood could not meet immediate crises like poverty and delin-
quency, he reasoned, it was necessary to call upon outside specialists and
agencies. Woods took heart from their efforts to enlist neighborhood in-
fluences to sustain the progress clients had made: surveillance by the ther-
apeutic apparatus would be that much more effective if it could capitalize
on the “gossip of the tenements.”35

The final blow against neighborhood mobilization was struck by the
sweeping effort during and after the First World War to rationalize phi-
lanthropic programs and services. Worried about duplication and waste,
local philanthropic leaders began to speak of the need to streamline the
service apparatus. Neighborhood organizations were seen not as the vehi-
cle of grassroots action but merely as a source of confusion and disarray
in the human services. As part of the broader quest to achieve efficiency
of effort, therefore, the indigenous associations had to be brought into
proper working balance with each other and with the service profession-
als. This in turn required the development of a new organizational instru-
ment that could impose direction on the many different social and neigh-
borhood agencies. Initially many philanthropic activists backed the
“social unit plan,” which aimed to link neighborhood residents to social
agencies through block councils. But when the first experiment in Cincin-
nati antagonized local elites and was abruptly terminated, enthusiasm
waned.36 An instrument more to the liking of the philanthropic establish-
ment was found when it sought to mobilize support for the American war
effort. In cities across the country philanthropic activists joined with local
business and political leaders to establish community councils and war
chests. These bodies, through their control of funds, dictated tasks to
individual social and neighborhood agencies, and thus demonstrated that
order could be brought to the service apparatus through large-scale, cen-
tralized federation.37

After the war period, when agencies might have returned to their inde-
pendent ways, the federation movement continued to gather strength.
Rather than fold, the war chests made themselves over into community
chests. They proceeded to extend their reach, aided in no small measure
by backing from local chambers of commerce, business leaders, and other
wealthy patrons. Along the way, the federation movement arrived at its
own definition of community organization: organization meant strict ad-
herence by all voluntary groups to the local chest’s service plan. By insist-
ing that they must be free to use their staff expertise, the casework agen-
cies were able to secure steady cash support without excessive federation
interference in their operation. Settlement houses and neighborhood
groups, however, felt heavy financial pressure to convert themselves into
adjuncts of other service agencies.38



132 C H A P T E R S I X

Federation and centralization confronted community organizers with
a challenge. On the one hand, they had defended independent action by
small neighborhood groups, while the community councils and chests
threatened to suffocate the simpler associations originating within the
neighborhood; on the other hand, like others in philanthropy, they were
intrigued by the promise of efficiency. We can best follow how they un-
derstood and resolved this tension through the work of Eduard Linde-
man, after the war a guiding figure in the field. In his estimation, the
rationalization of neighborhood effort promised to be a mixed blessing.
Contrary to the aims of community organization, social agencies,
whether acting alone or through federated arrangements, did not reach
out beyond their elite leadership to recruit popular support.39 Still, what-
ever misgivings one harbored about the service machinery, certain points
had to be noted in its defense. Social agencies, by supplying the essential
services of specialists, brought to every community crucial resources. To
this must be added the other benefits of administrative rationalization,
such as the elimination of redundant services.40 It was also necessary,
Lindeman pointed out, to consider the alternatives. If the community
chose instead to address its problems through political organizations, it
would soon run aground on the weaknesses of mass democracy. Political
bodies discounted the skills of the specialist, political leaders manipulated
their uninformed constituents, and decisions were reached in haste, often
without resolving the conflicts among groups. For a community trying
to nurture in itself an organic social process, Lindeman concluded
in a decisive break with Woods’s early position, political action was inap-
propriate.41

Community organizers therefore needed to redefine their enterprise in
a way that reconciled rationalization with local participation. Because no
simple approach would meet these requirements, Lindeman urged a hy-
brid arrangement. Agencies with qualified staff ought to be encouraged to
serve the community, and their coordinating chests and federations like-
wise ought to be promoted. But to protect against domination of local
organized activities by this social machinery, the community also would
have to establish formal links with the service apparatus. Clients and
other interest groups in the district would be represented on agency and
federation boards. Henceforth the service providers would subordinate
themselves to direction by the entire community, thus assuring that their
efforts reflected its collective interest. As the people came to see that they
controlled vital local institutions, moreover, they would feel themselves
empowered and develop a sense of membership.42

Lindeman regarded his solution as democratic, but it actually pointed
to participation without politics. In his view, political conflict was re-
solved through brute strength, one group submerging another, to the det-
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riment of the community. For its best interest, some mechanism had to be
found to give recognition to all essential group concerns. The implication
seemed to him plain enough: “This means community organization on a
non-political basis.”43 When conflict arose, as it inevitably must, it would
be resolved bloodlessly, through the application of rational procedure.
The social service council or a similar body of citizens and experts would
convene to hear the dispute, public comment would be solicited, the
council would study the underlying problem, and the specialists would
find the remedy.44 Lindeman in principle reserved final authority for the
community, yet he knew full well that the process lent itself to domina-
tion by the experts and the agencies. As he said, following the claims of
the sociologists, science would settle most community disputes, making
political parties, mass meetings, and majority votes an anachronism.45

Hence, although the community movement may have stood in Linde-
man’s mind for the formal assertion of local control, he ultimately came
down on the side of community management by the social agencies.

Retreat from Politics

The original proponent of popular activism regarded the mounting incur-
sions of outside agents in the neighborhood with some foreboding. After
the war, as Woods surveyed the accomplishments of various Progressive
movements, he was disturbed by their impact on collective initiative. He
and a colleague noted that although public administration brought
greater efficiency to municipal departments and valuable services to the
community, the gains came with a substantial cost. Government baffled
and frustrated ordinary people; they encountered complex rules and rigid
procedures, could not get comprehensible answers, and were forced to
wander from office to office in search of help. At the same time, because
centralization left the neighborhood without any real role to play, they
were deprived of the opportunity to learn how to manage their own af-
fairs.46 Woods expressed misgivings, too, about the effects of the thera-
peutic movement. It was true that the new human services had attained a
high level of technical proficiency and functioned well as a bulwark
against corrosive social forces. Yet, where the settlements had enlisted
their neighbors to help run programs, social agencies seemed disinter-
ested in active local cooperation.47

However, if by Woods’s own reasoning this depoliticization of neigh-
borhood life demanded a repudiation, he now equivocated. Indigenous
associations too frequently fell under the sway of the wrong elements; the
settlement urged sensible reform policies only to discover that the neigh-
borhood held back, ruled more by emotion than intellect. Clearly, though
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he wished to let the neighborhood govern itself, it did not yet possess the
requisite leadership, maturity, or administrative capacity.48 Reliance
upon specialists was a necessary expedient. Woods still felt major institu-
tions should be placed under neighborhood control, but he proposed to
wait until the people of the district had cultivated better administrative
and political skills. In the meantime social agencies and public depart-
ments should be challenged to do more for those in distress.49

John Daniels saw this “reappraisal” of neighborhood capacity for
what it was—a full-fledged retreat from the political approach to social
membership. Convinced that working people were not ready for serious
responsibility, settlement residents and other community organizers
made little effort to tap the inherent political capacity of the district, set-
ting out instead to create new neighborhood organizations from scratch.
Their self-proclaimed passion for democratic autonomy thus revealed it-
self as hollow. But their constituents did not care to be dismissed as un-
derdeveloped. The people’s reaction demonstrated that Woods had been
right about them in the first place: precisely because they could run their
own affairs, they took community tutelage as an affront to their dignity.
The strained relations between the settlement and the men of the district
actually bore out Woods’s original point. Once people have forged their
own collective instruments, they welcome no others. Rejection of the set-
tlement was for Daniels not a sign of political incapacity but, to the con-
trary, clear evidence that the neighborhood already had discovered its
own true collective voice. With the limited power available to them, the
people had made a good start toward building a community of their
own.50

Woods’s flight from his earlier radical position requires some discus-
sion. The move suggests both a profound lack of patience and a much
more conditional commitment to autonomous politics than he had earlier
admitted. We have seen that he believed that marginal groups would cre-
ate community out of their own shared experiences. But when a people
constitute themselves, the results of the process cannot be orchestrated.
Support for democratic autonomy, then, cannot be reconciled with a de-
mand for a particular outcome. Yet Woods expected community to
emerge quickly, guided by the norms embodied in his own good-govern-
ment ideal. When neighborhood politics proceeded more haltingly than
he had anticipated, he found this deeply discouraging. Perhaps more im-
portant, when the collective initiative of the people living around the set-
tlement did not live up to the noble standard he had imagined, he refused
to see their efforts as steps forward.

In ceasing to conceive of political action as a vehicle to create social
membership, community organizers inflicted a long-term wound on their
own movement. Woods and his early allies, with their radical talk about
self-creating communities, had stimulated an important discourse about



T H E P A T H S T O S O C I A L M E M B E R S H I P 135

power and citizenship. Now they flinched before its implications. It
could, of course, be revived again, and we shall see that it has been on
several conspicuous occasions. But each time someone took notice of
what marginal groups could do through their own self-directed associa-
tions, the realization would be treated as a new discovery. Progressive
community organizers did not found a tradition upon which others might
build, did not bequeath to their successors a body of experiences that
could be studied carefully for broader lessons.51 Hence the first mistakes
were fated to be repeated time and again.

Of even greater significance for our purposes, the failure by Woods,
Lindeman, and company to sustain what they had begun had an enduring
impact upon the future course of social policy. Their attempt to define an
approach based on the political mobilization of marginal groups faltered
at a pivotal moment. After more than two decades of dramatic change in
social policy, marked by the emergence of a range of programs and agen-
cies, policy activists during the postwar period turned to the preservation
of the territory they had conquered. It followed that they would become
settled in their understanding of marginality and in their choice of the
means by which it would be addressed. At such a critical juncture, if the
political approach were to survive, it required a base in institutions that
embodied Woods’s democratic principles. Such institutions—for exam-
ple, organs of neighborhood self-government—might compete for policy
influence with casework agencies and public bureaucracies. When com-
munity organizers stopped fighting for neighborhood autonomy and re-
sponsibility, however, the opportunity to create bastions of support for
popular activism was lost. In contrast, proponents of the therapeutic
model did not concede the terrain, and, as we have seen, their ideas found
a relatively secure home in human service agencies and schools of social
work.

The demise of the political approach also made itself felt within these
organizations, in the form of a narrowing of vision. I noted that Woods
and other settlement figures had pressed their philanthropic associates to
make better use of neighborhood resources, and that caseworkers before
the war had responded by looking for ways to encourage client mobiliza-
tion. Here lay the seeds of a creative tension within social agencies. But,
again, when community organizers abandoned the essential core of their
doctrine, they left their sympathizers in charity organizations and public
welfare departments with only platitudes about the virtues of popular
involvement, not a real alternative. Meanwhile, personality sciences and
casework methods were rising to new levels of sophistication. Social per-
sonnel welcomed an approach that seemed supremely sure of itself.

From that point forward, the political approach to social marginality
faded from sight, and it did not continue to exercise a dynamic influence
upon policy discussion. The therapeutic sector began to assert a practical
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monopoly over the field: since there were no vehicles through which peo-
ple might manage things for themselves, programs could only be admini-
stered through the larger public and private social agencies. Once such
agencies took firm hold, anyone wishing to foster a decentralized, neigh-
borhood-based path to social membership would find them extraordinar-
ily difficult to dislodge. Moreover, inside the agencies, now that efforts to
mobilize the poor had unraveled, the neighborhood was seen as irrele-
vant, a corporate entity that was to be bypassed by programs targeted at
individuals and families. At most, the neighborhood might make a con-
venient administrative unit; more likely, it represented a source of con-
tamination, something to be overcome. Policy entrepreneurs shaped in
this agency climate accordingly took it as a given that the integration of
marginal populations required relentless normalizing interventions—not
power used by autonomous citizens, but power used to overwhelm citizen
autonomy.
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Seven

Nationalizing Public Tutelage

THE GREAT DEPRESSION gave rise to a new era of expansion in the
therapeutic sector. Although the economic collapse sorely tested the
human services, it also unleashed political forces that compelled elected
officials to pursue broad revisions in public social policies. Therapeutic
activists seized upon the opportunity provided by the New Deal to pro-
mote their doctrine at the federal level. They succeeded in putting into
place minimal program structures, hardly a complete triumph but still a
basis upon which it might be possible to make further incremental pro-
gress toward full realization of the therapeutic agenda. From then until
the early 1960s, therapeutic activists pressed to secure more substan-
tial federal resources for their ongoing efforts to normalize marginal
populations.

A national therapeutic sector emerged initially in the 1930s through
aggressive policy entrepreneurship by social personnel. During the
Hoover administration and Roosevelt’s first term, they pushed them-
selves into key administrative roles in public relief operations at the local,
state, and national levels. Therapeutic doctrine also gained a toehold in
the enlarged public relief mechanism when national emergency relief ad-
ministrators forged a relationship with the schools of social work. An-
other opportunity to strengthen the therapeutic sector presented itself
with the framing of legislation for a permanent social security program in
1935. Key therapeutic activists, especially those already in federal service,
saw that they might press the case for federal support for Progressive
human service programs like mothers’ aid and public child welfare. But
though the federal government was drawn into the therapeutic enterprise
by the Social Security Act, other political actors imposed enough changes
upon the legislation so as to render problematic its value for social
personnel.

Even before the Act’s weaknesses became clear, therapeutic activists
realized that they had much work left to do. The Act at best provided a
modest invitation for federally subsidized public tutelage. While federal
money was funneled into public assistance and child welfare, no mention
was made of adjustment as a goal or of casework as a method; further,
the legislation did little to disturb existing impediments to good therapeu-
tic practice, notably the vulnerability of social agencies to local opinion.
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The prospects for public tutelage therefore rested on whether the federal
bureaucracy could effectively disseminate therapeutic doctrine. Officials
in the Children’s Bureau and the Bureau of Public Assistance of the Social
Security Board followed the two-sided political strategy that had been
devised by movement leaders in the period following the First World
War: state and local agencies were encouraged through pressure from
above to adopt casework methods and objectives, and federal resources
were committed in an effort to build up at the subnational level a core of
personnel devoted to the therapeutic agenda.

Early returns on the Social Security Act and the bureaucratic drive to
establish therapeutic principles as the working basis for local practice
were decidedly uneven, but therapeutic activists had committed them-
selves. Localism defeated them more often than not. To this familiar pat-
tern were added other ominous trends, in particular a splintering of the
therapeutic effort and a narrowing of vision among various practitioners.
Nevertheless, they pushed ahead after the Second World War along the
same lines. If suasion alone did not yield a therapeutic outlook in assis-
tance agencies or achieve service coordination in child welfare, surely the
federal government could use additional resources to induce the desired
behavior on the part of its subnational partners. Social personnel ex-
ploited new political openings in the 1950s and early 1960s—resurgent
concerns about delinquency and dependency—to sell the idea of thera-
peutic intervention. In the end they were rewarded with legislation that
explicitly embraced their approach and sought through better fiscal in-
centives and tougher sanctions to compel states and localities to do the
same.

Crisis and Entrepreneurship

The economic collapse that began in 1929 confronted the modest human
service apparatus with an extraordinary challenge. During the 1920s, so-
cial personnel had struggled to cope with a growing problem of poverty
among certain groups bypassed by the general prosperity.1 The combina-
tion of community chests and public relief agencies certainly had no extra
capacity to cope with the misery brought on by mass unemployment. In
short order, demands for relief exhausted the limited resources of private
family welfare agencies and repeatedly forced public poor relief officials
to seek additional funds from hard-pressed local and county govern-
ments.2 As unemployed workers found themselves passed along from one
office to another, sometimes given counseling instead of aid, their disen-
chantment and restiveness mounted. They vented their frustrations upon
agency caseworkers. The caseworkers in turn began to complain about
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agency policies that degraded clients, to identify themselves less as profes-
sionals than as wage-labor employees. Before long this internal strife
found an outlet in the larger cities in a growing rank-and-file movement.
Its members called for a recasting of the profession with a new emphasis
on more radical forms of social action.3

Much as a surge in joblessness forty years earlier had forced philan-
thropy to modify its assumptions, mainstream social workers were driven
to reevaluate their discursive framework. Some concluded that, whatever
the merits of casework in normal times, the method was unsuitable as a
tool for dealing with mass unemployment. The people presenting them-
selves for help had managed on their own and had no special need of
supervision.4 Others retorted that a trained caseworker would treat ap-
plicants with compassion and respect. More than that, even in a general
crisis casework skills could be used to sustain initiative among relief
recipients and forestall the demoralization that sudden poverty might
bring.5 But it had to be conceded that many clients resented the sugges-
tion that they needed any help beyond material assistance. The problem
of client autonomy or “self-determination”—what the expert social tech-
nician should do when a person refused advice—thrust itself at last into
the forefront of therapeutic discourse.

I have criticized the therapeutic movement for its initial failure to rec-
ognize this issue, for suggesting no limit on intervention, save for some
vague wish to restore the client to a higher level of independent function-
ing. In fairness, it must be noted that casework theorists had begun to
ponder the matter of autonomy in the 1920s, when Freudian doctrine first
alerted them to the hidden dangers of manipulation in the worker-client
relationship. But not until clients began asserting their autonomy in their
routine dealings with relief agencies during the early Depression years did
social workers agree that delineating the bounds of client self-determina-
tion was an urgent matter. A sharp debate ensued. One group, claiming
for itself the label “democratic,” held that as a matter of principle the
caseworker was bound to address only those problems the client himself
had identified.6 This position was plainly unacceptable to practitioners of
the Freudian persuasion who recognized the importance of
denial and other psychological defense mechanisms. Yet even the psycho-
analytic caseworker appreciated that, given the barrier posed by uncon-
scious resistance, change could not be imposed on the client until he was
prepared to accept it. As Gordon Hamilton put it, “Relationships are not
taught, or forced, or directed, or managed—they are achieved.” For pru-
dential reasons, that is, it was necessary to respect client desires, at least
in the short run.7

Clearly enough, then, the Depression brought turmoil and disarray
upon the human services. But that is only part of the story, for many
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leading therapeutic activists recognized in the demise of the established
welfare system a rare opportunity for policy entrepreneurship. They be-
came convinced by the winter of 1930–31 of the need to dramatically
expand public relief efforts. With private agencies running short of funds,
public departments soon found themselves nearly alone in the relief field,
a burden that taxed their limited administrative capability. Accordingly,
a wave of social personnel made the jump from private to public auspices.
While there were certainly other actors seeking to shape the program of
the public departments, therapeutic activists saw an opening through
which they might extend their influence.8 They contended that public
agencies ought to professionalize their staff, develop a diagnostic capabil-
ity to identify cases needing intensive treatment, incorporate such tech-
niques as family budget standards, and offer appropriate adjustment
services.9

When it became apparent that local resources would not suffice to meet
the rising tide of need, another opportunity presented itself. Social work-
ers, along with many other groups, shifted their sights to the states as the
next level of public authority. State governments could draw upon a
broader tax base.10 Beyond that obvious advantage, however, social per-
sonnel understood that the state represented the possibility of centralized
leverage that could be used to overcome backward community attitudes
in relief administration. The strategy, of course, was not new; what dif-
fered was the situation, which afforded the prospect of dramatically ac-
celerating a transformation therapeutic activists had been pushing for a
decade. State emergency relief organizations and enlarged public welfare
departments required experienced personnel, and therefore sought to
draw staff from the ranks of the private social agencies. Social workers
recognized at once the logic of an alliance in which state administrators
would support their drive to assert control from above over local prac-
tices and thus help introduce modern methods in the field.11 In some
states, notably New York with its Temporary Emergency Relief Admini-
stration in 1931, social workers assumed direct management responsibil-
ity for the emergency relief agency. They capitalized on this strong admin-
istrative position to establish statewide standards and to subsidize the
placement of private agency caseworkers in local public relief, though
communities still often did as they pleased.12

A similar pattern of entrepreneurship emerged on the national level,
and seemed eventually to bear fruit, too. Early talk of a national relief
effort was effectively sidetracked by the Hoover administration; even
after state resources had been shown to be insufficient, the administration
opposed relief loan legislation. Not until the approach of the 1932 elec-
tion, with states veering toward bankruptcy, did the administration ac-
quiesce in the creation of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC),
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which was vested with the authority to lend relief funds to the states.
Social workers took up important positions in the RFC Relief Division.
However, although they sought to repeat their strategy of top-down ra-
tionalization of relief administration, the statute left the federal agency
without supervisory powers.13 A more promising opportunity soon beck-
oned. In 1933 the new Roosevelt administration, recognizing the need to
go beyond the RFC program, introduced several emergency relief meas-
ures. Social workers expressed special interest in the Federal Emergency
Relief Administration (FERA). Modeled after the New York emergency
relief agency, FERA was granted the sweeping control over state and local
relief operations that the RFC had lacked. To head the new organization,
moreover, the president chose Harry Hopkins. A social worker himself,
Hopkins had encouraged the use of social personnel in the New York
emergency program. Social workers welcomed him as one of their own
and looked forward to a strengthened partnership between their enter-
prise and the national government.14

Far from representing a secure base for spreading the therapeutic vi-
sion, however, FERA became an arena in which all the conflicts that had
surfaced in state and local relief politics played themselves out on the
national level. Different factions grappled for control, each winning vic-
tories at a given point in the administrative hierarchy only to be con-
founded at another. Contrary to social workers’ expectations, Hopkins
declined to treat the program as an experiment in the application of case-
work techniques. The senior administrators he chose, only a few of whom
were social workers, shared his skepticism about conventional casework
and wanted only to assure a minimum material standard of living for the
unemployed. He also ruled that public funds could only be spent at the
subnational level by public agencies, thereby excluding the casework-ori-
ented family service agencies that had been participating in public relief
efforts.15 FERA administration at the local level, meanwhile, reflected very
different outlooks. Directors of the local offices were often businessmen
or administrators with no background in the relief field. Through such
persons the sentiments of local elites found convenient expression. On the
other hand, in the larger cities where the unemployed were particularly
militant, FERA offices faced considerable pressure from below; the rank-
and-file movement drew much of its strength from FERA employees in the
lowest rung of the local staff structure. With so many contrary elements
at work, the tone of the program varied sharply from one place to
another.16

Other elements may have preempted the top and bottom rungs of the
FERA apparatus, but between them lay the vital levels of the state and
regional organization. The FERA leadership viewed many permanent state
welfare agencies as unduly partisan or hopelessly inefficient, so it moved
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to set up its own provisional state subsidiaries. Then, because the central
staff was too small to exercise supervision over the states, FERA added a
regional staff. Not only did the regional offices interpret Washington’s
policy to the field, but they also assumed responsibility for disseminating
technical advice.17 Social workers seized the chance to insinuate them-
selves into these middle levels of the national relief program. Hopkins and
the core group encouraged the influx of therapeutic practitioners from
private agencies as an antidote to localism. To the consternation of the
national leadership, however, social workers made it clear that they had
their own agenda, which embraced casework principles intended to real-
ize their broader ideal of a social living standard.18 Once inside FERA they
exerted pressure to redirect agency policy along the lines suggested by
their profession. It must be said that FERA never became a human service
organization; social workers often lost the struggle to define state pro-
grams, and local offices found it easy to undermine standards sent down
from above. But the senior officials around Hopkins recognized the valid-
ity of casework methods, even if emergency relief was not a normalizing
program, and acknowledged the need for more administrators with case-
work skills at the subnational level.19

This admitted shortage led FERA to embark upon an initiative with
lasting consequences. If too few professional social workers were availa-
ble, more would have to be manufactured—in the American style, mass
produced in the shortest possible time. Agency social workers at first
went into the field to conduct training sessions, but the results were disap-
pointing. FERA therefore set aside funds during its second year to send
some one thousand administrators and field personnel to accredited
schools of social work for a semester of formal graduate education. Pre-
sumably the national FERA leadership expected these students to absorb
its own conception of social service with a minimal emphasis on case-
work. But the schools themselves still built their curriculum around the
methodology of intensive casework and, while there was some adjust-
ment to the federal sponsor’s tastes, the FERA student cohort received a
concentrated dose of therapeutic doctrine.20 Beyond that, the federal gov-
ernment had forged an alliance with the social work education establish-
ment, a lesson in cooperation that would be remembered.

By the time many of these students completed their studies, FERA itself
was about to go out of existence. It was the victim in part of its chief’s
aggressiveness. Hopkins, determined to get money into the hands of the
unemployed without favoritism or corruption, compelled the states to
accept many of his demands for program management. State officials re-
sponded with sharp complaints about federal intrusiveness and learned to
call his bluff—he was extremely reluctant for humanitarian reasons to
withhold state allocations. In retrospect it can be seen that his willingness
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to circumvent existing relief entities, both public and private, entailed
heavy political costs. The approach presupposed a national administra-
tive capacity that did not exist and snubbed sources of political support
vital for any program so inherently controversial. Congress was loathe to
approve another relief or public welfare program that gave the responsi-
ble federal agency such discretion to trample upon its state and local
counterparts.21 When the Roosevelt administration shifted its focus to a
permanent social welfare mechanism, the decision was reached to wind
down FERA operations and fold up the organization.

During this concluding phase, the FERA leadership took an important
step to assure a continuing place for the therapeutic movement in the
forthcoming social security apparatus. Remaining administrative funds
were allocated to the states to retain those supervisors who had com-
pleted the educational programs at the social work schools. FERA went so
far as to advise the states that casework skills, though of limited value for
emergency relief, would be particularly suited to permanent assistance
programs. The states discharged nonprofessionals first.22 Thus, while
therapeutic practitioners could claim only modest success in bending
FERA to their purposes, they alone endured the agency’s demise, an ad-
ministrative nucleus that would make its mark on what followed.

Human Services through Social Security

Most policymakers in the administration and in Congress gave little at-
tention during the debates over social security to therapeutic programs
like mother’s aid. Believing he had addressed the immediate crisis during
his first two years in office, Roosevelt hoped to set in place mechanisms
that would assure ordinary citizens protection from future economic ca-
lamity. The cabinet-level Committee on Economic Security, which he es-
tablished in June 1934, assumed that social insurance was the best instru-
ment to provide that protection. Since the president held that the federal
government ought to exit the relief field as soon as possible, the Commit-
tee proposed that care of residual groups—the unemployables not cov-
ered by social insurance—be shifted back to the states.23 There were ex-
ceptions to this general principle, exceptions forced on the planners by
pressures from below. As several historical studies stress, the Depression
had unleashed powerful political insurgencies among the unemployed
and the elderly that the administration could not afford to ignore.24 The
legislative package incorporated federal work relief and a grant-in-aid
program to the states for public assistance for the elderly. No compara-
ble constituencies had mobilized to demand federal support for public
tutelage.
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Still, by this stage of the Depression, therapeutic activists had come to
look upon the federal government for their salvation. The human service
apparatus had reached a crisis point. Public concern had centered on mass
relief for the unemployed, not the problems of marginal groups. Existing
normalizing programs had competed futilely for state and local funds
against unemployment aid and old-age relief. So, for example, mothers’-
aid programs, after expanding at the outset of the Depression, teetered
now on the verge of collapse. Grants had been reduced and eligible moth-
ers denied aid; in fact, many more fatherless families received help from
FERA than from mother’s aid.25 Social personnel saw a real danger that
the apparatus they had so laboriously pieced together over the previous
decades would be completely undone. As one child welfare leader cau-
tioned, “It is important that the particular gains made in more than
twenty years through this type of legislation be not lost or swallowed up
in the greater mass of unemployment relief now being distributed
throughout the country.” The importance of marginality had to be re-
stored in the policy process. Even before the Committee on Economic
Security convened, social workers had begun to speak of federal subsidies
for components of the Progressive human service network.26

The framing of a permanent national social security structure pre-
sented an opening for proponents of the human services. As it happened,
the agenda of therapeutic activists dovetailed neatly with that of the
Committee on Economic Security: the former hoped to maintain distinct
programs for marginal groups, with a strong casework orientation, while
the latter intended that such groups receive care outside the basic social
insurance scheme. The necessary institutional foundation was already in
place in the form of child welfare and mothers’-aid departments, aug-
mented by the FERA social work trainees. It would be a straightforward
matter not only to maintain existing public social agencies but to broaden
their coverage.27 Creation of a national welfare state also might be the
vehicle by which the therapeutic movement could pursue its other long-
term goals. Even during the worst of the Depression, it never lost sight of
the need to rationalize the human services or improve standards. Thus in
the early 1930s the Children’s Bureau, increasingly vexed by the failure of
the juvenile court to function as a true social agency, began casting about
for ways to circumvent judicial tutelage.28 Federal resources could pro-
vide a wedge for reorganizing the division of responsibilities in the child
welfare network so as to reduce the role of the court.

If all these aspirations were to be fulfilled in the absence of a mass
constituency, a champion had to step forward. Enter the Children’s Bu-
reau and its leaders Katherine Lenroot and Martha Elliot. Aside from
recognizing the need for federal resources in the human services, they saw
the chance to expand the Bureau’s responsibilities. Since its maternal and
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infant health care program had lapsed some five years earlier, the agency
had been limited to research activities. New programs meant a return to
direct operational authority, an organizational plum. With much to gain,
Lenroot and Elliot adopted a vigorous entrepreneurial role during the
deliberations of the Committee on Economic Security. Of particular in-
terest to us, they persuaded the Committee of the value of federal subsi-
dies for child welfare and mother’s aid.29

The child welfare program was represented as a modest effort to dem-
onstrate to the states the great value of coordinated local services, but
Bureau leaders had in mind another purpose as well. Social personnel had
drawn encouragement from a handful of pioneering efforts by public
child welfare agencies at the county level. Through their comprehensive
approach to children’s needs, they addressed a range of problems, and did
so without the liabilities of judicial tutelage. These agencies, then, seemed
the best alternative to the juvenile court. As the program was designed,
the Bureau would retain discretionary control over the funds, to permit it
to insist upon the proper standards for participating agencies. By working
with an autonomous local administrative structure, the federal govern-
ment could make services available to children, not to the court. Court
intervention might be preempted in all cases save the most serious inci-
dents of delinquency.30

By comparison, the Children’s Bureau contemplated no comparable
organizational innovation under its plan for a federal grant-in-aid pro-
gram, Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), to match a portion of state
mothers’-aid expenditures. Experience gathered over several decades had
established the most suitable organizational model—a state department
exercising close leadership over local administrative units. With the Chil-
dren’s Bureau added to the line of authority, an unambiguous commit-
ment to therapeutic principles would be assured.31 A difficulty presented
itself, of course, in those states that lacked a centralized public welfare
apparatus. To prevent the program from fragmenting and falling prey to
community pressures, the architects of the legislation decided to mandate
that a single state agency assume responsibility for ADC. Other features of
the draft legislation sought to assure more reliable and adequate pay-
ments, professional administration, and full statewide coverage so coun-
ties could no longer opt out of the program.

The human service proposals met no opposition within the Committee
on Economic Security, but resistance surfaced as the legislation moved
through review by the administration. In seeking to lay claim via ADC to
a public assistance role, the Children’s Bureau provoked interagency
competition. The national FERA staff argued that it should retain control
over all federal relief efforts and that mother’s aid should be redefined so
that it became available to a wider range of families, in effect a form of
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general relief. Although it is tempting to dismiss the FERA gambit as a
desperate move by an agency due to expire, the dispute highlights two
very different orientations to public assistance. The Children’s Bureau
accepted the need for cooperation with the states and represented the
therapeutic agenda in its purest form; FERA, on the other hand, insisted on
more centralized administration and spoke against a casework emphasis.
Just before the social security package was submitted to Congress, the
FERA faction prevailed, and the administration’s draft bill placed ADC
under FERA.32

Further political maneuverings reshaped both the ADC and child wel-
fare titles as the bill made its way through Congress. Here, as within the
administration, these parts of the legislation drew little attention. Yet
such notice as they did receive sufficed to undo much of what the Chil-
dren’s Bureau and the FERA staff hoped to accomplish. In the first place,
ADC was entrusted to neither FERA nor the Children’s Bureau but to the
new Social Security Board. (The Board also acquired the other federal
assistance programs, Old Age Assistance and Aid to the Blind.)33 At the
same time, Congress deleted language that would have allowed the fed-
eral government to set minimum subsistence payments and professional
employment standards for assistance personnel. The first of these changes
came at the behest of Southern members; some have attributed their ac-
tion to racist fears that a federal agency might use a minimum grant rule
to give black women a viable alternative to low-wage labor. Other schol-
ars contend the legislative amendments were a reaction to excessive na-
tional control brought on by the FERA experience. That Congress denied
the federal government FERA-type personnel authority adds support to
the latter interpretation.34 Damage was also done to ADC through sheer
Congressional indifference: when administration policymakers pointed
out that the federal maximum for matching family grants allowed noth-
ing for the caretaker, the Senate Finance Committee reportedly did not
show enough interest to change the provision.35 Meanwhile, the child
welfare proposal ruffled feathers among Catholic child protection agen-
cies, which feared that federal money would lead to government interfer-
ence in their work. These sectarian groups were prepared to support the
bill if the program were confined to rural areas, a deal the Children’s
Bureau readily accepted.36

When we seek to weigh the impact of the Social Security Act on the
development of the therapeutic sector, two points stand out. First, the
push by the Children’s Bureau leadership and its professional allies to
rationalize human services largely came to naught. Public assistance
rested under the aegis of a new agency with no demonstrated commit-
ment to casework doctrine, few means to contain localism, and no organ-
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izational link to child welfare. As for the child welfare program, though
it remained in its natural bureaucratic home, the sponsors sacrificed much
of the potential for assuring coordinated services in their compromise
with the sectarian elements. Already the disjointed efforts of private, judi-
cial, and local public actors had resulted in a service labyrinth.37 Accord-
ing to the conventional wisdom of the therapeutic movement, such a situ-
ation called out for reorganization from above. Yet federal child welfare
funds could not be put to use to counter the accumulating irrationalities
of the urban child protection field.

Second, the Act both reflected and contributed to a fundamental redef-
inition of marginality, with far-reaching implications for the later course
of welfare policy. The Progressive therapeutic movement had portrayed
much of the working class as maladjusted; it followed that normalizing
measures must be broadly targeted. But the Depression called into doubt
the sweeping claim of maladjustment, thanks largely to agitation by pop-
ular movements. Even human service practitioners retreated from their
grander ambitions so they might save programs targeted at the most mar-
ginal groups. In laying down the apparatus of a permanent welfare state,
the Roosevelt administration accepted the narrowing of social marginal-
ity. Its particular contribution, expressing the President’s own bias, was
to make economic utility the decisive test: marginal persons were those
who were economically superfluous. For the productive, social insurance
would provide security; for the unemployable, there would be means-
tested assistance and, if therapeutic activists had their way, casework
services to help in the effort to cope. This bifurcation of welfare policy, as
has often been remarked, could only sharpen the distinction between
the two groups, a distinction Progressive philanthropy had never rec-
ognized.38

If we take a skeptical view of the merits of the therapeutic enterprise,
this division between social insurance and public assistance appears as a
mixed blessing. Critics of the insurance/assistance distinction point out
that it has allowed the degrading treatment of assistance recipients. In a
culture that values economic output as the supreme measure of individual
merit, those with no place in the economy become the new unworthy
poor. Such thinking gives rise to practices designed to make assistance as
undesirable as possible.39 More to the point here: from the perspective of
social personnel, recipients cannot lay claim to the autonomy due (eco-
nomically) contributing members of society. Recipients, by definition
marginal, are seen as likely candidates for normalizing intervention,
whether they desire it or not. On the other hand, with the inclusion of
many workers in social insurance, the imperial ambitions of the therapeu-
tic movement were checked. Some social workers urged that casework
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services be extended to include insurance beneficiaries, but the idea never
caught on.40 For the time being, at least, a point of access into the work-
ing class family had been closed off.

Institutionalizing Casework

As the dust settled, it was not clear what the Social Security Act meant for
the therapeutic movement. The law seemed to offer little concrete support
for public tutelage. Although a child welfare program was established,
the initial appropriation of some $1.5 million was exceedingly modest.
The public assistance titles made no mention of normalizing services or
therapeutic goals. Social personnel understood this silence to reflect im-
plicit support for their approach.41 All the same, everything depended
upon whether the responsible agencies shared their interpretation. How
the Children’s Bureau and Social Security Board defined their mission in
implementing the Act would determine whether the therapeutic sector
had found the vehicle to transcend its humble status.

The record of the Children’s Bureau left no doubt that it would pursue
the therapeutic agenda, and it did so aggressively as it introduced child
welfare demonstration programs. From its inception the Bureau had re-
garded itself as an instrument to spread the therapeutic idea. Now that
the Bureau had been given a direct role, it defined child welfare to include
a strong emphasis on normalizing services. The Act also gave the admini-
stering agency certain means to assure that its conception of the program
would be reflected in the field. State plans had to be reviewed by the Bu-
reau. Through this plan-approval process, it moved swiftly to forge ties
with state-level welfare administrators and persuade them of the value of
a well-ordered therapeutic approach. Of value, too, was language unique
to the child welfare title of the Act that retained for the Bureau the power
to set personnel standards. It was thus possible to assure that participat-
ing agencies shared its commitment to professionalism. With trained so-
cial personnel in short supply, the agency reached out to the network of
FERA workers who had received graduate training to form the nucleus for
state child welfare departments. Program funds were released to more
than thirty states during the first year.42

Although Children’s Bureau officials and their allies liked to point to
the progress achieved by the program, the early results were mixed at
best. On the plus side of the ledger from the agency’s view, child welfare
services expanded in rural areas in which they had been in short supply,
bringing therapeutic doctrine to bear in remote corners of American life.
The rural departments, unobstructed by preexisting private or public
agencies, also devised well-coordinated service networks.43 Furthermore,
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appreciating the insufficient supply of child welfare specialists, the Bu-
reau moved immediately to continue the FERA alliance with schools of
social work. Use of federal administrative funds for educational leaves
was encouraged so state and local personnel could obtain some graduate
training. Through this they were introduced to casework methods and
therapeutic philosophy, about both of which they were expected to prose-
lytize upon their return to their agencies.44 On the other side of the coin,
the program’s faults could not be denied, though Bureau leaders tended to
soft-pedal problems as they tried to pry additional funds out of the states
and Congress. Services in urban areas remained fragmented, wasteful,
and incomplete. Nothing was done to dislodge the juvenile court from its
central position.45 Indeed, even in rural counties, the quest to generate an
institutional counterweight to the court foundered on local political reali-
ties. Rural judges, powerful figures not lightly crossed, looked upon the
child welfare worker as a rival who needed to be reduced to an adjunct of
the juvenile court. The isolated worker frequently chose cooperation as
the route to survival. In such instances the child welfare agency converted
itself into the court’s probation arm, thereby augmenting the resources
available for judicial tutelage.46

Where it might have been predicted that the Children’s Bureau would
adopt a therapeutic orientation toward child welfare, public assistance
under the Social Security Board presents a more interesting case. The
Board, a new agency unbound by fixed habits or previous commitments,
could chart its own path.47 It chose to regard public assistance as a nor-
malizing activity. ADC and the assistance programs for the aged and the
blind were grouped together under the Bureau of Public Assistance (BPA),
and Jane Hoey, an experienced social worker, was chosen as its first head.
She proceeded to fill other key positions with her professional peers.48

While this seemed to indicate a tilt toward the therapeutic approach, BPA
operated in a far more complex environment than did the Children’s Bu-
reau. A few staff appointments by no means settled federal policy, much
less the actual character of public assistance administration.

To begin with, the external political obstacles confronting the Social
Security Board and BPA were formidable. Since the FERA model of top-
down control had been deemed unsuitable, the cooperation of subna-
tional governmental units would have to be induced by less coercive
means. Yet states and localities had their own conceptions of federal pub-
lic assistance grants. They were particularly eager to shift the cost burden
to Washington, a desire bound to color their interpretation of eligibility
standards under the new assistance titles. Demands for liberal distribu-
tion of aid to the elderly, which threatened to exhaust state and local
relief budgets, added to the pressure to dump general relief cases into the
categorical programs. Complicating matters for the Board in the late
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1930s, localist sentiment had reasserted itself, taking the form of opposi-
tion to any outside interference, especially when it came from social
workers in Washington.49 There were also significant institutional barri-
ers that would have to be overcome. The Social Security Act mandated
that a single state agency assume responsibility for each aid category, and
the Board preferred one agency for all three. In states with a history of
decentralized administration under loose state oversight, however, such
unification would be difficult to achieve. For instance, where mother’s aid
was still under the juvenile court, judges fought fiercely against ADC.50

Nor did the Board have the luxury of time to cultivate friends and soothe
bruised feelings: it faced intensive pressure to put programs into opera-
tion quickly, particularly Old Age Assistance (OAA). At a time when it
seemed vital to build support for the agency, such pressure could not be
ignored.51

BPA also had to pick its way delicately around heated disputes within
the therapeutic movement over the nature of casework and client self-
determination. Among social workers the arguments about these issues,
which had begun in the early Depression years, prompted a split in the
late 1930s between two schools of thought, the diagnostic and the func-
tionalist. The controversy has been well documented elsewhere, and we
need only consider the implications for public assistance.52 Those on the
functionalist side maintained that agency purpose rather than profes-
sional doctrine actually defined the caseworker’s role. In public assistance
the purpose was confined to meeting clients’ expressed need for material
assistance. From this perspective, casework patterned along therapeutic
lines would be an unwarranted intrusion, a violation of the rights of citi-
zens to make independent value choices.53 The diagnostic view held that
it was the professional responsibility of the trained caseworker to help
clients cope with whatever problems beset them. This might include per-
sonality and behavioral difficulties they were not ready to acknowledge:
“Does the physician treat only the illness which the patient is able to
diagnose and accept as real?” Through ongoing normalizing service, cli-
ents might be brought to see that relief alone was not the complete an-
swer, that they needed to make changes in themselves. Moreover, active
intervention by a skilled professional might help move clients back to a
position of self-support.54 With much of the debate focused upon BPA
programs, notably ADC, the agency could not help but be drawn into the
fray.

To counter the political forces threatening disorder in the public assis-
tance programs, the Social Security Board and the BPA leadership realized
they would have to instill their conception of assistance in their adminis-
trative partners at the subnational level. The Social Security Act as
adopted gave the federal government only weak tools to shape program
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design and administration in the states. Like the Children’s Bureau in the
case of child welfare grants, the Board did have to approve a state plan
before funds would be made available. BPA used the plan-approval proc-
ess creatively, often in ways Congress did not intend—for example, the
Bureau insisted that plans assure objective personnel selection practices
and professional staffing in the state welfare apparatus. But this mecha-
nism only allowed federal officials to influence general program design,
and left them with at best a limited impact on daily operations.55 States
could also be denied aid if their laws or administrative practices did not
conform to federal law. As the Board appreciated from the experience of
Hopkins at FERA, however, the exercise of such a prerogative would bring
suffering upon recipients and poison intergovernmental relations. On bal-
ance, BPA and Board leaders concluded, the real solution would have to
be found in the states.56

Seeing the state welfare department as the pivotal instrument under the
grant-in-aid arrangement, federal officials did their best to support those
state administrators who shared the BPA outlook. Responsibility in many
states rested with a nucleus of experienced caseworkers inherited from
mother’s aid, backed by the FERA holdovers.57 BPA, recognizing that
Washington was too remote, moved first to establish intermediate agents
in closer proximity to its state allies. The Social Security Board had de-
cided to open regional offices to facilitate the work of all its subunits.
While BPA agreed to make use of these, it asserted its own terms: BPA
regional representatives would answer not to the regional directors but to
the Bureau itself. It proceeded to recruit these representatives from
mothers’-aid departments and private social agencies.58 With the regional
staff in place and technical specialists available from Washington, BPA
began to coax state welfare administrators to aggressively supervise local
operations, build a field staff to guide local offices, issue manuals of ap-
propriate procedures, and set professional personnel standards.59 It was
the administrative command approach again, with a new layer superim-
posed upon the state bureaucracy.

BPA leaders quickly realized they would also need to continue the other
leg of the old movement political strategy. Early returns showed that
there were too few qualified social personnel for the state agencies, much
less local offices. Although in-service training programs had some utility,
it was felt that state administrators and field supervisors could acquire the
proper outlook only through full professional training. Accordingly, BPA
joined the Children’s Bureau in approving the use of federal funds to send
workers to accredited schools of social work—further confirmation that
the school-government axis had attained permanent status.60

As for the discursive squabbles between functionalists and diagnosti-
cians, BPA soon sided with the latter. This turn toward normalizing case-
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work may have reflected the initial predisposition of the agency leaders,
for Hoey and others from the beginning voiced support for an expansive
notion of “services” that pointed in the direction of a therapeutic ap-
proach. In a 1939 article on ADC Hoey asserted, “Continuing service and
guidance in helping families meet the many problems confronting them
are equally essential if aid to dependent children is to fulfill its pur-
poses.”61 Yet BPA also seriously entertained functionalist ideas. So it was
that the agency published, without endorsement, a report by Grace
Marcus that cautioned assistance agencies and workers to refrain from
telling clients how to lead their lives.62 We must explain, then, why BPA
settled upon a more interventionist casework orientation. The answer lies
in the internal dynamics of therapeutic movement and in the shifting com-
position of the relief clientele.

Among social workers the proponents of the diagnostic view always
held the stronger hand, and they exploited it effectively in the early 1940s.
The schools of social work, save for a few exceptions, remained bastions
of therapeutic doctrine throughout the Depression. Through this domi-
nant institutional position, the diagnosticians maneuvered to rephrase the
debate in their own terms, stressing that the caseworker could only dis-
charge her responsibility to her clients and society through intensive ther-
apeutic methods. Just as important, functionalist discourse conceded
much to the diagnostic opposition. Consider some functionalist postu-
lates: recipients might indeed have problems they refused to acknowl-
edge; caseworkers were supposed to be sensitive to needs that were not
openly expressed; intensive services might still be appropriate, but these
were best provided through referral to specialized agencies. A close read-
ing of texts by Marcus and others reveals that their argument hinged less
on a principled commitment to nonintervention than on the banal realiza-
tion that public bureaucracies made poor casework agencies.63 Thus,
with the diagnosticians in command in the schools and the functionalists
unable to articulate a cogent alternative, social personnel reaffirmed the
therapeutic agenda.64 Assistance officials on educational leave were ex-
posed to the therapeutic gospel, only slightly leavened with democratic
terminology.

The transformation of the public relief population during the Second
World War also prompted renewed interest in educative tutelage. Indus-
trial mobilization for war production after 1940 sharply reduced unem-
ployment and the corresponding need for New Deal work relief pro-
grams. As such programs were terminated, a change in the relief clientele
became visible at once; this group consisted of, in the jargon of the Social
Security Board, the “unemployables.”65 The popular contention of the
early 1930s that relief recipients were “no different from anyone else”
ceased to be credible. Furthermore, through a statutory change in 1939,
most widows with children were transferred from public assistance to
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social insurance. Until then state ADC programs, like their mothers’-aid
precursors, overwhelmingly favored widows and half-orphans, attracting
a luster through these indisputably worthy clients. Once open to families
headed by divorced, deserted, and unmarried women, the dependent chil-
dren category abruptly lost its elite veneer.66 Popular sentiment and ther-
apeutic discourse agreed upon the marginal status of the new public assis-
tance recipients. And for social personnel, as always, marginality bespoke
an urgent need for normalizing measures.67

In the BPA conception of assistance casework, then, the therapeutic
predominated. Certainly we find a continuation of the new principles
adopted by liberal relief agencies during the Depression: applicants were
entitled to relief if they met eligibility requirements; aid should be ade-
quate, based on a proper determination of needs through the use of
budget standards; applicants and recipients should be treated with re-
spect and the presumption of honesty; aid should be given in cash; and
fair hearings should be assured to secure these values against local preju-
dices.68 But these points had been accepted by diagnosticians as consis-
tent with a therapeutic orientation. On the other hand, their view of pub-
lic assistance as a full-fledged normalizing enterprise became the BPA
credo. Although there were significant constraints on agency resources,
the more treatable clients ought to receive casework support and supervi-
sion of a quality equal to that provided by the best private family service
societies.69

Charlotte Towle, a leading casework theorist, laid out the therapeutic
design most thoroughly in a 1945 BPA publication. She reminded assis-
tance workers that material aid did not suffice for the many recipients
who suffered from disordered family relationships, low self-esteem, and
the “emotional discomfort” of poverty—and who, as psychoanalysis
taught, were likely to respond to their plight with irrational behavior,
denial, resistances, and regression to a childlike state. It was the first task
of caseworkers to gain the trust of recipients, so they would be both more
forthcoming (thereby aiding agency surveillance) and more receptive to
normalizing intervention. Intervention itself should seek to encourage
stronger family relations and healthy personality development. Since pov-
erty may have left clients too wounded to seek help in these areas, Towle
added, it was necessary sometimes to go beyond the problems they identi-
fied. Of course, services could not be forced upon clients. Their choice
must be respected, not because of a right to self-determination, which
was best realized after problems had been shared and explored, but be-
cause an authoritarian approach by the agency was bound to be counter-
productive.70

In practical terms, even after it had resolved its theoretical stance, BPA
made only halting progress in its effort to push state assistance agencies
toward a therapeutic orientation. The Bureau was preoccupied at first
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with the mechanics of starting up a program that required revisions in
state laws, new administrative divisions, and extensive personnel recruit-
ment. Services in public assistance assumed secondary importance before
1940, though we should not confuse this concession to immediate cir-
cumstances with indifference to therapeutic objectives.71 During the war
years federal assistance officials began to promote therapeutic doctrine
more actively in the states. New instruments were devised for this pur-
pose: BPA announced that it would reimburse service costs as it did other
administrative expenses and issued state letters—statements embodying
agency policy interpretations of federal law—that encouraged a service
approach by participating departments.72 Yet, despite the shift in BPA
emphasis and sunny optimism about the growing appreciation among
assistance personnel of therapeutic methods and goals, it was difficult to
find examples of state commitment to normalizing casework. Prospects
for effective tutelage were undermined, as they had been under mother’s
aid, by restrictive eligibility tests, inadequate grant levels, and excessive
caseloads.73

End of a Movement

The immediate results achieved by either BPA or the Children’s Bureau,
however, must count for less in our analysis than the larger trends we can
discern during the first years of the Social Security programs. Therapeutic
activists had reason to be pleased. While they might have hoped for more
from state child welfare or public assistance departments, individual bat-
tles meant less than the grand campaign. Therapeutic doctrine took hold
in new federal bastions and, through the cadre strategy, in the higher
echelons in state social agencies. Social personnel thus secured valuable
command positions for any subsequent human service initiatives. Federal
administrative practices also made permanent the line of communication
between public social agencies and the social work educational establish-
ment. Finally, federal involvement brought swift program expansion,
dramatically broadening the potential scope of the therapeutic apparatus.
Where mother’s aid had covered fewer than 300,000 children in 1934, by
mid-1939 more that 700,000 children received benefits under ADC.74 If
normalizing services were extended to the many recipient families suffer-
ing from maladjustment, Therapeutic discourse was confident that the
most positive results, such as reduced delinquency, would follow.75

On the other hand, any complete balance sheet from the therapeutic
angle would have to recognize certain troubling patterns revealed by
early experience under the Social Security Act. The steady push to aggre-
gate power at the center failed to neutralize the power of local officials.
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Juvenile court judges remained the pivotal actors in child welfare. And,
although the single-agency provision was supposed to make public assis-
tance administration more uniform, the impact of state supervision var-
ied widely. Local relief offices often defied all efforts to impose common
administrative practices.76 Through these local agencies, community
opinion made itself felt, displacing the BPA-state therapeutic agenda with
one grounded in time-honored economic moralism. So it was that lay
critics worried more about undeserving persons getting aid, especially in
ADC, than about constructive measures to adjust recipients. This was
most obvious in the South, where local (white) sentiment held that single
black mothers ought to work, regardless of their statutory right to re-
lief.77 But the white poor faced community disdain, too. Such punitive
local attitudes were a by-product of the decision by New Deal poli-
cymakers to separate contributory social insurance from means-tested
public assistance. Assistance recipients suddenly found themselves iso-
lated politically as well as programmatically. Set apart from, nay, set
against the “employable” working class, they could call upon no allies as
they faced the wrath of their neighbors.

To continue the entries that social personnel would record on the debit
side of nationalized public tutelage, we must note a second tendency:
bureaucratic logic began to fragment the therapeutic apparatus. Case-
work theory held that a family ought to be treated as a unit. But under the
categorical approach, agencies were responsible only for individuals who
fit their program definitions. The family did not exist; it was decomposed
into discrete elements like needy children (ADC), impoverished grandpar-
ents (OAA), and an unemployed breadwinner (nonfederal general relief).78

In theory, the child welfare program should have been more flexible, since
it was not necessary to establish eligibility for its services through a means
test. But clients were often poor, too. If they received ADC from another
agency, as was typically the case, service coordination was entirely ab-
sent.79 Federal money, in sum, visited a new kind of disorder upon the
human services.

Possibly a coherent therapeutic movement would have resisted the cen-
trifugal pressure brought on by categorical aid. Yet, though no one quite
put it this way, the movement itself had begun to come apart at the
seams—still another negative outcome in the wake of the Social Security
Act. I noted in passing that social personnel in child welfare had distanced
themselves from the juvenile court and then had split along public/sectar-
ian lines. The New Deal and World War II unleashed other divisive forces
in therapeutic circles. With the permanent assumption by government of
the responsibility for aiding the poor, the old family service agencies va-
cated the relief field for good. The war brought abundant opportunities to
serve clients in the social mainstream, and private social personnel settled
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into new missions.80 Moreover, as federal funds and regulations fostered
specialized state welfare agencies, bureaucratization destroyed the unify-
ing ideal, so central to early therapeutic discourse, of an integrated ap-
proach to maladjustment. State and local therapeutic personnel fell prey
to tunnel vision, seeing only their partial slice of a client’s problems.81 By
the end of the war the Progressive therapeutic movement no longer ex-
isted. Its place was taken by clusters of policy advocates eager to defend
their small piece of the human service turf.

A final loss in this formative period must be recorded, though again it
was scarcely visible. These assorted policy groupings steadily dissipated
the sense of urgency that had propelled the Progressive founders of the
therapeutic movement. As the welfare state took hold, it devitalized ther-
apeutic discourse. Where once marginality seemed to shake the founda-
tions of the social order, the social insurance apparatus and the political
integration of the working class into the Democratic party lowered the
stakes. Social personnel were still moved by a sense of social injustice, by
compassion for the poor, but they no longer construed maladjustment as
a threat to social survival. It was instead a challenge to their discursive
methods and the institutional framework they had created. The social
question had been domesticated into a set of “policy problems.”

Toward Consolidation

From the end of the Second World War through the early 1960s, thera-
peutic practitioners struggled against daunting political obstacles to ex-
pand upon their national footholds. It was not a propitious time for inno-
vation in the human services. New Dealers were put on the defensive by
the conservative swing in the public mood, and popular hostility toward
the values embraced by social personnel mounted. A steady rise in juve-
nile delinquency cases prompted complaints about excessive judicial leni-
ency and accompanying demands for a “get tough” posture.82 Public
assistance drew even sharper criticisms as the demographic makeup of
recipients changed. With the ADC rolls increasingly coming to consist of
deserted or unmarried women with children, the program was attacked
for undermining the family.83 At times the conservative tide threatened to
undo whatever gains social personnel had made during the New Deal–
World War II period. For example, BPA in the early 1950s found its influ-
ence over state and local practices reduced, following conservative at-
tacks upon Jane Hoey and a showdown with the states over their punitive
disclosure policies in which Congress sided against the federal bureau-
crats.85 Yet this popular disaffection also presented an opportunity, for
politicians had unhappy constituents to mollify. If social personnel could
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sell their prescriptions as the best response to the public outcry, the thera-
peutic agenda could be advanced.

In the case of child welfare, public opinion played into the hands of
those who wished to reorganize services to circumvent the juvenile court.
To the Children’s Bureau leaders and their allies, the irrationality of the
urban child protection apparatus remained the chief obstacle to quality
services for children at risk. Social agencies had proliferated, but they
formed no coherent system; sectarian agencies fought to protect their do-
mains; the influx of racial minorities made obvious the gaps in a service
mechanism with a white ethnic basis. The juvenile court, as the center-
piece of this loose network and the gatekeeper for many services, came
under fire again for its inability to impose administrative order and
its refusal to shed tasks for which other organizations were better
equipped.86 In the decade after the war the Children’s Bureau sought to
broaden the coverage of federally supported child welfare programs to
include cities. As before, however, these efforts were stymied by the Cath-
olic child protection groups, still fearful that authorization of federal in-
tervention would spell their demise. Here the general public, alarmed
about delinquency and doubtful about the effectiveness of remedial agen-
cies, became a decisive factor. The sectarian agencies were thrown onto
the defensive. With something “new” to offer—the Depression-era con-
cept of unified public agencies—the Children’s Bureau found elected
officials ready to listen. Modest initial progress was achieved in 1958,
when Congress lifted the prohibition on federal support for urban child
welfare programs.87

Matters proved more complicated in public assistance, in part because
the problem of poverty assumed different proportions than anticipated.
According to the thinking behind the two-tiered welfare state, the expan-
sion of social insurance was supposed to reduce the need for public relief.
The economic prosperity of the postwar era should have further lowered
assistance rolls. But while some forms of dependency decreased as pre-
dicted, the ADC category not only refused to wither but actually grew, so
that by 1957 ADC recipients outnumbered those in any other category.88

Welfare officials understood that the broadening of social insurance
would leave few “worthy” families in ADC. However, it was not clear why
cases involving desertion and out-of-wedlock children were rising.89 Such
families further disturbed the welfare establishment because they were
found by social personnel to be suffering from a range of difficulties that
went far beyond a mere lack of adequate income. Among the troubles
identified were “complex family disorganization and personality distur-
bance,” parents ill-prepared to cope with their children’s emotional and
social needs, widespread demoralization, and the transmission of poverty
and its pathologies from one generation to the next.90
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This description, of course, has a familiar ring to us. In the swelling
ranks of ADC recipients, therapeutic discourse rediscovered subjects in its
own image, now relabeled “multiproblem families.”91 And once social
personnel had cast the debate in their own terms, there was no doubt in
their minds about what ought to be done. These cases had always been
seen as needing normalizing intervention. So, again, did casework advo-
cates in the late 1940s and the 1950s argue forcefully for a therapeutic
approach. If combined with sufficient material relief, it was argued,
skilled casework would bring the most disordered families to a level close
to normal functioning, reinforce the parent-child bond, reduce delin-
quency among ADC children, and restore some recipients to a condition of
self-support. Proponents further suggested that since many families were
reluctant to seek help, it was the task of the agency to find them through
aggressive outreach by social personnel.92

In the resurgent effort to promote normalizing casework, the intellec-
tual hazards of allowing a single discursive tradition to dominate discus-
sion in any policy area manifest themselves. Therapeutic discourse was
isolated from the emerging academic policy disciplines. As a result, no
force existed to check the expanding hubris of social personnel. We find
them here expressing unbound ambition, pronouncing themselves ready
to take on a clientele even more difficult than that which had faced their
Progressive forerunners. After all, to that founding generation, it had
seemed possible to help the working-class family because it had signifi-
cant assets. The multiproblem family of the postwar era in contrast
lacked even minimal resources for self-renewal. Hence, by the old stan-
dard, ADC recipients would seem to make unpromising targets for the
exercise of therapeutic power. Yet the absence of resources did not give
casework advocates pause. To the contrary, they took it as an intriguing
technical challenge—if their methods had advanced with the introduction
of psychoanalytic knowledge as much as they contended, the most severe
maladjustment ought to give way under intensive normalizing services.
Furthermore, no one questioned the flimsy evidence of the positive results
that skilled assistance casework had supposedly achieved. Studies of pilot
experiments suffered from such defects as poor definition of variables,
spurious attempts to quantify subtle qualitative measures of progress,
and “creaming” the assistance rolls for the most promising cases. But
because the outcomes confirmed what therapeutic practitioners wanted
to believe, they saw no reason to look more closely.93

The obstacles they did acknowledge lay not in the method itself but in
its application by public agencies. Public welfare bureaucracies professed
fidelity to the normalizing agenda, social personnel said, only to deal with
recipients in a manner that made constructive relationships impossible.
Front-line staff were compelled by agency policy to focus on eligibility
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and potential fraud; “suitable home” standards were enforced against
mothers suspected of being unchaste yet who, with casework support,
might still make decent parents; mothers were forced to swear out com-
plaints against absent fathers, destroying prospects for family reconcilia-
tion; and grants were so small as to preclude a decent material living
standard, long regarded as a precondition for casework. Many of these
practices reflected the enduring commitment to localism and the influence
of community opinion. Politicians in state legislatures and Congress
thought of themselves as bearers of local values, in this case the mounting
disenchantment with ADC, and insisted against the wishes of administra-
tors on a harsh approach; individual assistance offices were particularly
vulnerable to lay hostility toward the program.94 In addition, even if local
sentiments did not interfere with agency/client relations, the casework
capacity of the typical public assistance department was extremely lim-
ited. Social personnel complained repeatedly that agency staffs lacked
training. Because working conditions inhibited casework, the agencies
could entice few skilled professionals to accept positions; many employ-
ees had not completed college.95 Against these failings the federal govern-
ment seemed helpless. BPA was supposed to throw its weight on the side
of professional caseworkers, but as indicated earlier it had come under
fire itself. Bureau officials judged it prudent to shy away from confronta-
tions with local prejudice.96

Just the same, however hostile the public seemed toward assistance
programs, this drift in opinion did provide social personnel with an open-
ing. When BPA first proposed amendments to the Social Security Act in
the late 1940s that would give statutory sanction for matching state case-
work expenditures, politicians had been indifferent. Indeed, they showed
little interest in public assistance at all, for the field involved too many
controversies and promised no credit. But by the mid-1950s, with public
condemnation of welfare on the rise, elected officials were casting about
for some way to reduce or prevent dependency.97 Appreciating that the
moment was ripe for a bit of entrepreneurship, proponents of the thera-
peutic approach stepped forward to fill the policy void. They contended
that by augmenting the therapeutic component in public assistance, recip-
ients would be enabled to care for themselves, function at a higher level,
and return to a condition of self-support. To make the approach work, it
was added, the federal government needed to assert vigorous leadership
and give stronger incentives to subnational governments.98

The pitch for a service strategy was often couched in language intended
to appeal to the popular alienation from public assistance. Although they
paid lip service to helping recipients cope with the pain of poverty, social
personnel hardly emphasized this humane objective. Instead they chose to
sell casework as the best instrument to realize the moral values embodied
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in the ideology of political economy. If the community demanded reassur-
ances that grant money would be well spent, caseworkers would instruct
ADC mothers on money management, buying methods, and the like.99

And if the public resented those who did not pull their own weight, case-
workers would boost the self-confidence of assistance recipients and en-
courage them to return to financial independence quickly. Assistance rolls
and costs would then begin to decline.100 We should note, however, that
while it seemed expedient to cater to public hostility, this selling style
provoked controversy within therapeutic ranks. Some warned that by
stressing self-support as a major program goal, casework in practice
would be reduced to a device to push ADC mothers with young children
into the work force.101

The first significant initiative to reinvigorate the casework element in
public assistance came in the form of the 1956 amendments to the Social
Security Act. Placing the stamp of approval on longstanding BPA policy,
the legislation called for federal reimbursement of one-half of the cost of
services to facilitate self-care, strengthen family life, and promote self-
support. In addition, the amendments mandated that state assistance
plans indicate which services were available, authorized training grants to
raise the level of staff casework competence (and solidify the tie between
agencies and social work schools), and authorized grants for research on
dependency and for demonstration projects designed to test innovative
casework approaches.102 The new law did not spell out what was meant
by the notion of services; it fell to BPA to translate the concept into con-
crete operational terms. Since the nuances of therapeutic intervention
defy ready description and since casework principles were supposed to be
integrated throughout assistance administration, federal bureaucrats
faced a daunting task. Elaborate guidelines were prepared for state and
local agencies. BPA officials also did their best, through publications and
speeches, to preach the merits of casework. It was confidently predicted
by social personnel that with this push from above a service philosophy
would finally permeate the public assistance field.103

Before long they were jolted back to reality. The amendments contin-
ued the old pattern of permissive legislation, for the states were not
obliged to offer services. Congress evidently intended to make but a ges-
ture. This became all too clear in the next few years when BPA found it
impossible to secure appropriations for either training or research.104 As
for the states, precious little was accomplished. Here and there demon-
stration projects were launched, with great fanfare. More often, however,
the states fell prey to the temptation to relabel as “services” their routine
administrative activities, just to satisfy the federal requirement that serv-
ices be described. At the same time, with the shift in program emphasis to
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normalization, simpler goals like assuring adequate aid were pushed into
the background.105

We might expect to find therapeutic activists discouraged by the scant
progress in both child welfare and public assistance. Yet, quite the con-
trary, they seemed not in the least deterred as the 1950s drew to a close.
The casework approach, they told each other, was sound; to make it
work, they merely required more substantial inputs from the federal gov-
ernment. Steiner has correctly observed that within such a closed policy
community no other conclusion could emerge.106 Meanwhile, circum-
stances were about to present the casework advocates with another
golden opportunity. As ADC expanded, public disapproval rose, again
placing politicians and responsible administrators on the defensive. Now,
following the Democrats’ triumph in the 1960 election, it became their
turn to appease public opinion, and they, too, needed ideas in a hurry.
Incoming Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) Secretary Abraham
Ribicoff, seeking policy guidance, accordingly rounded up the usual sus-
pects—the administrators and social work educators who had urged the
1956 law. After recapitulating the therapeutic credo, they recommended
stronger federal steps to bring about the needed reorientation of assis-
tance and child welfare administration. In particular, social personnel
called for more generous fiscal rewards and stricter penalties to induce
cooperation from states and localities. To signal his staunch support,
Ribicoff took the symbolic step of rechristening the Bureau of Public As-
sistance as the Bureau of Family Services.107

The 1962 amendments to the Social Security Act brought about the
desired changes in federal policy. With all that has already been written
about this legislation, I will address here only its contribution to the ther-
apeutic project.108 Turning first to public assistance, the amendments
contained several measures intended to strengthen the federal commit-
ment to tutelage. Social personnel especially welcomed the provision that
established a higher rate of federal reimbursement for normalizing serv-
ices than for routine administrative expenses (75% of the cost for the
former versus 50% for the latter). In order to qualify for the higher rate,
states were required to reduce the caseload per worker, supervise recipi-
ents more closely, develop service plans for every dependent child in the
renamed Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program and
for other cases so in need, and offer certain services as prescribed by the
HEW Secretary. Other amendments appeared to widen the reach of thera-
peutic intervention through public assistance: a temporary program that
had made families with an unemployed breadwinner eligible for AFDC
was extended, and states were permitted to offer services to those in dan-
ger of becoming dependent. Lastly, since professional caseworkers were
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presumed best able to perform service tasks, larger training grants were
authorized.109

In the field of child welfare, the legislation attempted by a single stroke
to broaden coverage and coordinate existing service elements. States were
compelled to make public services for children available in all subdivi-
sions by 1975, thereby assuring that the system at last became compre-
hensive.110 Moreover, where before service priorities reflected rigid social
agency and juvenile court boundaries, this provision was expected to lead
to the long-sought rationalization of child protection. To fulfill their obli-
gations to provide adequate services, states would have to create new
public organizations. Social personnel believed these departments would
embody the most advanced professional wisdom and be guided by chil-
dren’s needs rather than the entrenched patterns of agency behavior.111

The renewed drive to transcend parochialism in the human services might
also break down the barriers between child welfare and public assistance.
While the two fields were not unified, states would be pushed to prepare
joint plans integrating both sets of therapeutic activities.112

We may fairly regard the 1962 legislation as the culmination of a thirty
year effort to make therapeutic discourse the cornerstone of national so-
cial policy. Beginning with the FERA experiment in federal public relief,
social personnel had sought to enlist the national state to complete the
therapeutic sector. For most of the period between passage of the Social
Security Act and 1962, they had toiled in obscurity, using meager instru-
ments of bureaucratic control to hold together a fragile intergovernmen-
tal alliance of therapeutic cadre. The 1962 amendments brought social
workers into the public spotlight. Under the terms of the legislation, re-
sources would flow into the human service network, lethargic state and
local departments would be mobilized, skilled social technicians would be
trained for public service, and gaps between agencies would be filled.
Even with the splintering of the therapeutic movement, social personnel
had preserved their vision of a casework apparatus encompassing all
manner of services for marginal families.113 The new law seemed to her-
ald the realization of this vision.



Eight

Countervailing Forces

SOCIAL PERSONNEL have always had to struggle to gain control over the
institutions they have created and the policy areas that concern them
most directly. Invariably, because they have mustered only precarious po-
litical support, they have had to share power within organizational hier-
archies, often occupying subordinate positions. Matters actually became
worse for therapeutic practitioners in many agencies at the moment of
their apparent triumph in the early 1960s. In the institutions where their
hold was weakest, they withdrew and left the field to be fought over by
other sets of actors. And even in settings where social personnel refused
to retreat, they found themselves pushed aside rather than triumphant.
Therapeutic discourse was rudely displaced from some of its important
institutional bases. At the same time, policy questions that had once been
the exclusive domain of social personnel came under the influence of the
rising policy disciplines.

The process of discursive displacement began in the juvenile court, as
legal discourse reasserted itself in the postwar era. We have observed that
leading social personnel ceded the territory, turning their back on the
court during the New Deal and choosing instead to pursue child protec-
tion through nonjudicial instruments. The void thus created was filled in
the 1950s by the legal profession. It took new interest in the court, draw-
ing it out of the shadows of the judicial system. Lawyers questioned the
court’s procedural irregularities and its punitive dispositions, and a few
challenged the heretofore sacred moral foundation of the court move-
ment. The judges saw their exclusive control over the courtroom chal-
lenged. State legislatures and higher courts, responding to the concerns
raised by the legal profession, imposed certain due-process requirements
during the 1960s. By bringing more lawyers into the juvenile court,
these reforms have precipitated a new discursive tension. Now the
conflict revolves around contrary notions of justice—whether help
for a maladjusted minor can best be secured, as judges insist when
they invoke Progressive catchphrases, by the exercise of judicial discre-
tion or, as defense attorneys claim, by a strong commitment to formal
rights.
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Where social personnel chose not to flee an arena, they still found
themselves under attack during the 1960s. Discontented voices from
below were first drawn together through community action efforts. With
support from the federal government, local militants promoted their own
agencies that stressed advocacy and political action over casework. A
welfare rights campaign emerged, too, to demand an end to many of the
practices assistance caseworkers had used to normalize—and prescribe—
recipient behavior. It is true that both movements were overwhelmed by
the political forces they had opposed. Nonetheless, they brought chaos
upon the therapeutic enterprise at every point at which they made their
presence felt. To the protestors, casework was part of the problem, a tool
used to deflect and lower popular hostility to the social order. The move-
ments weakened the control that social personnel exercised over client
contacts and left behind a new community leadership to contest for dom-
inance in local agencies. With examples of grassroots opposition upon
which to draw, moreover, feminists over the following decade established
their own helping agencies outside the professional orbit of therapeutic
practitioners.

Meanwhile, the service emphasis of the 1962 Social Security amend-
ments fizzled in practice. Despite a determined push by federal bureau-
crats, a number of factors combined to subvert the therapeutic project.
Perhaps the most important of these was manipulation of the federal re-
imbursement scheme by the states. To this we should add the elements at
work within public assistance departments that undermined professional
casework. Recipients did receive services, even counseling, but such activ-
ity bore no relation to the model of therapeutic intervention. Public assis-
tance cases continued to increase, contrary to what proponents of the
service strategy had implied.

In the aftermath of this dismal experience, therapeutic activists could
no longer retain their positions of influence in either higher policy circles
or at the agency level. Political leaders in the late 1960s responded by
forsaking therapeutic prescriptions, and grasped instead for other solu-
tions to the welfare explosion. Local opinion was again allowed to assert
itself, and continues to shape legislative initiatives to this day. We have
witnessed, too, the ascent of policy intellectuals bred in such disciplines as
economics. These actors substituted their own distinct assumptions about
the poor and their own policy ideas for the therapeutic vision that had
seemed so triumphant just a few years before. Further, completing the
rout of social personnel, the mishandling of the services venture led to the
conclusion that they were not equipped to run social agencies. Politicians
and senior officials instead chose corporate-style managers and consult-
ants to lead a drive for administrative improvements.
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Counterrevolution in the Law

Through the first fifty years of the juvenile court’s existence, it had
attracted much less notice from lawyers than from social personnel. Oc-
casional protest had been raised by the bar against the notion that the
promise of treatment was a fair exchange for the surrender of procedural
protections. But, as we have seen, early appellate decisions supporting the
movement’s claim that juvenile court proceedings were of a noncriminal
nature defused resistance among lawyers. Just as crucial, for many years
the court escaped scrutiny because of its low visibility and lack of pres-
tige. The legal profession regarded the court as a career dead-end. Once
the early judicial entrepreneurs had carved out their empires, leading ju-
rists avoided serving on the juvenile court bench. And successful attor-
neys declined to practice in a setting in which they were made to feel
superfluous and clients could not afford their fees.1

However, during the 1950s lawyers finally were provoked to take no-
tice of the juvenile court both by the spread of some of its principles and
by their own evolving norms. Therapeutic ideology had initially taken
root only in courts dealing with family matters, but by mid-century it
began to make itself felt in criminal courts, too. In one important exam-
ple, an influential bar association group during the 1940s promoted the
idea of a youth correctional authority to raise the age of criminal respon-
sibility and extend to young adults the principle of treatment instead of
punishment. As the doctrine behind the juvenile court exerted a wider
sway, the institution could no longer be ignored.2 Moreover, the legal
profession had started to insist upon a high standard of due-process safe-
guards in nonfederal courts. When the juvenile court was established, its
procedural latitude differed only in small degree from other local courts,
but by the 1950s it appeared to be as primitive in its attention to due
process as a star chamber.3 In a different vein, the notion that the law
should express a community’s moral strictures regained a strong follow-
ing among legal scholars. This idea had fallen from fashion in the Progres-
sive jurisprudence that accompanied the rise of the juvenile court, a dis-
course that spoke only of what society owed the offender. Now the legal
moralists asserted that it was proper for society to penalize those who
refused to conform to its limits.4 Prompted by these shifting values, then,
lawyers scrutinized the court much more carefully than they had before.

They were most alarmed by its disregard for the juvenile’s rights. In
exchange for treatment, court movement theory had held, the minor
agreed to surrender his due-process safeguards. Yet it was clear that the
court did not assure that he would receive real adjustment services.
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Rather, it engaged in a linguistic subterfuge: any disposition, no matter
how punitive its effects, was labeled treatment. Meanwhile, the judge
conducted his courtroom according to his whims, the minor faced adjudi-
cation and disposition without legal representation, and no record was
kept that might give a basis for appeal.5 Reiterating a charge some of the
court’s own proponents had made in the 1920s, the lawyers asserted that
the institution’s indifference to common judicial safeguards left a deep
negative mark on its clients. Both the juvenile and his family felt wronged,
and they questioned the legitimacy of the juvenile court and the law in
general.6

Legal observers swiftly concluded that it was necessary, as in other
courts, to place checks on judicial discretion and arbitrary power. Since
the court had not delivered on its part of the rights-for-treatment bargain,
the juvenile ought to have his full constitutional protections restored.
This should include the right to counsel, time to prepare a defense, the
opportunity to question witnesses against him, recorded hearings and ra-
tionales for dispositions so that he would have a basis for appeal, and
more. Of particular interest, the lawyers rejected a favorite Progressive
argument still advanced by judges that a confession was a vital first step
in treatment and insisted that no minor be pressured to incriminate
himself.7

As some members of the legal profession probed the status of the juve-
nile’s rights in the court, others considered what might be termed the
rights of the public. According to these legal moralists, any court must
stand ready to validate the behavioral limits established by the commu-
nity. One vital function of the judicial system, in short, was to declare
clearly that an act was wrong. The social-agency ideal of the juvenile
court completely overlooked this essential judicial responsibility. Social
personnel in the court had urged the judge to base his decision not on
what the child had done but rather on what he was. If the court followed
the direction they favored, it abdicated its duty to utter the public’s con-
demnation of the minor’s act.8 Interestingly enough, studies suggested
that juvenile offenders and their families shared the moralist view that
antisocial behavior ought to be censured. Adolescents knew full well that
they had done wrong, and they voiced contempt for adults in the court
who only sought to “explain” such behavior. Clients, too, wanted the
juvenile court to act more like a court and less like a social agency.9

To ward off challenges from the legal profession, some judges fell back
upon the social agency rationale of the court. Therapeutic activists may
have repudiated the court, but the rhetoric of normalization could still be
expropriated and put to use. The judges insisted that they needed extraor-
dinary discretion if they were to aid the child, and warned that any proce-
dural checks that interfered with their flexibility threatened not only the
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institution but the child himself. Moreover, in a return to the language of
their Progressive counterparts, these judges asserted that a child’s social
rights ought to rank above mere formal-legal protections.10

Such invocations of the court’s founding principles, however, could no
longer persuade skeptical professional peers. State courts, rejecting the
contention that the juvenile court only treated and did not punish, began
to rule in the late 1950s that a child was entitled to full procedural safe-
guards. These decisions often were overturned on appeal, indicating that
a segment of the judiciary remained convinced by the old movement ide-
ology. But within a few years legislatures in New York, California, and
other states passed statutes that made counsel available to some indigent
juveniles.11 Here policy entrepreneurship counted heavily again, though
it was the initiative of a few legal aid attorneys, rather than that of social
personnel, that spurred the legislative campaigns.12 The United States Su-
preme Court also began to erode the constitutional foundation of the
juvenile court, particularly in the 1967 Gault decision that affirmed a
minor’s due-process rights.13

On paper these legislative mandates and court rulings have threatened
the judge’s unique monopoly over the proceedings in his chamber. De-
fense lawyers have been grafted onto the court apparatus, expanding the
circle of actors dealing with the juvenile offender. The minor now has a
representative who, at least in theory, will speak on behalf of his constitu-
tional rights and, if he is adjudicated delinquent, demand the treatment he
needs. Since the child has an attorney, the state also requires one. The case
against the juvenile offender may be argued today by a prosecutor rather
than a probation officer.14

Alas, what actually happens in the juvenile court in the wake of its legal
reformation is a different story. Let us take up first the supposed strength-
ening of due-process protections. Though the civil libertarians hoped to
secure the procedural rights of the child, they have reason to be disap-
pointed. During the late 1950s and the 1960s, before the addition of de-
fense counsel to the court, the more conscientious judges became sensitive
to the due-process issue and felt obliged to look after the juvenile’s formal
rights. Now it is assumed that the lawyer representing the minor will
protect him. Some attorneys do work diligently to defend their young
clients. But, because of a public unwillingness to provide resources, the
court continues to attract low-caliber lawyers who feel more at ease tak-
ing the side of the court staff against their client. Since the juvenile himself
regards his attorney as a part of the system, mutual hostility quickly sur-
faces. Representation in court therefore has not achieved what its legal
advocates desired.15

When defense lawyers take seriously their client’s due process rights,
moreover, they find that judges cling fiercely to the old habits of thought.
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The lawyers ask for much: attention to formal rights plus dispositions
based upon a full understanding of the minor’s needs and a commitment
to do him the “least harm.” We might fairly say that the defense agenda
merges Progressive ideas and revisionist skepticism to produce a no-lose
compound—the minor is owed both the safeguards due any accused per-
son and the solicitude due any innocent victim. On the other side, many
judges continue to insist discretionary power remains the best means to
help a child and advance other social values. They try to run their court-
room much as before. Between these contrasting outlooks, then, the juve-
nile court finds itself once again beset with a polarizing discursive conflict.
Prescott gives us a vivid picture of this antagonism in the post-Gault
court. Defense lawyers object when the judge in disposing of a case fixes
upon the gravity of the offense and slights their client’s condition and
treatment needs. Judges retort that for all the defense attorneys’ rhetoric
about how they want what is best for the minor, they merely seek to do
for him what they would do for an adult criminal defendant—to beat the
charge through any procedural device available or, failing that, to per-
suade the court to accept whatever disposition their client wants.16

Social personnel are still on hand in the courtroom, but no one main-
tains that they play more than a bit role. As in the past the probation
department prepares a report on the child’s condition, perhaps with the
aid of a psychiatrist or other behavioral specialist. Now, however, this
psycho-social study has become contested evidence: the child’s represen-
tative fights to keep unfavorable background information out of the pro-
ceedings, the prosecutor uses it to construct the worst picture possible,
and the judge permits himself to be swayed by the ugly social testimony
even though there may be exculpatory evidence about the alleged viola-
tion itself. When the proceeding turns to disposition, another probation
report, purporting to be a rehabilitative plan, is presented, but the judge
and the attorneys pay no heed to the therapeutic verbiage. They see the
disposition options, ranging from probation to placement in a secure fa-
cility, as gradations of punishment. The court’s final determination de-
pends not on profound analysis of the child’s needs but on the defense
lawyer’s bargaining skills, the minor’s prior record of offenses, and the
availability of space in detention homes or training schools.17 So, despite
having been pushed to the institution’s periphery, social personnel con-
tinue to facilitate a process that mocks the Progressive ideal of judicial
tutelage.

Protest from Below

It has been said of social policy in the postwar era that the poor them-
selves exercised no influence.18 Insofar as the claim refers to the higher
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levels of national policy formulation before the 1960s, this seems correct.
Federal bureaucrats and their allies in the welfare establishment of state
agencies and social work schools thought of themselves as sympathetic
representatives of program beneficiaries and others in need. Accordingly,
no effort was mounted to organize assistance recipients to speak out
about inadequate grants, the degrading practices to which they were ex-
posed, or their need for services. For example, in the hearings on the 1962
amendments to the Social Security Act, not a single recipient or represen-
tative of a neighborhood or grassroots organization spoke in support of
the legislation.

Yet if national policy discussion on the human services did not include
marginal populations, they were already making themselves heard in
other arenas. Racial segregation was challenged in the late 1950s by the
rise of the civil rights movement. Although welfare policy was not a cen-
tral focus of the movement in its early days, the patently racist application
of “suitable home” policies began to attract increasing notice.19 More-
over, in a number of cities during the 1950s, vigorous grassroots opposi-
tion to the urban renewal program emerged. Local renewal agencies,
through the technique of massive slum clearance, had obliterated whole
neighborhoods. Officials had promised to relocate residents in housing of
equal quality, but this pledge was not honored. After a few such episodes
neighborhood activists started to fight back, condemning urban renewal
as “Negro removal” and mounting publicity, political, and legal attacks
on redevelopment plans.20

A handful of social workers, acting on a more modest scale, also took
the first tentative steps to mobilize their clients for collective action. The
statistical rise in juvenile delinquency served as the immediate catalyst. As
I noted in the previous chapter, social personnel read these figures as evi-
dence that existing programs had failed. While the professional main-
stream asserted the need for unified child welfare services, others were not
convinced that a therapeutic approach alone would suffice. They went
outside the club for inspiration, turning to sociology and its new “oppor-
tunity structure” theory. As expressed most forcefully by Richard Clow-
ard and Lloyd Ohlin, this theory held that delinquency was a normal
response by young people whose access to legitimate social rewards was
blocked by the institutions of modern urban life.21 Demonstration pro-
jects were established to provide troubled adolescents with recreational
outlets and employment training. But because such services did little to
lift the structural barriers to opportunity, proponents believed that prob-
lem youth and other community residents needed to organize a political
challenge to the dominant institutions shaping the slum environment. To
Cloward and Ohlin and their followers in the field, the avenues of oppor-
tunity would only be opened through aggressive attempts to disturb com-
placent public and philanthropic social agencies.22
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When the Kennedy administration assumed office, it embraced the mo-
bilization strategy as a tool to combat delinquency. This support derived
in part from an eagerness to test out new ideas—recall that the service
strategy in public welfare captured Ribicoff’s fancy because he was per-
suaded of its innovativeness. At the same time Kennedy staffers looked
forward to applying rational managerial practices throughout the hide-
bound federal bureaucracy. In the area of delinquency control, where the
federal effort was deeply fragmented, the managerial impulse led to the
creation of an interagency group, the President’s Committee on Juvenile
Delinquency and Youth Crime, which might impose some coherence on
policy. Ohlin himself was invited to help frame a new national initiative,
and he naturally set out to sell his ideas. In this he seems to have been
quite successful. The administration convinced Congress to back commu-
nity-based antidelinquency measures, and some $8.2 million was placed
at the disposal of the President’s Committee in 1961 to fund research and
demonstration projects that would test the utility of the Cloward-Ohlin
approach.23

This modest subsidy for community action against delinquency
amounted to little in itself, but the idea of popular mobilization as a tool
of social policy had gained a following in high places and would shape
what happened next. The administration came under pressure to take
constructive steps to relieve poverty. For the first time the subject at-
tracted serious study outside the narrow circle of social workers, and
books like Michael Harrington’s The Other America stimulated concern
among journalists, academics, and other influential policy actors. The re-
search suggested two very different directions for social policy. On one
side, some accounts stressed structural economic causes of poverty like
the displacement of agricultural labor in the South and the decline of
low-skill employment, and so pointed to the need for more generous
transfer programs and public investment in retraining surplus labor. On
the other side, concern was expressed, sometimes in the same studies,
about a “culture of poverty” that had taken root among the poor, so
complex that mere broad-gauged social policy appeared insufficient. Fa-
talism, maladjustment, and other pathologies of poverty had to be con-
fronted with a multi-pronged attack, the programs targeted directly at the
most marginal populations.24 The Kennedy administration began to reas-
sess its earlier steps, and it quickly concluded that these, including the
1962 amendments, did not get to the heart of the problem. While little
was done before the assassination of the president, the incoming Johnson
administration also felt an urgent need to explore new approaches, and
attention fastened upon the demonstration projects in delinquency con-
trol by the President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency. Policymakers
were so intrigued by the mobilization experiments that they threw their
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weight behind community action. It became a cornerstone of the great
surge in social legislation in the 1964–65 period, embodied most fully in
the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964.25

By that point, however, the concept itself had started to slip out of
focus. Proponents agreed only on the failures of existing service agencies
and city governments to respond to impoverished constituents, especially
racial minorities. To some advocates of community action, marginal in-
dividuals needed to integrate themselves into the social mainstream
through their own efforts so they might gain a sense of competency, and
the neighborhood had to recover the capacity to solve its own problems.
Thus the method was intended to promote a political approach to social
membership, to restore local cohesion, very much along the lines sug-
gested by the early Progressive notion of community organization. Yet to
other supporters of the approach, its great virtue lay in its utility as a tool
for rational planning. Professionals would use the new grassroots agen-
cies to reorganize fragmented services along geographic lines, thereby
bringing about better coordination. From the outset, then, community
action was plagued by a dispute over whether control should rest with
experts or ordinary citizens. In the rush to push ahead while Congress
was receptive, there was no time to resolve the tension.26 The Economic
Opportunity Act mandated that the antipoverty programs it spawned
seek the “maximum feasible participation” of those being served, but that
famous and mischievous phrase merely begged the question. As the new
Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) moved to implement the Act, fed-
eral officials continued to wrestle with the proper scope of participation.

Local militants did their best to settle the issue by steering much of the
community action effort into political mobilization. In a number of cities
they seized control of the community action agencies (CAAs) established
under the Act, rather than permit these to fall under the grip of politi-
cians, service bureaucracies, or professional groups. OEO officials often
acquiesced in such grassroots coups. Under the direction of neighborhood
activists, the CAAs proceeded to set up autonomous service centers, by-
passing the existing public/nonprofit service apparatus.27 Residents were
encouraged to join in the planning and administration of the CAA-run
centers. For the first time minority groups could claim agencies of their
own, and one effect became clear immediately—a new minority leader-
ship cadre emerged.28 But small-scale service centers provided at best a
partial answer to sluggish public bureaucracies, unsympathetic leaders in
city hall, and insulated redevelopment authorities. The CAAs therefore
pressed for more direct political action and helped to organize neighbor-
hood and client protests against these institutional adversaries.29

The exaggerated hopes raised by community action and the deliberate
provocations aimed at powerful interests made for a volatile mix, and a



174 C H A P T E R E I G H T

reaction swiftly followed. To begin with, the lack of quick results, after so
much had been promised, frustrated many of those involved. Proponents
of community action had allowed their enthusiasm to get the best of
them, failing to appreciate the formidable obstacles the CAAs would have
to overcome. Conditions for indigenous local organization were far less
propitious than they had been at the turn of the century. Although poor
neighborhoods still contained some resources that the early settlement
movement had identified as prerequisites for their rejuvenation, such as a
network of small associations, there was less upon which to build. Urban
renewal had devastated the local social ecology; services had become bu-
reaucratized and could not readily be transferred into neighborhood
hands. In economic terms, capital had fled and the shift to an urban serv-
ice economy was well advanced, so job opportunities for low-skill labor
were shrinking. Yet the federal government committed little new money
to the antipoverty effort.30 Under such circumstances a quick conquest of
poverty was out of the question—indeed, even long-term victory must be
seen as doubtful. Participants became disillusioned and parochial; com-
munity action degenerated into a struggle over the scanty crumbs previ-
ously allocated. Many local antipoverty agencies suffered from internec-
ine disputes as competing factions fought to control the few dollars
Washington had seen fit to provide.31

Meanwhile, the political actors who had been antagonized by grass-
roots militancy regrouped and launched their own counteroffensive. If
various urban elites were divided in the American city of the early 1960s,
as political science claimed, community action had the unintended effect
of reunifying them in a defensive coalition.32 CAA organizers derided
urban service bureaucracies as the evil incarnation of vested interest, but
failed to comprehend that such agencies, precisely because of their en-
trenched power, could not be lightly brushed aside. After being vilified the
bureaucracies were bound to strike back. They resisted demands to pro-
vide better services to poor neighborhoods and fought off all but the tam-
est forms of decentralization. Joining the service bureaucracies in opposi-
tion to community action were state and local elected officials. From their
perspective CAAs amounted to nothing more than a federally sponsored
effort to promote unwelcome political competitors. Mayors demanded
that the program funds be placed under their control. When they took
their case to Washington, they discovered that there, too, community ac-
tion had many enemies. The effort to mobilize the urban poor was seen as
a partisan strategy to enhance the political base of the liberal wing of the
Democratic party, and Republicans and conservative Democrats declined
to cooperate in their own destruction. By 1967 they reduced the discre-
tionary funds available to OEO and restored the authority of established
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local and state governments over community action programs within
their jurisdiction.33

The demise of community action, however, did not put a stop to organ-
ized protest by marginal groups. A welfare rights movement stirred
among AFDC recipients in 1966 and gathered a significant following over
the next several years. Its appearance owed something to the civil rights
movement, for the notion that the disenfranchised could assert their dig-
nity and lay claim to basic prerogatives of citizenship proved highly con-
tagious. Of more direct bearing on the welfare rights cause was the
Johnson administration’s War on Poverty. For example, the Economic
Opportunity Act had funded, besides community action, a new program
of legal services for the poor. A number of suits were launched by legal
services attorneys against public assistance departments. Early victories
gave concrete meaning to the idea that recipients enjoyed procedural
rights and provided a foundation for further challenges to agency
policies.34

The confrontation tactics favored by welfare rights activists quickly
liberalized AFDC administration. Protestors challenged intrusive eligibil-
ity investigations and demeaning agency practices like “midnight
raids”—unannounced, off-hours home visits that sought to prove an ab-
sent father had returned or some other man was cohabiting with the
mother. Federal officials in the Bureau of Family Services (BFS) backed the
movement with directives intended to assure the privacy of beneficiar-
ies.35 In addition, to increase assistance levels beyond the normal statu-
tory cap, AFDC recipients pressured caseworkers to make full use of
special grants.36 These benefits, designed according to the therapeutic
principle that each individual might present unique needs, had given case-
workers important discretionary control, a flexible instrument of the sort
we have encountered before that makes clear to clients that leverage lies
not with them but with the agency. By manipulating the provisions to
their own advantage, recipients turned the variability of power against
the state itself. AFDC roles surged upward dramatically during and after
the period of welfare rights agitation, increasing from just over four mil-
lion persons in 1965 to nearly eleven million in 1974. Though the causal
connection between the rising caseload and the protests has remained a
matter of dispute, it does seem clear that the demand to be treated with
dignity helped remove the stigma attached to assistance. Where before
many impoverished women with children had shunned public aid, by
1971 some 90% of those eligible were receiving AFDC grants.37

As in the case of community action, militancy also provoked a sharp
reaction. The movement deliberately sought to overload the welfare sys-
tem to provoke a crisis that would lead to its replacement. But this strat-
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egy underestimated the political forces that had been aroused in opposi-
tion to the demand for welfare rights and the capacity of public assistance
mechanisms to absorb discontent. The broader public held fast to the
belief that welfare mothers had engaged in immoral conduct and resented
the increasing cost of the program. State legislatures blocked further in-
creases in grant levels in the early 1970s and replaced the special grants
provisions with fixed allowances.38 Welfare rights activists were also con-
founded by the seeming openness of public assistance administrators.
When Congress in 1967 mandated that welfare agencies involve the poor
in planning and administration, it proved a simple matter to co-opt local
movement leaders. They were drawn into sterile client advisory commit-
tees and “consulted” endlessly until their energy was dissipated.39

So ended the welfare rights protest, defeated like community action
before accomplishing its broader goals. But for our purposes something
more needs to be said about these grassroot movements: they sought,
among other objectives, to remake the human services and so to trans-
form the position of therapeutic practitioners. Public and philanthropic
agencies were among the discredited bureaucracies that community ac-
tion proposed to replace. Similarly in the case of public assistance, wel-
fare rights activists took as their target the very components of program
administration—individualized needs determinations and benefit levels,
client supervision, and the like—that had been identified by social person-
nel as key tools for normalizing clients. We must examine further the
demands made by militant clients of the human service apparatus and the
impact of the upheaval upon agencies and their professional staff.

What clients wanted amounted to a repudiation of the therapeutic
credo. The antitherapeutic impulse stands out especially when we con-
sider community action. CAA leaders and community organizers charged
that casework was irrelevant to the real problems facing the poor. If so-
cial personnel really meant to help, it was said, they would have to aban-
don their pose of therapeutic neutrality and their focus on personal ad-
justment. Poverty would only be defeated through committed advocacy
and political action.40 Moreover, because caseworkers came from outside
the neighborhood, from what was indeed an alien culture, they were seen
as unable to grasp their clients’ experience and aspirations. Participation
through advisory and planning mechanisms would do little to reshape
practice unless local residents began to contribute to the day-to-day
workings of the bureaucracy. CAAs accordingly insisted that social agen-
cies create lower-skill staff positions that could be filled by applicants
from the neighborhood. Not only would this bring in perspectives too
often neglected by professionals, but it would create new career paths for
the poor.41 The welfare rights movement later incorporated similar calls
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for caseworker advocacy, an end to behavioral tests as a condition for
aid, respect for client values, and the hiring of local paraprofessionals.

For a short time social personnel seemed willing to go along with this
agenda for pragmatic reasons, though their working life became very un-
comfortable. The uprising met with a sympathetic response from the var-
ious elements constituting the human service apparatus, not least because
it advanced their respective aims. Senior officials welcomed the attempt
to eliminate practices of which they themselves disapproved; private fam-
ily agencies, acknowledging they had lost touch with clients, supported
their participation; and caseworkers at the lowest rung hoped for an alli-
ance with clients that would improve working conditions. In some large
cities, public assistance employees joined recipients in staging disruptive
protests.42 Soon enough, however, social personnel began to feel them-
selves squeezed from all sides. The anger of clients, the charges of racism
and insensitivity, and the sheer confusion of constantly changing policies
made the climate within assistance agencies unbearable for field staff and
administrators alike. All the while public hostility mounted, and it was
directed not only at uppity clients but at caseworkers who seemed indif-
ferent to community moral standards.

By the time social personnel realized that their precarious control over
the setting of therapeutic practice had been badly compromised, it was
too late to undo the damage completely. They gradually turned against
client assertiveness, trying to appease public criticism and thereby hus-
band whatever power they still retained.43 But clients were no longer
compliant and submissive. Moreover, although the new leaders generated
by community action became less radical over time, they remained in
place atop many social agencies, their skepticism about therapeutic nos-
trums intact. To battle these usurpers would also be politically counter-
productive. By the early 1970s, with the broader public alienated by the
chaos in the human services, they represented one of the few sources of
political support upon which the apparatus might yet rely.

Grassroots challenges to therapeutic practice did not end with the de-
mise of community action and welfare rights agitation. During the 1970s
a resurgent feminism turned its anger upon the normalizing apparatus.
Where Progressive feminists had supported intervention as a way to sus-
tain traditional family values, their modern counterparts instead con-
demned the helping professions for seeking to preserve arbitrary patriar-
chal authority. Women activists held that social agencies had been so
blinded by the alleged superiority of the two-parent family ideal that they
encouraged poor women to remain dependent upon men who had shown
themselves to be abusive and even violent. Appreciating the need to step
outside the established therapeutic framework, feminists set out to create
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their own network of rape crisis hotlines, shelters for battered women,
and nonprofessional counseling centers. This alternative caring system
rejected the expert-dominated treatment design that has long been the
cornerstone of therapeutic discourse.44

The Services Fiasco

Even as the first signs of client unrest appeared in the early 1960s, social
personnel plowed ahead with their service strategy in public assistance.
Their weapon, as we have seen, was the 1962 amendments to the Social
Security Act, specifically the more generous reimbursement formula de-
signed to induce states to expand service activities. Again it fell to federal
bureaucrats in BFS to give the legislation operational meaning. Again they
chose to define services very broadly, this time in terms of the problems or
goals at which intervention would be directed, so that nearly any agency
activity would qualify. In part the BFS approach reflected a sober recogni-
tion that state capabilities were limited: if liberal matching funds were
permitted only for casework in its most pristine form, no agencies would
meet the test, and the purpose of the statute would be foiled. The inclusive
notion of services also followed from the therapeutic doctrine that in-
vested nearly any contact with therapeutic significance.45 Federal admin-
istrators set just a few specific minimal conditions for 75% reimburse-
ment, such as a requirement that home visits be conducted at least once
every three months. Further, states were permitted to phase in the service
program gradually, to give them the opportunity to improve their agency
staff.46 It was expected that therapeutic cadre built up over the years in
the state agencies and key local offices would use their command posi-
tions in the department hierarchies to coax others to adopt their
outlook.

Things went awry from the start. First off, the liberalization of match-
ing terms coupled with the broad definition of services proved too much
of a temptation to the states. Faced with increasing demands on their own
scarce resources, states were eager to find ways to ease their fiscal burden.
They particularly wanted federal money. But while BFS officials hoped to
engender certain behavior in exchange, the sweeping definition of services
made it impossible to set meaningful performance standards. Since any
family could be said to need intervention and since whatever was done for
it could be depicted as a measure aimed at one of the federally identified
target problems, the states passed off every administrative cost as a serv-
ice.47 Proponents of the service strategy should not have been surprised
by this: recall that under the 1956 amendments the states had shown
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similar ingenuity, complying on paper with the mandate that they de-
scribe services by relabeling as such their routine administrative activities.
Federal officials finally realized the need to tighten standards, but the
process of cost shifting had gone too far to be easily reversed. In fact the
revised 1967 service standards were even more vague.48

The 1962 amendments had also been devised to professionalize the
human services, but on this front, too, events took another turn. Repeat-
ing the obstinacy it demonstrated after the 1956 amendments, Congress
refused to appropriate training funds. BFS officials tried to circumvent the
legislative recalcitrance by promulgating rules that would require a col-
lege degree for newly hired caseworkers and supervisors. Though this
standard fell far below what social personnel deemed necessary, anything
more rigorous was plainly unrealistic. It continued to be difficult to entice
trained workers into assistance agencies because so much of the job in-
volved tedious paper-processing to satisfy eligibility requirements.49 The
drive for professionalism was further hindered by the aforementioned
push to employ the poor themselves in human service agencies. In truth,
of course, many agencies, especially public assistance departments, had
always settled for workers with scarcely more education than the people
they served. Now that expedience was elevated to a mission, the quest to
make the staff resemble the clientele accelerated.50

Patterns of bureaucratic development in public assistance agencies
posed a more fundamental impediment to professional casework prac-
tice. When bureaucratization had first been proposed as the answer to
localism, a few doubters cautioned that the strategy might be incompati-
ble with the casework model. Forty years later the conflict suddenly be-
came visible. All along social personnel had placed their confidence in the
magical power of hierarchical control and formalized standards to ele-
vate local practice. This line of thought culminated in the 1960s in a rules-
and-more-rules fetish that infected all aspects of program administra-
tion.51 Federal and state officials, seeing the decisions of field-level
personnel as crucial to the service strategy, tried to overcome local preju-
dice and mold caseworker behavior by steadily adding guidelines and re-
porting requirements; the controversies over welfare rights led to further
efforts to minimize discretion and to anticipate every contingency with
more rules. Procedural manuals began to run to several volumes and
thousands of pages. But this very effort to assert sound top-down control
subverted the possibility of professional practice. Casework requires flex-
ibility, yet skilled practitioners were constrained by the mounting red
tape. Further, although the therapeutic model holds that a relationship
with clients can be forged only through extensive contact, too much time
was consumed by the paperwork needed to satisfy federal and state re-
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porting requirements. As one study concluded about the service era in
public assistance, the greatest change occurred not in the field but in what
caseworkers “wrote down about their behavior toward recipients.”52

Had social personnel embraced bureaucratic theory completely, they
might have sidestepped some of the difficulty. Bureaucracy, in the classic
Weberian formulation, rests not only upon hierarchy and rules but also
upon specialization and a division of tasks within the organization. Spe-
cialization might have eased the dilemma of assistance caseworkers by
freeing them from certain prosaic tasks that could be simplified and gov-
erned by rules. (As we shall see in the following chapter, social personnel
finally came to see the wisdom of this solution.) However, precisely be-
cause therapeutic doctrine held that casework was unbounded, covering
all aspects of client-agency relations, federal bureaucrats had emphasized
the importance of channeling all dealings with a recipient through one
employee. Thus it was not possible to differentiate a set of professional
activities, in which discretion could be preserved, from routine and hence
rule-guided agency practices.53

Surprisingly enough, notwithstanding state machinations, the lack of
professionalism, and excessive bureaucratization, service activity actually
did increase. But this can be misconstrued. Social personnel began to dis-
tinguish between two general types of services, “hard” forms that
brought clients tangible benefits versus “soft” personal counseling. The
latter, of course, constituted the tool through which the skilled case-
worker was supposed to correct behavioral difficulties and other symp-
toms of maladjustment. Studies of public assistance services during the
1960s revealed a strong emphasis on the hard services—medical care,
housing assistance, day care, and so forth. Little therapeutic casework
was done. This bias partly reflected the increased availability of concrete
benefits through the creation of new programs like Medicaid. More to the
point, however, clients chose what they felt they needed, and they showed
an overwhelming preference for the tangible kinds of help. Public assis-
tance caseworkers also slipped into the role of “service finders,” referring
clients to other agencies that provided hard services.54

Such counseling as was performed, it must be added, could hardly be
considered casework. Assistance caseworkers sought to do nothing more
than have “a relatively infrequent, pleasant chat” with their clients. For
fear of seeming overly intrusive, the caseworkers avoided sensitive per-
sonal matters and instead steered the conversation to safe subjects. Many
recipients lived in socially isolating circumstances, so they welcomed the
communication. Also, as they came to know one person in an otherwise
faceless bureaucracy, they felt more comfortable about expressing special
needs. (For their part, the caseworkers, because they could do little to
help, were anxious to avoid discussion of any unusual requests!)55 We
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should note that the shared personal characteristics of functionary and
beneficiary fostered this friendly communication. Caseworkers hailed
from extremely modest circumstances themselves; in addition, most were
women, and so were intimately familiar with the problems of holding
together a family under tough circumstances. It was only natural, then,
that they disdained moralistic pronouncements about the virtues of chas-
tity and encouraged their clients to have a social life. Class and gender
solidarity humanized client-agency contact. Clients appreciated this and
expressed approval of much of what caseworkers did.56

In sum, the service strategy when put to the test amounted to some-
thing far less dramatic than therapeutic discourse had envisioned. We
might note that insofar as public assistance services were concerned, pro-
ponents and critics alike dwelled more on the theory than the reality. Both
looked upon casework as an exercise of power, but the former saw inter-
vention as a constructive instrument while the latter feared coercion and
the destruction of client autonomy.57 Let us set these assumptions against
the lessons of practice. From the point of view of the service advocates,
while any antidote to sterile program administration had to be ap-
plauded, a friendly conversation hardly amounted to the grand rehabilita-
tive enterprise they had promised. Precisely because caseworkers avoided
discussion of behavioral problems, which therapeutic discourse held to be
among the precipitating factors in dependency, they were not doing their
job.58 As for the critics’ warning that overbearing agency functionaries
would dominate their clients, this concern likewise proved exaggerated.
Here again it must be observed that, contrary to what the discourse stipu-
lated, welfare caseworkers chose not to poke their noses into private mat-
ters. Similarly, they made little effort to supervise how grants were spent,
a form of control the clients deeply resented. Besides the reluctance of
caseworkers to satisfy the model job description, we should note that
clients were shielded by the lack of resources for intervention. Excessive
caseloads meant infrequent and superficial visits. Therefore it is not sur-
prising that recipients rarely complained of agency intrusiveness or com-
pulsion. Only when the caseworkers controlled access to some desired
hard service did their clients feel obliged to accept their suggestions.59

Policy Competition, Old and New

Within several years after the passage of the 1962 amendments it became
clear to all concerned that the service strategy had failed to bring about
the results its advocates had promised. A few social workers had cau-
tioned from the first against expecting too much from casework, espe-
cially as a device for limiting the rise in public assistance rolls.60 When
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services were put to the test, this warning proved right on the mark: assis-
tance cases, as we have seen, increased even more rapidly after 1962.
Social personnel recognized the time had come to be candid about the
value and limits of normalizing casework. It was conceded that amid pov-
erty and despair services could not perform miracles. Rather, casework
promised merely to ease some of the acute strains that otherwise threat-
ened to overwhelm recipients. But the shift from calculated salesmanship
to humane justification, however honest, did not satisfy members of Con-
gress. They had been told the service approach would check dependency
and contain public assistance costs and now felt betrayed.61

When the philosophy behind a program is discredited, the program
itself is rendered vulnerable to colonization by some other ideological
force. The failure of the service amendments called into doubt the entire
therapeutic enterprise and so deprived the human services of their princi-
pal intellectual prop. Seeking some other basis upon which to organize
social policy, elected officials in Washington began to listen again to the
local voice. And what they heard were demands for a return to the moral
code of individual responsibility and the strengthening of local discretion
to cope with the problems of marginality.

Congress responded first with the 1967 amendments to the Social Se-
curity Act. The legislation created a new Work Incentive Program (WIN)
to push public assistance recipients back into the labor market. Through
WIN the federal government sought to confront marginality at its modern
point of divergence from the mainstream, the breach between the employ-
able and the unemployable. Services to recipients would be continued,
but with a focus on their job skills rather than on their personal compe-
tence. The employment counselor would supplant the caseworker as the
key agent of the assistance department. As for the recipients, some would
be required to accept training and employment, and thus would face a
new behavioral condition that would have to be satisfied if they wished to
maintain their eligibility. (Hence the label “workfare” for this policy ap-
proach.) On the other hand, consistent with the morality of the market-
place, they would be rewarded by being permitted to retain a portion of
their earnings without a corresponding reduction in their benefits.62 State
and local officials were given the authority to decide how stringently to
apply the mandatory training and placement language. Through this de-
vice the legislation tried to assure that WIN administration would embody
the particular wishes of each community.63

High expectations accompanied WIN, but the program fared no better
in the field than had the therapeutic approach. Social personnel detested
the 1967 legislation, condemning its provisions, WIN above all, as puni-
tive and regressive.64 I note in the following chapter that their control
over the federal social welfare bureaucracy was eroding. Nevertheless,
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through the early 1970s they retained some influence, and they deter-
mined to exploit administrative discretion to nullify the will of Congress.
The implementing HEW regulations exempted most recipients from man-
datory participation in workfare. In addition, because the 1967 amend-
ments did not openly disavow the service objectives of the 1962 legisla-
tion, the new regulations continued to stress the goal of strengthening
family life.65 At the state level WIN was further undermined. Federal ad-
ministrators set the stage: with so many possible ends to meet, services
naturally had to be defined in the broadest imaginable terms. Once again,
given an open invitation to imbibe at the federal trough, the state assis-
tance departments could not resist. They continued to describe everything
they did in the terms needed to qualify for reimbursement at the highest
rate. Very little new money went into the training that was supposed to
move recipients off the dole and into the work force.66 WIN did nothing to
halt the increase in cases. Indeed, growth in the caseload following the
1967 legislation was far more rapid than during the so-called service era
between 1962 and 1967.

Notwithstanding the tribulations of WIN, the intellectual reorientation
that inspired the program has endured. Since 1967 the desire to put public
assistance recipients to work has been a constant theme in welfare re-
form. Congress first decided, through the 1971 Talmadge amendments,
to curtail the authority of federal bureaucrats to excuse recipients from
required registration in the WIN program. In subsequent years other pro-
grams tried to encourage recipients to find jobs in the private sector, sub-
sidized employment for those with minimal job skills, or guaranteed jobs
for the participants in training sessions. Always the results were the same:
program costs mounted as employment services became more complex,
yet few recipients moved into the work force who would not otherwise
have done so. Similar experiments at the state level generated better out-
comes only because of “creaming”—the selection of clients clearly moti-
vated to succeed. Despite this sorry record, the workfare idea has gath-
ered steadily wider support, today spanning the political spectrum. The
much-touted 1988 Family Security Act again stipulates that recipients
work, and extends the requirement to mothers of preschool children.67

Apart from public assistance, too, national policymakers were eager by
the late 1960s and early 1970s to establish additional vehicles through
which community values might be expressed. The Great Society approach
had irritated both local elites and ordinary voters. It did not suffice to
tinker with certain federal programs like community action, these impor-
tant political actors maintained, for the entire structure of national do-
mestic policy rested on the presumption that Washington bureaucrats
knew what was best for Main Street. Accordingly, once the Republicans
returned to the White House in 1969, sweeping measures were intro-



184 C H A P T E R E I G H T

duced to reduce the role of the national government in the administration
of public services and programs. Block grants grouped together many of
the existing specific (“categorical”) grant-in-aid programs, a move in-
tended to permit state and local political choices to prevail over federal
bureaucratic priorities; revenue sharing, another Nixon administration
innovation, gave subnational elected officials even wider latitude in the
use of federal monies.68

The new intergovernmental aid mechanisms were viewed by social per-
sonnel as a giant step backward. For forty years they had looked to the
national state to rationalize the human services through its top-down di-
rection. By turning policy responsibility back to the states, however, the
federal government disavowed any further attempt to impose coherence
on disjointed programs and agencies. The subsequent creation of Title
XX in 1974, further broadening state discretion over services, confirmed
the federal withdrawal from planning responsibility in the therapeutic
sector. Title XX struck such an indulgent posture that states were even
permitted to offer different services in different subdivisions, a practice
not tolerated since the passage of the Social Security Act.69 Of great con-
cern, too, in the wake of the Nixon administration fiscal reforms, thera-
peutic activists would be dependent upon state government and city hall,
arenas they had long distrusted. Title XX again solidified the unhappy
new order of things: through a provision that mandated citizen participa-
tion in state service planning, the legislation appeared to play into the
hands of well-organized interests and influential local constituencies,
leaving the programs that served marginal groups at a disadvantage.70

Social personnel pleaded during the 1970s for a return to tight federal
control.71

But that era was over and would not be revived. Faith in localism
thrives today, constrained only by fiscal prudence. States welcomed their
release from the heavy hand of federal bureaucratic oversight; they have
seen no reason to reshackle themselves. Hence they greeted without en-
thusiasm a later effort under President Carter to strengthen national con-
trol over public assistance, and helped to bury the scheme.72 On the other
hand, if subnational governments defend their autonomy in the name of
democratic responsiveness, principle does not extend past the point
where it might discommode taxpayers. The acute budget pressures under
which these governments have labored for most of the past twenty years
have left them determined to avoid any new fiscal obligations. They have
declined to accept responsibility for a program if this would also mean
assuming the burden of paying for it. Accordingly, a Reagan administra-
tion plan to return public assistance entirely to state control met with a
cool reception from the states themselves. Under the proposal, they
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would have borne the full cost of public assistance (up from approxi-
mately 50% under the existing system), while the federal government in
exchange would have absorbed the full cost of Medicaid. The states, how-
ever, only liked the latter half of the bargain.73

In tracing the revival of economic moralism and localist sentiments in
policy circles, I do not mean to suggest that the failure of the 1962 amend-
ments merely turned back the clock in social policy. To the contrary, the
services charade also gave rise to a new configuration of policymakers,
policy experts, and interest groups. Social policy, once a subject monopo-
lized by social personnel, was seen as too important to be left to them
alone. Where Congress had paid little attention to public assistance from
the enactment of the Social Security Act through the early 1960s, the
great surge in AFDC cases forced members to take a more active interest.
They began to call upon experts schooled in other policy sciences for
advice. From the late 1960s onward, when the economists and public
policy specialists entered the process, social personnel have been pushed
aside.74 They played a very minor role during the early 1970s when Con-
gress considered such important public assistance reforms as President
Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan (FAP) and Supplemental Security Income
(SSI). Both proposals embodied the norms and methods of the recently
summoned policy intellectuals, rather than therapeutic doctrine. Nor did
political pressure by social personnel sway the outcome of congressional
deliberations. The FAP scheme was defeated by opposition from both ends
of the political spectrum—conservatives viewed the scheme as overly gen-
erous while liberals and welfare rights activists thought it not generous
enough. SSI, which established minimum grant levels for certain assis-
tance categories (the aged, blind, and disabled) at federal expense, pre-
vailed because of lobbying by the states and by groups representing
seniors, whose clout in national politics has always dwarfed that of case-
workers.75

The impact of the ascendant policy intellectuals in transforming social
policy debate merits some discussion. As a first step, they discredited the
fading coterie of social work academics and therapeutic activists by sub-
jecting normalizing programs and casework to a vigorous critical reap-
praisal. Dissatisfied with the sort of anecdotal “happy family” stories that
had so long passed for evidence of program success, evaluation experts
insisted upon finding more verifiable criteria for rating service outcomes.
This pursuit of empirical certainty met with resistance among social per-
sonnel who found the old methods quite congenial. But the evaluation
people pressed ahead, and when they were done it was plain that the
therapeutic emperor wore no clothes—casework intervention produced
no significant results, no one had studied how clients fared after cases



186 C H A P T E R E I G H T

were closed, and clients were “creamed” to make programs look success-
ful.76 In part as a consequence of this evaluation research, the grandiose
ambitions that had marked therapeutic initiatives gave way to a new
sense of modesty in social policy.

Having established themselves at the center of policy debate, the new
policy experts recast the terms for understanding marginality. Studies
conducted during the late 1960s and the 1970s helped revise old ideas
about poverty and the poor. Economists found that, contrary to sweeping
generalizations about a permanent culture of poverty, many people suf-
fered recurring but transient episodes of need. The research tended to
confirm, too, that poverty owed more to structural economic patterns,
notably the decline of working-class job opportunities, than to the trans-
mission of values between generations.77 (The culture-of-poverty view,
however, has since been revived, as I will discuss in the next chapter.)
Unfortunately, the economists’ views of marginal populations were, if
anything, more narrow and skewed than the conceptions that had in-
formed earlier policy efforts. On the positive side, the poor were seen as
rational economic actors who respond to conventional material incen-
tives and rewards—just like everyone else.78 Hence, their difficulties in
coping appeared not as signs of abnormal behavioral pathologies, but as
the common troubles of people who could not afford more of the com-
modities with which to satisfy needs and desires. But the assumption of
rationality oversimplifies human motivation and conduct, leading to a
truncated understanding of behavior.

The policy measures that economists proposed reflected both the
strengths and limitations of their basic premise. Rather than attempt to
refashion values, their new wisdom held that the federal government
ought to confine itself to establishing a base beneath income. This com-
mon-sense realization contributed to the creation of SSI.79 As part of the
discussion about how best to set an income floor, research institutes and
the federal government established large-scale pilot programs to test the
impact of various income-maintenance approaches on recipients’ work
attitudes. For the first time an attempt was made to get at the truth behind
popular beliefs, liberal and conservative alike, about whether recipients
deliberately avoid work or would prefer to be employed if jobs were
available. The experiments seemed to show that higher benefits discour-
age work effort to a modest degree and produce an improved standard of
living. To the surprise of many researchers, however, increased benefits
meant greater family instability. What the rational-actor assumption
overlooks is the reality of family power relations that feminists have
grasped: given the wherewithal to survive on their own, poor women will
choose to escape destructive domestic arrangements.80
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When any discipline gains a monopoly of influence in policy circles,
discussion suffers. This was evident in the heyday of the therapeutic activ-
ists before the 1962 amendments, and we see the risks again in the tri-
umph of the economists and their allied policy analysts during the 1970s.
In the latter period, as Katz says, poverty came to be redefined as the
property of economists. Policy ideas derived from other disciplines or in-
spired by popular movements simply could not find an audience at the
higher levels of government. For example, although sociologists and fem-
inists continued to urge forms of community mobilization as a strategy to
combat poverty, the political approach was never seriously considered
during the 1970s. Certainly this can be explained in part by the recent
painful experience with community action. But just as important, to the
economists, with their single-minded focus on individual incentives, a
policy based on collective action was incomprehensible.81

Meanwhile, at the field level, the collapse of the service strategy also
resulted in a loss of influence for social personnel. We have seen that they
had struggled steadfastly to professionalize social agencies, so that pro-
gram administration might be shielded from community pressures. By the
late 1960s the need for professional skills was widely acknowledged—
but, to the chagrin of casework advocates, the skills in demand were not
the kind they possessed. Rather, the chaos and lack of accountability in
the service program pointed to the need for greater administrative control
through the application of sophisticated managerial techniques. Manage-
rial types increasingly dominated social agencies, often enlisting the help
of efficiency consultants unfamiliar with therapeutic doctrine to guide the
reorganization of programs and services.82 We might remark upon the
irony here: the very management science that social personnel had touted
in the Progressive era as a key to rational therapeutic practice in the end
drove them from command positions in the agencies they had sought to
make their own.



Nine

The Tenacity of the Therapeutic

IN THE EARLY 1970s the survival of the therapeutic enterprise appeared
very much in doubt. A wave of revisionist critics derided the benevolent
pretenses of the human services and proclaimed the demise of rehabilita-
tion as a policy objective.1 Yet today we find the therapeutic sector very
much alive—not thriving, perhaps, but certainly in no danger of extinc-
tion. In fact, social personnel have found new areas of practice. The re-
markable persistence of the therapeutic enterprise, despite the clear evi-
dence of its failure and unpopularity, rests in part on the determination of
its proponents to make good on the promise of their mission. But fidelity
to a creed would have counted for little had not social personnel shown
themselves to be clever political actors. They have built upon their exist-
ing network of agencies, compromised principle to secure a role for them-
selves, capitalized on public concern about emerging social problems, and
adapted their discourse to the tenor of the times.

The first steps in this recuperation occurred in the public organizations
in which the therapeutic agenda seemed most corrupted. Social personnel
by the late 1960s had seen themselves driven to the periphery of the juve-
nile justice system and public assistance. In a final effort to establish a
place for their discursive values in both settings, they prescribed reforms
that paralleled those favored by their precursors back in the 1920s. At
that time, to assure the integrity of normalizing services, therapeutic ac-
tivists had sought to redistribute tasks among the various human service
agencies; proper intervention would then proceed untainted by, for ex-
ample, the punitive approach of the courts. The notion that practice
might be purified through the proper division of labor within the human
services again seemed compelling forty years later. Accordingly, behav-
ioral specialists and caseworkers, using the leverage provided by federal
funds, pressed strongly to establish a niche for themselves. They have not
done badly. Although the attempts to reorganize the therapeutic state
have not panned out quite as they imagined, social personnel have se-
cured new roles in the judicial and social welfare systems.

In addition, new opportunities for therapeutic practice have arisen. A
great surge of social service spending in the early 1970s opened up for
therapeutic practitioners the prospect of aiding less-marginal constituen-
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cies. As social agencies moved to fill this void, they gained substantial
political clout. This has helped during the subsequent interval of fiscal
stress and conservative retrenchment. Even a determined effort by the
Reagan administration to withdraw federal support from the therapeutic
sector could not dismantle the modern human services apparatus. New
social issues have also stirred public interest over the past decade, a situa-
tion that invites policy entrepreneurship. Social personnel have been
quick to seize the moment. So we find that they have claimed for them-
selves a leading position in the effort to cope with child abuse; there is
every sign that they will repeat the coup when policy attention shifts to
action on the phenomenon of “the underclass.” Such willingness to defer
to the vicissitudes of popular or elite attention has once again placed the
agents of normalization in considerable demand.

With the multiplication of social agencies, however, the therapeutic
sector has become more disorderly, necessitating yet another attempt to
rationalize the system as a whole. The division of labor reflects inter-
agency squabbles, policy fashions, and coalition politics. There is no dis-
cernible plan, no comprehensive approach to the problems of marginal
populations. In the past social personnel had led the effort to rearrange
service missions. But today the task has been assumed by public officials
who use their control over private agency funding to impose their priori-
ties on the sprawling network of service providers. And, to the dismay of
social personnel, the conception of a rational service apparatus that
guides government monitoring bodies emphasizes managerial values
rather than therapeutic principles. Once more it appears that a victory
has been won on someone else’s terms.

Revival of the therapeutic in practice has been matched by a recovery
in the discourse. The 1960s brought on a crisis of confidence among social
personnel, but they have weathered the intellectual challenge to their en-
terprise. They have acknowledged a number of criticisms without aban-
doning their underlying faith in normalizing intervention through per-
sonal therapies. Even in the face of doubts within the field that casework
can achieve the adjustments it seeks, social personnel continue to voice
confidence that they have the necessary techniques—or that they are on
the verge of developing such techniques—to help clients cope with the
conditions that afflict them.

While social personnel have gained much since the nadir of the thera-
peutic enterprise two decades ago, we must be less sanguine about what
recent developments mean for clients. The increased clumsiness and inef-
ficiency of the entire tutelary mechanism permit many marginal families
to elude intervention. However, with the expansion of certain forms of
tutelage through the very innovations that have assured its survival, the



190 C H A P T E R N I N E

therapeutic sector has become more menacing than before. It continues to
inflict damage upon its supposed beneficiaries, and we are less likely to be
able to defend them against its overtures.

Clean Hands in Dirty Systems

After their many setbacks during the 1960s, social personnel found them-
selves groping for ways to revive therapeutic practice. To cope with the
demands of senior bureaucrats, clients, and recipients, frontline case-
workers devised various expedient measures such as rationing the benefits
under their control. But these steps could do no more than make life bear-
able in otherwise hopeless work settings.2 Social work educators and
leading therapeutic activists instead stressed the need to establish autono-
mous institutions or divisions for their endeavors. We find this strategy in
both public assistance and juvenile justice. In the former, social personnel
urged a reorganization that would allow normalizing casework to stand
apart from the more routine tasks of income maintenance. The juvenile
court and its supporting institutions presented an even more difficult
challenge, since punitive values so thoroughly dominated. Although the
system might be beyond salvation, social personnel hoped to narrow its
scope by preempting court intervention in many cases and by developing
new disposition resources guided by therapeutic principles for others.
Behavioral specialists would then assume responsibilities previously
exercised by the court under conditions more conducive to effective
adjustment.

In the public assistance field, the welfare establishment during the mid-
1960s came to endorse the view that rehabilitative services ought to be
separated from the administration of grants. A few social workers began
to push for separation as early as the Kennedy years.3 At the time they
were plainly swimming against the tide, for the contrary assumption that
aid and services ought to be linked had just been enshrined in the 1962
amendments to the Social Security Act. Amidst the ensuing service disas-
ter, however, the separation idea quickly gained adherents in the federal
bureaucracy, the professional association of welfare administrators, and
the social work schools. Even those who had pressed for the explicit case-
work focus in assistance had to admit that the aid-service linkage had
compromised the integrity of casework.4

The current service strategy, social personnel reflected, was based upon
mistaken premises and was contributing to the erosion of their mission. In
the first place, the 1962 amendments erred in the assumption that all
assistance recipients suffered from problems for which services were ap-
propriate. Though some recipients might require normalization, others
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did not; there was no inherent connection between a need for income
maintenance and a need for casework intervention. Policies and adminis-
trative arrangements that presumed otherwise cast a shadow upon the
entire assistance population. The sticky matter of client self-determina-
tion also had to be considered. Even recipients in need of services, this
doctrine held, must be permitted to reject them. Yet, if assistance and
services were provided through the same caseworker and office, recipi-
ents might feel pressured to submit to unwanted intervention.5 As a mat-
ter of principle, then, separation was essential. At the same time, the more
pragmatic case for reversing the service strategy could not be overlooked.
The aid-service bond meant that skilled caseworkers had to devote too
much of their time to clerical matters. Separation of the two functions
would permit clients to choose freely whether they wished to receive serv-
ices, let services stand in their own right, and allow the professionals to be
professionals. Eligibility determinations and other mundane chores
would be left to another category (“class” might be more apt) of agency
employees, the eligibility technicians.6

Among social personnel concerned with juvenile delinquency, a paral-
lel movement to establish autonomous settings emerged during the
1960s. This reflected, first, their further disenchantment with the juvenile
court itself. It had become increasingly evident to them that fundamental
tensions existed between therapeutic discourse and the juvenile court as
an institution. A legalistic outlook warped the court’s understanding of
its clients: while science might disdain rigid categories and simple labels,
a judicial institution found them indispensable.7 Further, given that ac-
cording to the therapeutic ideal a client had to participate voluntarily in
the treatment relationship, it did not seem possible to treat youngsters
under the court’s direction.8 Juvenile offenders certainly grasped the cold
fact that they were subject to legal discipline. And this led them to dismiss
clinicians associated with the court as an annoyance or to manipulate
them to secure lenient treatment.9 Finally, new research by social scien-
tists suggested the great harm that might be done to young people
through even unofficial contact with the court. Once they were identified
as somehow deviant or maladjusted, they found it extremely difficult to
shed the designation—and they tended to internalize it and behave ac-
cordingly. Better by far, it followed, to protect minors from such “label-
ing” by avoiding judicial intervention entirely.10

Significantly, lawyers agreed that where possible the court ought not to
be involved in the lives of problem youngsters. Early in the postwar era
legal experts had joined social personnel in an effort to narrow the court’s
jurisdiction over nondelinquency cases. But still the volume of court busi-
ness rose; by 1959, more than a half million delinquency cases per year
were being adjudicated or handled through unofficial dispositions.11
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Many of these cases involved status offenses—the violations that would
not be considered criminal if committed by an adult. Teenage girls were
especially likely to be brought before the court on charges of defying pa-
rental authority or running away. However trivial such behavior might
seem, judges and court personnel were reluctant to overlook it because
they believed it would “escalate” into serious delinquent activity.12 The
due process reforms of the 1960s briefly encouraged legal critics of the
court to believe that the institution’s worst excesses would be curbed. But
as it became evident that little had changed in actual court procedures,
they took a renewed interest in reducing the number of minors moving
through the system.13 Because these lawyers commanded attention in
their own circles and in state legislatures, their support for alternatives to
judicial tutelage would be decisive.

Social personnel and their allies in the legal profession settled upon
diversion as the best means to curtail the court. Under this innovation
many status offenders and first-time violators would be kept out of the
juvenile justice system. Instead, they would be referred, without a file ever
being opened by the court, to noncorrectional normalizing agencies in the
community. Diversion supporters still intended to intervene in the belief
that action had to be taken to forestall escalation. Their technique can be
seen as but the latest effort to realize Thomas Eliot’s vision of a juvenile
justice apparatus in which treatment was removed from the court itself.
As in Eliot’s model, the court in the diversion conception would act only
as a last resort. But proponents still saw the court as a necessary backup,
and so it would remain a part of the human service system for handling
problem children and those at risk.14

Reducing the volume of cases coming to the court’s attention did not
address the plight of those juvenile offenders who passed through the
court into its supporting network of training schools. Here social person-
nel drew their inspiration from the recent drive in the field of mental
health to deinstitutionalize patients and place them in new community-
based programs. Where confinement in state mental hospitals did far
more harm than good, it would be possible in the less restrictive setting to
foster a truly therapeutic milieu.15 Since juvenile training schools also
inflicted damage upon their charges, deinstitutionalization was urged for
incarcerated minors, too. Proponents of the new approach intended to
create a network of local treatment programs to assume the burden of
adjusting severely troubled youth.16 In these community programs, the
behavioral specialists and caseworkers would occupy the leadership posi-
tions. Where before the bureaucrats and political appointees had stressed
physical control rather than meaningful treatment, the needs of the
youngsters would be defined in therapeutic terms.
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A Place for Casework

In practice things have worked out rather differently than the purifiers
anticipated, for they did not appreciate the political forces with which
they would have to contend. It was easier to initiate the process of reform
than to control its outcome or its consequences. At the outset the reform
strategies appeared to make striking progress. Separation of aid and serv-
ices became the policy of the Department of Health, Education, and Wel-
fare (HEW) in 1967, with the states obliged to follow along several years
later. Diversion and deinstitutionalization received federal support begin-
ning at the same time, and more generous funding was made available in
the following years in the hopes of prompting the states to accelerate their
efforts in both areas. With the introduction of these measures, social per-
sonnel made certain that they would retain a place for themselves. Inno-
vation, however, has also produced less happy effects. Therapeutic prac-
titioners have established greater autonomy, yet they remain subordinate
players who still lack the authority to direct their efforts where these seem
most needed. Clients appear to have gained none of the promised bene-
fits; indeed, for them things may now be worse. But because social per-
sonnel have acquired new roles for themselves, they have seen fit to accept
this Faustian bargain.

The triumph of the separation idea in public assistance was assured
when advocates secured the support of the welfare policy inner circle
clustered around HEW. So there would be no doubt about the federal com-
mitment to the new policy, the welfare bureaucracy was thoroughly
restructured: the Bureau of Family Services (BFS) was eliminated; the
service duties of all HEW subunits were placed under a new Social and
Rehabilitation Service (SRS); and an Assistance Payments Administration
was created within SRS to handle income maintenance.17 Although the
pro-therapeutic elements in SRS lost influence thereafter, they managed to
promulgate regulations that required states by 1972 to separate their aid
and service functions. In the resulting reorganization of social welfare
departments, all those with casework skills, including assistance case-
workers and child protection personnel, were grouped together in a single
office.18 Soon the Republican leadership in HEW decided that the federal
government ought not to dictate such administrative matters. Still, even
after the federal government withdrew the regulations, most states opted
to retain the separated structure.19

At first it appeared that enthusiasts of separation had gained what they
wanted. Assistance caseworkers, recognized finally as professionals, were
less burdened by paperwork and found themselves with the time to use
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their skills. Since some recipients would not choose services, caseloads
would be brought down to an acceptable level. Along with bringing about
better practice conditions, moreover, the reorganization was expected to
improve professional-client relations. Those who opted for services, hav-
ing done so of their own accord, would be most receptive to help. Social
personnel predicted that agency caseworkers would develop with the new
group of clients an authentic therapeutic bond, long regarded as a basic
condition for constructive intervention.20 Caseworkers also derived an
important internal political benefit from the separation policy. They were
concentrated in distinct units in which their professional ethos could be
nurtured. Managerialism as the prevailing discourse in public assistance
seemed to be checked at one point.

Nevertheless, because they expected a dramatic change in their deal-
ings with recipients, caseworkers have had reason to be disappointed.
Separation has not assured that “soft” counseling services, essential to
therapeutic rehabilitation, would be given much emphasis. The choice of
services remains with recipients, and they have continued to prefer con-
crete benefits like housing assistance. In addition, studies suggest that the
recipients who request services from the public assistance department are
not those who have, by the criteria of therapeutic discourse, the most
serious needs.21 The notion that a truly voluntary relationship would be
possible, meanwhile, has been undermined by the continued fact of recip-
ient dependency and by other assistance policies that incorporate manda-
tory services. When recipients feel the caseworker controls something
vital to them, especially access to medical care or other hard services, they
remain vulnerable to coercion. They also may be required to participate
in such “service” activities as child-support collection or employment
training. Refusal can result in the termination of their benefits.22

Once we abandon the perspective of the social personnel, moreover,
the drawbacks of separation stand out more clearly. The policy had been
justified as better for clients, but in fact they appear to have become its
victims. Separation thoroughly bureaucratized relations between recipi-
ents and assistance agencies. When caseworkers were reassigned to the
special units, recipients lost their only real human contact within the wel-
fare department. Communication has been depersonalized, as each office
visit means dealing with a different eligibility technician. One’s life story
must be retold time and again. Putting relations on a proper bureaucratic
footing has also meant that no one in the agency attempts anymore to
deal with recipients as whole persons. Before separation went into effect,
they could present all their problems at one desk. Today, instead of re-
sponding to their experience in its full complexity, the specialized agency
forces them to divide their problems to fit its categories.23



T H E T E N A C I T Y O F T H E T H E R A P E U T I C 195

The impact of separation on recipients has been shaped, too, by the
political context in which the policy has been implemented. By the early
1970s the casework concept in assistance had been discredited; the public
and politicians were alarmed by the exponential increase in relief rolls
and costs; and efficient, cost-conscious management became the order of
the day, so much so that the federal government began to penalize states
with a high rate of overpayments.24 Senior officials at the state level rec-
ognized that separation could be exploited as a cost-control device. They
correctly understood that the character of the interactions with clients
would henceforth depend upon the frontline eligibility technicians. These
nonprofessionals have accordingly been reconditioned. To assure that
they pursue the managerial emphasis on holding down costs, their discre-
tion to favor individual applicants with special needs has been reduced.
Performance evaluation criteria also reward employees who do not make
errors in favor of clients, thus stifling any natural tendency to feel sympa-
thy for those who come in search of help.25 At the same time, since the
service doctrine in public assistance was out of fashion, management did
not feel obliged to commit the agency’s professional resources to counsel
assistance recipients. Only during the first few years did caseworkers
focus on the income maintenance population. Since then they have been
treated by top officials as a kind of “fire brigade,” to be reallocated to
address whatever problem has captured public attention or seems likely
to cause embarrassment to the organization.

In much the same manner, the diversion reform in juvenile justice
began with bright hopes. Amidst popular skepticism about the effective-
ness of the criminal justice system, the idea quickly developed a strong
following, culminating in a 1967 endorsement by the President’s Com-
mission on Crime. Federal money to support youth service bureaus and
other diversion programs became available over the next several years.
With dollars floating around for those willing to enter the new field, pri-
vate agencies discovered that it made sense to expand their operations to
include delinquency prevention and treatment. Programs not directly
under court auspices proliferated rapidly.26 Because there was supposed
to be little direct court involvement in any phase of intervention, social
personnel expected to exercise greater control over case management
than before. They seemed free to explore new diagnostic tools and treat-
ment approaches.

Yet the net effect has been quite the opposite of what advocates
wanted. Far from reducing the domain of the juvenile court, diversion has
helped to expand it. By the early 1970s the system was processing more
than one million delinquency cases per year, many involving minor viola-
tions of the type that the court had previously dismissed. Moreover, re-
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ports indicate that judicial tutelage has sometimes come to encompass the
offender’s siblings, even where they have committed no violation, and his
parents.27 It is plain that only an increase in resources would permit the
institution to undertake such missions. And those augmented resources
have come into the juvenile justice system under the auspices of diversion
itself. The judges still function as the gatekeepers for services for children
at risk.28 Hence, minors can enter the new diversion programs only after
being processed by the court or after it chooses temporarily to suspend its
jurisdiction. Either way, its reach has been extended. We can conclude
that the latest initiative by the court’s foes to reduce its scope of opera-
tions has been confounded.

This contrary outcome came about primarily because the supporters of
diversion underestimated the political obstacles they would have to over-
come. First off, advocates of the plan should have realized that diversion
is the sort of reform that popular sentiment will not abide. On several
occasions, especially when delinquent conduct assumes a more violent
form and lurid accounts appear in the press, the public has demanded a
“get tough” posture toward problem juveniles. We have also witnessed a
recent surge in public concern over runaway adolescents, with corre-
sponding demands that official action be taken to return them to parental
control.29 This popular pressure, of course, plays directly into the hands
of the juvenile court judges. Riding the crest of demands that public safety
or family integrity be put first, they have forestalled efforts by reformers
to limit the court’s jurisdiction or soften dispositions. When social per-
sonnel complain that the court panders to the worst popular instincts,
judges retort that they merely express the commonsense and legitimate
position that citizens should not have to walk the streets in fear. Reform-
ers have never managed to cultivate public backing to offset the popular
mandate the judges can claim.

Even where public sentiment has not made itself felt, the judges have
shown an ability to look after their institutional position. Lawyers who
support diversion have encouraged the American Bar Association to en-
dorse the policy. But the judges have resisted strongly. And because they
sit atop the established institution defining the field of juvenile justice,
their views command significant support within the legal profession.
They have defeated a proposal that the ABA recommend stripping the
court of its responsibility for status offenses.30 In the political arena, too,
juvenile court judges command enormous respect. State legislatures have
approved diversion without substantially narrowing the scope of the
court’s jurisdiction. Statutes which appear to abolish the category of
status offender nevertheless permit the court to adjudicate noncriminal
behavior under other headings.31
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Besides failing to anticipate the resistance they would face, diversion
proponents made a key tactical error when they chose not to confront the
entrenched power of the juvenile court directly. As so often in the earlier
history of the human services, reformers opted for the path of least resis-
tance. For example, diversion programs were created without doing bat-
tle with the judges over scarce resources. In the prosperous 1960s, it was
unnecessary for policymakers to make real choices—they could subsidize
both the court and the diversion alternatives. Since the court remained
intact, it could proceed with business as usual. Indeed, it could do better
than usual. Social personnel have learned they are not the only enterpris-
ing players in the system. When the federal government pumped more
money into delinquency control, the judges and their probation depart-
ments moved aggressively to bring the funds under court control. Further,
where reform was intended to steer status offenders away from the insti-
tution, juvenile court judges have pressed successfully in some states to
bring under their authority entire families whose noncriminal behavior
indicates a need for official supervision.32 Diversion would have reduced
judicial intervention only if reformers had put clear statutory bounds
around the court’s jurisdiction and choked off the flow of resources to the
institution itself.

The political forces working to broaden judicial intervention have been
augmented by pressures from marginal populations themselves. While
many clients as before seek to rebuff the court, others continue to view it
as a useful instrument to tilt the balance in family power struggles.
Chesney-Lind observes that parents of teenage girls hold to the old behav-
ioral standard that is far more tolerant of adolescent male rebelliousness
and sexuality. To control defiant conduct by their daughters, such parents
often have turned to the court, filing complaints under the various status
offender headings. For their part, court officials have long seen it as their
task to correct “immoral” female activity. Although diversion briefly
delegitimized court intervention to check young women’s sexuality,
judges and probation officers found it hard to give up for good their past
commitments. Hence, with increasing frequency during the 1980s, they
have again permitted themselves to be used by the parents, accepting
without challenge the reports of defiance or waywardness.33

Much the same sobering tale can be told of deinstitutionalization in
juvenile justice. The federal government endorsed broadly the idea of
community-based treatment, including the notion of “least restrictive
placement” for juvenile offenders. To push the states in this direction
during the 1970s, federal money was made available and regulations
were issued that would encourage the development of treatment in open
settings.34 Nevertheless, placements in restrictive facilities appear to be as
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frequent as before. Although many state training schools have closed,
they have been replaced by nontraditional institutions, including private
correctional centers, nonprofit child welfare residences, and mental
health facilities. Lerman shows that this trend toward reinstitutionaliza-
tion has been spurred by the entrepreneurship of some social agencies and
the organizational imperatives of others. On one side, as funds became
available for community-based care, social personnel set out to secure
every available dollar. New facilities were created and existing ones were
adapted, all with an eye toward satisfying the letter of the regulations
rather than producing genuinely open institutions. On the other side, in-
stitutional placement often becomes the easy way out for agencies with
the burden of caring for problem youngsters. For example, child welfare
officials, ill-prepared to handle the large volume of status offenders that
diversion has brought to their doors, tend to label them as emotionally
disturbed and to rely heavily on secure treatment facilities.35

If community-based treatment is not all that social personnel expected,
they still have gained much under reinstitutionalization. In the private
and nonprofit institutions, psycho-medical practitioners find themselves
less restricted by the bureaucratic mentality that ruled the state carceral
facilities. It is true that they are closely scrutinized by their neighbors,
who fear having problem youth living in such close proximity. But this
local mistrust can be neutralized through the careful selection of clients
likely to be less dangerous or disruptive. As before, severely troubled
youngsters, who are supposed to require the most intensive intervention,
find themselves shunted to the remaining training schools where they are
merely warehoused until their maturity. This rationing of clients accords
better with the calculus of punishment than that of normalization. All the
same, social personnel again have reason to go along.

For the youngsters themselves, the reshaping of confinement not only
perpetuates the evils of incarceration but also encourages other insidious
practices. The new generation of institutions functions out of the public
view. When facilities describe themselves as “community-based” and
“nonrestrictive,” it is assumed they must offer enlightened care; the
“homes” and centers are too obscure to attract much notice from journal-
ists and too numerous for civil-liberties lawyers to exercise effective over-
sight. Behavioral specialists have a free hand, then, to test idiosyncratic
treatment approaches. Nontraditional secure facilities tend to assume the
character of laboratories, their inmates the unwilling subjects of experi-
mental efforts to modify behavior and personality. And placements may
last longer than those in training schools, to better permit an attack on the
alleged underlying problem. Yet because this can be represented as treat-
ment, it still appeals to therapeutic activists as less objectionable than
straightforward punishment.36 Furthermore, while much has been said
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about the harm that can be done by branding a minor with a negative
label, this practice perversely has been encouraged under reinstitutionali-
zation. Maximum federal reimbursement can be obtained for psychiatric
services, so agencies have a powerful incentive to medicalize youth prob-
lems.37 Juvenile offenders now risk carrying through life labels perhaps
more destructive than that of being delinquent.

Broadening the Social State

The five years following the 1967 Social Security Amendments have been
described by Derthick as a period of “uncontrollable spending” for social
services. This spending surge did not come about through the agitation of
social personnel, though we shall see that they have derived important
benefits from it. Rather, expenditures were driven upward by the dynam-
ics of intergovernmental relations and partisan politics. The 1967 legisla-
tion further loosened the terms under which the states could secure
reimbursement, so that the legislation became a kind of fiscal relief for
subnational governments. On the administrative front, a reorganization
of the federal bureaucracy in 1967 also made it easier for the states to
collect federal money. The new Social and Rehabilitation Service, placed
under the control of vocational rehabilitation administrators, favored a
more open definition of services than had the social worker-guided BFS.
When the Nixon administration took office, partisan considerations
caused federal bureaucrats to further relax the standards for matching
state service expenditures. Republican appointees in HEW sought to bol-
ster the political standing of Republican governors in key states like New
York and California by approving any and all reimbursement requests.
Under generous legislation and lenient administration, the states lined up
again to dip into the federal till.38

Besides rising precipitously in the early 1970s, social service spending
was redistributed to new constituencies. The 1962 amendments had es-
tablished some precedent for services to persons not receiving public as-
sistance, but very little was done along these lines. Five years later Con-
gress made the working poor eligible, to encourage the states to offer
services to potential assistance recipients; the implementing regulations
issued by HEW stretched the language so the middle class might benefit,
too.39 Taken together, the legislative and administrative changes of the
1967–1971 period signaled the beginning of another kind of separation—
that of services from assistance recipients. Over the following decade,
particularly with the passage of the Title XX amendments in 1974, a
steadily larger percentage of services went to the nonpoor.40

Social personnel welcomed this service reorientation as a sign that the
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therapeutic sector was emerging as a cornerstone of the affluent society.
For some years, besides advocating normalizing intervention for marginal
populations, they had proposed making services universally available.
Services ought to be regarded, Alfred Kahn liked to say, as “social utili-
ties” for all citizens who might need some help in coping with the pro-
found stresses or even just the routine troubles of modern everyday life.41

The concept recalled the Progressive doctrine of the social living stan-
dard, updated for an era in which psychological well-being had come to
be defined as essential. Since every citizen had a right to the minimum
standard of living, professional counseling attained the status of a basic
entitlement.42 It was time, then, to break the link between public normal-
izing services and the poor.43 The social utilities concept pointed instead
to an unbounded therapeutic sector, one indifferent to traditional notions
of limited government. Therapeutic activists, of course, have never feared
the power of the state.

Though social personnel took comfort from portraying their task as
the fulfillment of a democratic calling, the real appeal of the social utilities
ideal lay elsewhere. If a more respectable clientele arrived at the doors of
the social agencies, therapeutic practitioners, especially the chronically
insecure social workers, might rise on the professional ladder. Further,
they might at last get to do what they liked best. When the poor sought
help, they wanted immediate, concrete assistance—certainly useful, but
not artistically stimulating to the caseworker. By comparison, the middle
class seems to have an inexhaustible need for psycho-social counseling
and mental health programs.44 We might take this as a reflection of just
how deeply Freudian insights about the neuroses of modern life had per-
meated the larger culture: even the middle class cannot be confident of its
ability to attain full psychological self-awareness and adjustment, and so
it seeks fulfillment through expert intervention by psychiatrists, psychol-
ogists, and other specialists. As social personnel set out to satisfy
this new constituency, the tendency for hard services to crowd out
all personal services was partially checked. While it is true that during
the 1970s most public funds continued to pay for hard services,
in absolute terms the therapeutic component of the service budget
expanded.45

For all that the transformation of services meant to social personnel in
professional terms, however, its greatest immediate effect on them was
political. They had worried that Title XX would stimulate influential
groups to seek services, preventing marginal clienteles from getting their
fair share. Events bore out the prediction: the elderly and working-class
parents of young children demanded services and, as noted, claimed an
increasing proportion of the available funds.46 But precisely because such
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important constituencies backed service programs, elected officials sup-
ported appropriations at a level far above what therapeutic activists had
ever achieved through their own efforts. Social personnel had at last
begun to overcome their chronic weakness in the political arena. In addi-
tion, private social agencies became important advocates for public
spending on service activities. New regulations and statutes gave such
agencies a major role as service providers, leaving them increasingly de-
pendent upon the steady flow of government monies.47 With so much at
stake, the private agencies learned overnight to be effective lobbying
agents. Thus, when both Congress and HEW in the early 1970s sought to
roll back the clock by restricting service eligibility to assistance recipients
or those on the verge of dependency, they were thwarted by fierce op-
position from the private providers and the constituent groups they
mobilized.48

This newfound political muscle proved indispensable during the next
decade when fiscal pressures threatened to crush the therapeutic sector.
The first test came during the Nixon years, as the states continued relent-
lessly to shift service costs to the federal treasury. Alarmed by the precip-
itous rise, Congress in 1972 imposed a $2.5 billion cap on service spend-
ing. This was carried forward in the Title XX legislation two years later.49

But if the cap halted the growth in expenditures, it also effectively stabi-
lized spending at a far higher level than during the previous decade. In
fact, the new ceiling doubled as a floor, because no elected official dared
to propose that Congress appropriate less than the maximum. The ar-
rangement lasted until the arrival of the austerity-minded Reagan admin-
istration in 1981. It made the social services block grant (formerly Title
XX) an early target. Yet though the budget crisis gave a conservative
regime the opportunity to halt the surge in service spending, the level of
public expenditures has remained far higher than twenty years ago.50 And
there are signs that service spending may climb again in the years to come.
We do not have to search hard for an explanation for the peculiar resil-
iency of the human services: the therapeutic apparatus has acquired
enough friends over the past twenty years to protect against attempts to
dismantle it. Thus, even though programs were slashed in Washington,
private providers and their well-organized constituents could prevail
within state legislatures.51 The decentralization and grassroots politics
that were the bane of therapeutic entrepreneurs have of late shielded them
from the conservative tide.

Of course, I do not mean to suggest that retrenchment has been with-
out effect. To the contrary, the poor and working poor have suffered,
many losing vital benefits. Access to income maintenance and hard serv-
ices was first reduced in the 1970s through behind-the-scenes administra-
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tive changes; during this period, too, the real value of AFDC benefits de-
clined when grant levels remained frozen in a time of high inflation.52

Under the 1981 Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Bill, the principle move
in the Reagan retrenchment, some 500,000 families lost their eligibility
for AFDC and another 300,000 had their benefits reduced. The practice of
requiring disabled persons to obtain recertification of their incapacity
likewise deprived thousands of Supplementary Social Insurance (SSI) ben-
efits. Through such measures the state demonstrates that it has again
learned how to use the variability of power. Marginal populations, hav-
ing briefly turned this to their own purposes in the late 1960s, are coldly
reminded of their acute dependence.53 Austerity also has had an intellec-
tual impact. The conservative attack on social services has exposed flaws
in the social-utilities ideology so eagerly promoted by social personnel.
Since this doctrine suggests no basis for ordering spending priorities when
resources are scarce, there could be no intelligible alternative to the Rea-
gan agenda. Social personnel, left to demand that every program be pre-
served, made themselves irrelevant. The human services have survived the
conservative tide minus any sense of purpose appropriate to the fiscal
realities of our era.54

Misery Means Opportunity

As the American body politic has noticed new social problems over the
past decade, therapeutic practitioners once more find themselves with
abundant opportunities. Certain miseries have become the object of
heightened concern—I will speak here of child abuse and the growth of
the urban underclass. Without denying the reality of the problems them-
selves, we must recognize that their identification as urgent issues works
to the advantage of the helping professions. Since no other set of policy
actors wishes to claim the terrain, an opening exists that social personnel
can fill. Predictably, they have stepped forward with prescriptions for the
broader application of their normalizing methods, and followed this with
vigorous entrepreneurship to establish appropriate programs or reorgan-
ize existing ones. Where public departments have been drawn into the
effort to address the problems of the moment, therapeutic activists have
pressed to install themselves in key positions. All in all, they suddenly find
themselves in greater demand than they have been since the early years of
the Kennedy administration.

Few issues so arouse public compassion as child abuse and neglect.
Although the field of child protection dates back to the nineteenth cen-
tury, public concern has rarely reached the present level of intensity.
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Shifting public norms account for some of this; ours is the era of nonvio-
lent parenting. But we must also give credit for making child abuse a
salient concern to pediatricians, who discovered how to put modern med-
ical technology to use in detecting abuse, and to child welfare advocates.
As a result of this newfound public alarm, the child welfare professionals
find themselves in a thriving industry. Laws have been passed requiring
all suspicious incidents to be reported; state legislatures have mandated
the use of social service funds for child protection more often than for any
other service; public social service departments have reallocated their
casework personnel to emphasize child protection at the expense of serv-
ices to assistance recipients.55

That therapeutic activists have achieved an iron grip over child protec-
tion policy becomes most evident when, as is too often the case, normaliz-
ing intervention fails. In larger American cities the media regularly report
pathetic stories of children maimed or murdered by their parents or
guardians. Frequently it emerges that the families were known to the
child welfare department; indeed, some of the incidents involve foster
placements arranged by its own caseworkers.56 The embarrassed agency
responds in two ways. First, to improve its public image, it cleanses itself
through a ritual of bureaucratic human sacrifice: caseworkers are repri-
manded, middle-level supervisors are transferred, and the senior official
responsible for child protection resigns. Second, outside consultants are
called in to review where the agency went wrong. Because these inde-
pendent observers are themselves members of the child welfare network,
they invariably recommend the same standard remedies for casework
failures that have been prescribed since the Progressive era—better per-
sonnel training, greater professionalism, improved coordination of
agency efforts, smaller caseloads, etc. Before long new episodes occur,
and the pattern of agency self-correction repeats itself.

Another opportunity for social personnel to extend their influence, as
yet largely unexplored, lies in the rediscovery of the underclass and the
revival of the notion that it reproduces itself through a culture of poverty.
Statistics indicate that among inner-city blacks there has been a sharp
increase in the number of unmarried teenage mothers and unemployed
young males. In these groups we find alarmingly high rates of drug use,
child abuse and neglect, and crime.57 While the demographics and social
indicators are not in dispute, the same cannot be said for the other claims
made about the underclass. Conservatives contend that its members are
largely responsible for their own misfortune because of their self-destruc-
tive behaviors. Public social welfare policies are also blamed for the emer-
gence of the underclass over the past two decades: whereas urban blacks
once moved up the social ladder by the sweat of their brow, it is said, their
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children and grandchildren now depend on handouts.58 Liberals dispute
this causal reasoning, but they remain uncomfortable with the entire sub-
ject.59 Not surprisingly, then, the Right continues to set the terms of the
debate. Policy discussion focuses on how to inculcate greater regard for
mainstream values about work and family.

Once the challenge of the underclass has been so framed, we have
paved the way for casework by the therapeutic practitioner. Few other
policy instruments have been designed to bring about changes on such an
intimate level. Programs to promote economic development in inner-city
neighborhoods do not confront personal behavior patterns directly; be-
sides, such initiatives are out of style today. As another possibility, we
might look here for a creative effort to pursue the political path to social
membership. But this approach has never commanded sustained support
among policy analysts and, in the wake of the community action turmoil
of the 1960s, it receives scant attention today. There remains only nor-
malizing intervention as defined by therapeutic discourse. If caseworkers
have qualms about assuming this duty, we cannot forget that their tech-
niques were invented for exactly such a purpose. Add, too, the promise of
substantial funding that accompanies official interest in a social problem.
It may be a sign for the future that some therapeutic activists have already
indicated a willingness to enlist themselves in the cause of rehabilitating
the underclass.60

Rationalization Redux

The measures that social personnel pursued to preserve a place for them-
selves and their vigorous entrepreneurship have resulted in a sharp in-
crease in the number and variety of social agencies. Where a problem area
has long been recognized, like juvenile antisocial behavior, many thera-
peutic activists dismissed existing agencies as a hindrance to good prac-
tice. Reformers concluded that it was necessary to create fresh structures.
But the agencies that had claimed the problem for their own have not
vanished from the scene. Interest in social problems of more recent vin-
tage likewise has resulted in the multiplication of service providers. To
address the issues that have arisen over the past fifteen years, some thera-
peutic entrepreneurs think it best to introduce new agencies. But estab-
lished organizations, created to meet some other challenge, believe their
experience better qualifies them for the role. As a result of recent policy
reforms and innovations, we have witnessed the deposit of a new layer of
agencies atop the organizational sediment accumulated through the Pro-
gressive, New Deal, and Great Society eras.
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This relentless organizational proliferation has contributed to the inco-
herence of the entire human service mechanism. Although therapeutic
activists have always insisted on the need to divide labor efficiently and
purposefully, policy choices do not reflect their discursive logic. Instead,
agencies have learned to see each other not as partners in a common en-
terprise but as competitors for resources, cooperating only when intera-
gency backscratching advances particular interests. To further confuse
matters, decisions are less likely to reflect professionals’ views of service
needs than the weight of interest group pressures and the whims of public
attention. Additional dollars serve merely to further distend this system,
so that coordination of the pieces becomes a more distant and elusive
goal. The apparatus as it stands today has drifted farther away from the
well-ordered form that therapeutic discourse has always identified as its
ultimate institutional ideal.

We may take as an illustration the sorry case of child welfare and child
protection. Services for children at risk, long dependent upon a maze of
public, nonprofit, and parochial agencies, have become even more con-
fused in the wake of diversion, deinstitutionalization, and the surge of
concern about child abuse. Public funds have poured into the field. Yet
social personnel worry that children often do not receive the services they
need, for public and private agencies alike choose their young clients with
great care. The organizations cannot afford a low success rate or public
embarrassment if they hope to maintain their funding.61

Confronted by the mounting disarray that characterizes the therapeu-
tic sector, some social personnel initially tried to make a virtue of neces-
sity. They borrowed a page from the economists and announced that a
lack of planning and overall control might be a blessing. Where once they
worried about overlapping effort, duplication of services was suddenly
praised for offering clients a choice between service providers.62 But the
market analogy works poorly here, for the system has not been driven by
consumer preferences. “Product availability” has depended instead upon
political factors—the clout wielded by coalitions of private agencies, cal-
culations by public officials about which services will yield the highest
electoral return, politicians’ desires to dispense patronage or to pay off
political friends, and the ability of agencies to negotiate successfully with
public bureaucracies.63 Service needs have gone unmet, however urgent
social personnel might deem them, because this politicized decision mech-
anism has been indifferent to the priorities of therapeutic discourse.

As it became increasingly evident that public monies were contributing
to chaos, the sponsoring government departments looked for some way
to impose order. They quickly settled upon stronger centralized control,
the technique favored by therapeutic activists since the 1920s. This quest
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for strict top-down oversight brought public officials onto sensitive ter-
rain, because the many private agencies delivering services under contract
were jealous of their autonomy. But providers, now heavily dependent on
government support, could not afford to turn their backs on contract
dollars. Knowing that private agencies have been reduced to supplicants,
the funding departments have tried to close gaps in the service network by
making it a condition of the contract that a provider take clients who
would otherwise have been rejected.64

What results from such practices, however, is not rationalization as
social personnel construe it. In the first place, the contract process is still
deeply politicized—the ability of an agency to secure a contract depends
heavily on political contacts and coalition politics, while the funding de-
partments reallocate resources not because needs have been met but
because public interest has shifted. Perhaps more disturbing to social per-
sonnel, agencies are forced by contract requirements to violate basic can-
ons of the therapeutic enterprise. The well-ordered service apparatus
envisioned by therapeutic discourse would find each agency treating the
clients for which it was best equipped. To place marginal subjects in the
wrong program plays havoc with sound casework principles; indeed, it is
no better than denying them care entirely. Yet contracts mandate that
programs accept referrals, however inappropriate, from public agencies
or take clients on the basis of criteria that are unrelated to suitability. By
the same token, where therapeutic discourse recognizes that clients will
respond at different rates to normalizing intervention, public contracts fix
the duration of services. This is not rationalization but uniformity. Fi-
nally, as providers struggle to conform to complex accountability guide-
lines, social personnel again find themselves shunted aside from leader-
ship positions. Assuring compliance with the contract calls for the skills
of the manager, not the caseworker.65

Bad as public monitoring of contract services makes things for social
personnel, all is not lost. They also gain at the expense of their grassroots
competitors. I pointed out in the previous chapter that feminists in the
1970s put in place their own network of programs, disdaining the use of
helping professionals. But the feminist counterprograms also have come
to depend on public funding, and with this they have been subject to
contract monitoring. Public officials, though themselves management
types rather than caseworkers, have accepted the claims of therapeutic
activists that intervention requires expert skills gained through formal
training in the normalizing disciplines. Of course, founded upon contrary
principles, the feminist shelters and crisis centers did not meet this bu-
reaucratic staffing standard. Official pressure accordingly has been ap-
plied to compel them to hire therapeutic practitioners with conventional
credentials.66
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An Adaptable Discourse

The many challenges that social personnel faced during the 1960s precip-
itated a corresponding crisis in therapeutic discourse. We have seen that
neighborhood militants condemned the preoccupation with the inner
mental life of the poor. In this exercise of caseworker-bashing they were
joined by “renegade” radical therapeutic practitioners and social work
educators. External and internal critics alike chastised social personnel
for the hidden political bias of their work, for functioning as agents of an
oppressive social order.67 Far from pursuing an objective standard of
healthy adjustment, it was asserted, clinicians and caseworkers attempted
to impose the tastes of their own social class on their marginal clients.
Social personnel failed to see that the living arrangements of the poor
were necessary adaptations to their circumstances.68 Some community
activists and their intellectual allies went further: if the minority poor
shunned marriage and other signs of bourgeois propriety, theirs were le-
gitimate value choices that white, middle-class caseworkers had no right
to question.69

We can also distinguish a second line of attack that focused on the
knowledge pretensions of therapeutic practitioners. Normalizing inter-
vention had long been represented as an exercise of power grounded in
the scientific understanding of human personality and psycho-social in-
teractions. Where this contention had seemed to rest on a fragile founda-
tion, social personnel had sought new disciplines around which to organ-
ize their practice—hence the Freudian era. Despite all that had been
expected of psychoanalysis, however, Freudian doctrine had come under
attack from some of its own influential practitioners. Competing schools
arose to challenge its dominance within the medico-psychiatric commu-
nity; clinicians tried to sort their way through the confusion by superim-
posing one approach atop another.70 By the 1960s it was clear that social
personnel still lacked behavioral knowledge that would allow reliable
interventions. They remained unable to get beneath appearances, and
continued to grope for answers to the complexities of personality and
situation. Clinical intervention, it was acknowledged, did not obtain
any better results than would be anticipated through natural healing
processes.71

Where practice could not be guided by science, normalizing interven-
tion ceased to be a constructive enterprise and degenerated into irrespon-
sible tampering. Social personnel did not so much treat as experiment,
with all the uncertainty that entailed.72 In the worst instances, they pre-
tended to be guided by science when in fact they sought to sell a new
technique and thereby establish a professional reputation. Their subjects,
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as critics were quick to point out, had no choice about whether to partic-
ipate in such therapeutic adventures. Clients went along solely because
they had been ordered to cooperate or because social personnel con-
trolled vital resources. And in cases in which intervention was voluntary,
treatment services were deliberately misrepresented to obtain client con-
sent.73 Given these circumstances, it was most urgent to establish clients’
rights to reject intervention and to develop accountability mechanisms
that would force therapeutic practitioners to answer to the lay public.74

This intellectual thrashing threw social personnel off stride for a brief
time, but they have rebounded. The charges that they were agents of an
oppressive social order at first reduced them to a demoralized state.75

With the fading of the protests, however, outside voices, especially those
of clients, have once more been ignored.76 Receptiveness to external chal-
lenge has given way to ritualistic pronouncements that practitioners must
sincerely consider how to mend their ways even as they continue to follow
their basic approach. In short, therapeutic discourse has settled back into
its established limits, and social personnel have again made peace with
what they do.

The political challenge to the casework approach has been neutralized
through a deft rhetorical strategy. Social personnel begin by acknowledg-
ing their role as instruments of elite domination and the limitations of
their method. Then, having admitted the truth of much of the criticism,
they proceed largely as though they never heard it at all. The refrain runs
something like this: Yes, casework only tries to fit people to an oppressive
order without changing conditions. Yes, for people without money or
medical care or decent housing, social justice is a more urgent concern
than individual counseling. Yes, neighborhood residents must be given a
say in agency operations. But we have tilted the balance too far away
from individual intervention under professional direction. We can see the
importance of personal counseling when we consider, for example, the
disorganized lives and the chaotic family relationships of the underclass.
And so we cannot be content with promoting access to hard services. The
lives of marginal citizens can be made more decent and worthwhile if we
guide them to the personal social services they really need and provide
those to which they are entitled.77 By the same token, though we want our
agencies to be responsive to local wishes, we cannot “sacrifice the capac-
ity for expertise and standards.”78

Having glossed over the charges against them, social personnel go on
to contend that their accusers are callous about the fate of the very people
they claim they want to protect. Rights activists complain about the intru-
siveness of the state, it is said, without offering a real alternative. They
have managed to expand the negative freedoms enjoyed by marginal
groups like mental patients because these rights cost taxpayers little. But
much less has been done to promote an ethic of social responsibility, with
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the result that newly gained due-process protections are undone by public
neglect of community-based care and basic material needs.79 Social per-
sonnel go on to claim that the antitutelage posture, while avowedly
liberal, resonates nicely with the conservative diatribe against big govern-
ment. According to their indictment, leftist opponents of the human serv-
ices failed to speak up for the disenfranchised when the Reagan admini-
stration set about to dismantle social programs.

Although this is a curious bill of particulars, it has served its purpose.
Responsibility for the failure to develop community treatment resources
must be assigned widely, not least to therapeutic practitioners. At the
time of deinstitutionalization, after all, many social personnel renounced
their obligation to their former patients. Remuneration in the new com-
munity mental health clinics was low, while an increasing number of mid-
dle-class patients could afford to pay higher fees, thanks largely to health
insurance plans that agreed to reimburse subscribers for more forms of
counseling.80 As for the retrenchment in human services, to blame advo-
cates of clients’ rights and leftist critics is merely to condemn the messen-
gers. They did not cause the abuses that had become routine in normaliz-
ing programs. And they are surely not responsible for the failure of such
programs to bring about the results their sponsors promised or for the
intellectual bankruptcy of therapeutic activists whose only response to
that failure has been a call for more of the same. Nevertheless, by censur-
ing their progressive foes for their supposed lack of compassion, social
personnel have comforted themselves that all along they have occupied
the moral high ground. From that vantage point, serious self-appraisal is
quite unnecessary. It should be added that surveys of social workers docu-
ment that they themselves feel no overriding obligation to help find solu-
tions to compelling social issues like poverty.81

The scientific critique of therapeutic doctrine has not been answered so
much as it has been dissipated. Over the past twenty years social work
journals have featured innumerable articles proposing that social person-
nel redefine their field of practice so that it no longer rests upon unjustified
assertions of scientific validity. Practitioners are abjured to identify them-
selves as advocates for the poor, specialists in long-term or personal care
for the handicapped or disabled, or coordinators of hard services.82 But
the effect of these proposals is quite the opposite of what their framers
intend. With so many alternative conceptions of practice available, social
personnel can happily choose that which best fits their style or outlook.
Those disaffected from the positivist paradigm accordingly cease to press
for a discursive showdown. Intellectual pluralism means not having to
make fundamental choices about the meaning of the enterprise.

Meanwhile, a solid core of clinicians and caseworkers continue to ad-
here to the notion that instrumental scientific knowledge can form the
basis for normalizing intervention. Some maintain that practice knowl-
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edge is already sufficiently advanced to be applied effectively to prevent
delinquency or correct it, to teach the poor to help themselves achieve
self-sufficiency, to prevent teen pregnancies, and so forth.83 We have en-
countered such assertions before. On close inspection, it still turns out
that the evidence is drawn from pilot programs. Projecting from such
demonstrations to more general applications is an exercise fraught with
hazards. Even if we suspend disbelief and accept the claims of positive
results, poor research design leaves us uncertain about which inputs pro-
duced the outcome.84 And the benefits yielded by pilot projects under
highly motivated researchers may well elude us under ordinary conditions
in social agencies. Others in the field recognize that the promise of science
has not been fulfilled, yet they are not discouraged. They contend that, as
a by-product of the great volume of research in disciplines like psychol-
ogy, a more mature understanding of behavior and motivation has been
made possible. Once social personnel apply these research findings in
their dealings with clients, adjustment and rehabilitation will be accom-
plished far more reliably.85

A reply to this contention would be pointless, for the discursive com-
mitment to instrumental knowledge is not really open to debate. We are
confronted here, as we have been since the beginning of the therapeutic
movement, by science-as-ideology. True believers always cling to the no-
tion that they are on the verge of triumph, that the next set of pilot studies
will unlock the perverse mysteries of client behavior. After all, the
priests—social-work educators and clinical researchers—continue to
promise redemption. Like other faiths based on hope rather than reason,
this one survives despite the overwhelming weight of contrary evidence.

The Pathologies of Durability

Throughout this study, I have suggested that it is not enough to evaluate
the therapeutic enterprise according to the standards of its promoters. We
also need to weigh the impact of therapeutic practice on its targets. Inter-
vention, I have argued, threatens the autonomy of marginal families and
individuals without compensating benefits. When we adopt this skeptical
posture, we can derive comfort from some of the developments of the past
fifteen years. Despite the attempt to rationalize the service apparatus, its
component pieces still tend to work against each other. The enduring
inefficiency of the therapeutic sector remains, from the standpoint of per-
sonal liberty, one of its few saving graces. Clients may brush up against
the system as before without being absorbed against their will. Insuffi-
cient funds for referral and follow-up continue to allow service targets to
fade from view. In addition, with the de-emphasis of services in public
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assistance, previously the largest component of the human service appa-
ratus, people in need can receive some material support without having
services thrust upon them.

But we should not overlook the danger that tutelage in its newer forms
poses for anyone who comes to official notice. First off, with the turn to
purchase-of-service arrangements in the therapeutic sector, normalizing
intervention has increasingly been conducted under private auspices. We
have been lulled by recent talk about privatization into the false confi-
dence that private management represents merely a device to improve
efficiency. In fact the drift to privatize the therapeutic marks a major step
in the parcelling out of public authority that Lowi has decried. For exam-
ple, private facilities for troubled adolescents deprive them of their lib-
erty, sometimes for a longer period than juvenile offenders in state train-
ing schools.86 Yet we have demanded almost no accounting of how such
power is being used. Despite the vigorous attempt to monitor contract
compliance, state officials rarely go beyond regulations governing finan-
cial management, staffing credentials, and physical space. No one, in
short, looks at what actually happens in the private service sector.87 The
arbitrary and capricious decisions that brought so much shame upon pub-
lic social agencies twenty years ago may be repeated, hidden from view,
in the emergent contract-services apparatus.

When we examine the expanding public components of the therapeutic
apparatus, too, we find cause for concern. The threat to privacy has been
dramatically magnified, especially in the field of child protection. Thou-
sands of families have been subjected to traumatizing state investigations.
Often there is no evidence yet of abuse, but these families are labeled, as
in the past, “at risk.” This is done—we already hear the official assur-
ances—only so that they may receive proper oversight from child welfare
caseworkers. Were there any basis for confidence in the accuracy of the
target identification, we might deem the assault on privacy an acceptable
price to pay. But the ability of caseworkers to predict abuse or other be-
haviors is poor; child welfare agencies, afraid to miss any cases, compen-
sate by over-predicting. Thus files are opened on many families merely
because they share with known cases certain attributes, notably poverty.
And, of course, despite promises of confidentiality, reputations are de-
stroyed when caseworkers seek some evidence of abuse by questioning
teachers, neighbors, and relatives.88

More is at stake in public intervention than loss of privacy or the de-
struction of one’s good name. Increased funding for certain components
of the apparatus has expanded public discipline of marginal families. In
the juvenile justice system, we should recall, intervention in the wake of
diversion has encompassed not only minors charged as status offenders
but also their siblings and parents. Some of these siblings, without being
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accused of any violation, have been placed in the secure community-
based residential facilities created under deinstitutionalization.89 Ex-
panded tutelage has also reinforced some of the uglier inequalities in fam-
ily power relationships. I noted that parents use the juvenile court to
preserve control over their adolescent daughters. Many of these girls,
Chesney-Lind reports, complain they have been sexually abused at home;
for them, running away is a survival strategy born of desperation. Yet the
court ignores the abuse charge and intervenes to compel the girls to sub-
mit to parental authority; they may even be incarcerated if they persist in
their attempts to escape. As diversion increases judicial involvement in
status offenses, more young women will be pressured to stay home, vul-
nerable to male members of the household.90

Perhaps these incidents of unwarranted and overly intrusive interven-
tion by the therapeutic sector are the exception. Even if that were the case,
however, I see no grounds for complacency. The modern record confirms
a lesson of the past—excessive intervention and the destruction of client
autonomy are endemic to the social technician’s normalizing enterprise.
The risks are multiplied as the system expands and becomes more aggres-
sive in seeking out clients. For this reason, there is much to fear in the
reforms and innovations of the past fifteen years. They have made it more
likely that marginal citizens will be brought face-to-face with therapeutic
power.



Conclusion

Captive to the Past

PROGRESSIVE therapeutic activists set out to fashion a new kind of state,
and in this they succeeded. The normalizing institutions they created have
endured and many others have been introduced during later waves of
reform. Today the marginal family or individual will likely have some
contact with the caseworkers, clinicians, judges, probation officers, and
counselors who staff the human service apparatus. For people who find it
difficult to cope with the stresses of poverty or with the demands of every-
day life, therapeutic mechanisms offer instruction, advice, and encour-
agement. And, as the Progressives envisioned, for those who cannot
adjust to the social rules that normalizing casework aims to transmit,
intervention can call upon ongoing surveillance and, as a last resort, for-
midable tools of coercion.

To a greater degree than we realize, we have come to accept the thera-
peutic sector, to rely upon it and view the world from the perspective of
the social technician. When confronted by new forms of human misery,
policymakers turn as if by reflex to the caseworkers. There is a measure
of cynicism and resignation in this. We do not choose to invest in struc-
tural remedies to poverty; even if we had the will, we no longer have the
confidence of the 1960s that we know how to solve the problems of
homelessness, drug abuse, the underclass, family violence, and youth
crime, to name but a few of the miseries that find their way into the news-
paper headlines or the evening news. But we also look to the human ser-
vices because we believe social personnel can help. Indeed, when we find
evidence of deviant behavior or of an inability to cope, we feel a civic duty
to call upon them. Good citizens, confronted with human misery, act ap-
propriately—they report the situation to the responsible therapeutic
agency. Our continuing faith in the ability of therapeutic practitioners to
make damaged lives whole, despite innumerable counterexamples, re-
flects the degree to which we have absorbed therapeutic doctrine.1

Nevertheless, although therapeutic activists have put in place an array
of public and private agencies, they have been thwarted in their larger
agenda. When the therapeutic approach was first formulated in the Pro-
gressive charity organizations and settlement houses, proponents be-
lieved they had uncovered a new kind of power, one that would reach the
innermost recesses of human experience and permit a thoroughgoing re-
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construction of values, attitudes, behaviors, and relationships. But the
positive power thought to be implicit in the technology of adjustment has
never achieved the kind of results they anticipated. Despite endless refine-
ments based upon new behavioral disciplines, therapeutic practitioners
fail to make accurate assessments of clients’ problems, condition, or
needs, and agencies regularly mishandle corrective treatment.

Two factors best account for the inability of social personnel to make
good on their convictions. First, they have suffered from their own hubris.
Confident that the key to the mysteries of personality lies within their
grasp, they have plunged boldly ahead in their quest to remold marginal
populations. But the available knowledge has invariably turned out to be
deficient; clients do not respond as expected. Hence the relentless quest
for some scientific discipline that will work. Hubris also led early practi-
tioners to overstate the eagerness with which the working-class family
would respond to the caseworker. Instead clients have quickly learned
that courts and other social agencies will be satisfied with the appearance
of cooperation. Therapeutic practitioners still cannot pierce the defenses
that clients erect around themselves, and so case reports contain large
amounts of vacuous psychobabble. In other instances, clients manipulate
the tutelary apparatus into inappropriate intervention, as when parents
wish to assert control over adolescent girls displaying rebellious behavior.

Second, therapeutic activists have been confounded by the institutional
and political settings in which they must operate. At every turn they have
encountered discursive competition, especially from local publics de-
manding respect for traditional political-economy or legal-moralist stan-
dards of right conduct. Political arrangements, such as permissive state
laws or election of juvenile court judges, have guaranteed that community
sentiment will be heard. In addition, the ideology of localism—the belief
among elected officials that they ought to express their constituents’ val-
ues, no matter how parochial these may seem—has strengthened the in-
fluence of lay opinion over policy in the human services. Because social
personnel have usually occupied subordinate positions within their own
agencies, they have little leverage to use against either outside pressures
or other actors within their organizations who do not subscribe to the
therapeutic credo. To master this political environment, therapeutic ac-
tivists have pursued various strategies—centralized bureaucratic control,
service planning, the development of cadre, and, most recently, the inven-
tion of autonomous practice settings. Yet for all the effort invested in
reform, the human services have merely become more bloated, and the
quality of intervention remains unpredictable.

Having failed to secure the promised behavioral changes in marginal
populations or to refashion the state, therapeutic discourse lives on today
to serve other purposes. The social work schools require some justifica-
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tion for their existence; they cannot claim any exclusive responsibility for
the study of social policy and community organization lacks professional
cachet. In the perfection of therapeutic methods and the training of the
next generation of therapeutic acolytes, the schools continue to find a
core mission. If this is harmless enough, we cannot be so complacent
about the other uses to which the therapeutic ideal is put. We find the
doctrine employed to conceal the true nature of institutions, as when ju-
venile court judges invoked catchphrases about the need to consider each
minor as a unique individual in their attempt to block due-process re-
forms or restraints on their discretion. Apart from such efforts to protect
the interests of specific actors within the apparatus, moreover, therapeu-
tic discourse has been enlisted to forestall more sweeping challenges to
the entire normalizing enterprise. When critics speak out against case-
worker intrusiveness in the name of a right to privacy, social personnel
retort that the alternative is much worse. Would we prefer to leave clients
alone to face the brutality of their existence?

The Dilemma of Marginality

Once the question has been posed, we recognize immediately why we
have found it so difficult to escape from the policy universe framed by
therapeutic discourse. On one level, the therapeutic embodies a global
aspiration to bring the natural world under our conscious control. As
other sciences give us instruments by which we can tame the physical
environment, behavioral disciplines offer the promise that we shall tame
the ugly impulses within us.2 If we shun the quest for the scientific knowl-
edge that would allow us to normalize behavior, we seem to deny this
promise, and with that the fundamental modernist dream. Accordingly,
the modernist in each of us cries out against romanticizing lower-class
folk knowledge. We insist that the helping professionals better under-
stand proper nutrition, budget management, sound mental hygiene, and
enlightened child-rearing than do their clients. On another level, because
the therapeutic has insinuated itself so deeply into how we view marginal-
ity, normalizing intervention has become a constitutive element in our
ethic of care. Moral decency demands that we come to the aid of the
vulnerable, that we safeguard their physical well-being and life-chances.
Fulfilling our obligation means protection, treatment, supervision—in
short, the therapeutic program. From this perspective, nonintervention is
evil. To put the matter in stark terms, it appears that when we repudiate
the caseworker, we embrace the child abuser.

I would reject certain solutions that have been put forward to resolve
this predicament. Donzelot attempts to push it aside bodily by reformu-
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lating the problem. He notes that when we are faced with the choice be-
tween intervention and countenancing abuse or other deviant behaviors,
we can only call for the social technicians. It is more important, he con-
tends, to question the sort of power that is deployed through the mecha-
nisms of tutelage. I have taken his cue and attempted to lay bare the logic
of the therapeutic sector in the foregoing account. Yet, however necessary
such a political inquiry is, the moral issue does not disappear once we
have unmasked power. We must still come to grips with the very basic
matter of our responsibility for our fellow citizens, especially the most
innocent and helpless.

Others propose that we define away the dilemma of deviant behaviors
by adopting a more tolerant moral pluralism. This position follows from
the 1960s-era radical critiques of therapeutic discourse and more recent
feminist analyses of patriarchal family structures. Rather than regard the
middle-income, two-parent family as an ideal, it is said, we need to ac-
knowledge the validity of many lifestyles and forms of family organiza-
tion. I find much to commend in this line of argument. At the very least it
should give us pause before we deem the adaptations of lower-class
households to their precarious economic condition, such as the informal
passing around of children in time of crisis, to be signs of pathological
maladjustment. But how far are we prepared to carry our pluralism? If we
push the idea to its limit, the most offensive and reprehensible conduct
ceases to be deviant and becomes merely different. Any lifestyle is equally
good, even if it includes indolence or family violence. Like most, I refuse
to accept that we should not pass judgment on some behavioral choices.

However, where a finding that behavior is harmful immediately leads
proponents of the therapeutic approach to prescribe intervention, I would
reject that move out of hand. Our insistence that some behavior is unac-
ceptable does not suffice to oblige us to act. We must also know that the
tools we employ have a reasonable prospect of producing the outcome we
seek and will not produce other negative consequences. Tutelage by the
human services satisfies neither of these conditions. On the one hand,
despite all we have invested in the technology of adjustment, we remain
unable to bring about the rehabilitation of clients. On the other hand,
when clients are stigmatized for life, when social personnel sustain brutal
patterns of domination within the family, or when functioning marginal
families are broken up, the harm we inflict is every bit as reprehensible as
the behavior that prompted intervention. It would be better to utter our
condemnation through due process of law and punish where appropriate
than to torment clients in our therapeutic experiments. For that matter,
we would cease to raise false expectations in the community that all can
be made well again.

This is a pragmatic line of criticism, one that accepts the goal of behav-
ioral adjustment while rejecting the method. But I would also reiterate a
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more principled objection to the therapeutic enterprise. Aside from the
obvious damage done to clients through intervention, our reliance on the
therapeutic approach slowly erodes the foundations for democratic citi-
zenship. Personal autonomy, however flawed, is a prerequisite for mem-
bership in a democratic political community. Deviant behaviors represent
a cry of pain and anger that should be heard, and our attention should be
directed toward finding political outlets that will allow the anguish to find
constructive expression. But therapeutic discourse has long regarded raw
despair and frustration as evidence of individual maladjustment, devoid
of collective meaning. Through normalizing intervention, clients can be
led to see that such emotions are symptomatic of their refusal to accept
reality. This assault on personal sovereignty is necessary, according to
therapeutic discourse, to uncover any source of disfunction, with the as-
surance that ultimately autonomy will be strengthened. It is clear, how-
ever, that intervention often leads not to self-sufficiency but rather to on-
going surveillance and further episodes of tutelage. Marginal populations
lose the space in which to define their problems in their own terms, one of
the basic conditions for democratic politics.

Beyond the Therapeutic State?

Presuming we reject the therapeutic enterprise, then, it remains to be seen
whether we can offer something better in response to the challenge of
marginality. I have remarked favorably upon the political conception of
social membership expressed in the Progressive settlement movement and
in the community action programs of the 1960s. Both grasped the impor-
tance of allowing the dispossessed to define their own community
through collective action. Yet we must acknowledge in all candor that we
have little concrete evidence to support the proposition that political mo-
bilization can integrate marginal groups into the social mainstream,
much less bring about desirable behavioral changes at the individual
level. As I indicated in chapter 6, the earliest ventures in community or-
ganization withered after the First World War. This pattern of short-lived
experiments was repeated in the 1960s. Despite promising results at the
outset, community control initiatives were stifled before a full judgment
on their effects could be rendered. Accordingly, when we turn to a consid-
eration of how we might pursue the political avenue to social member-
ship, we embark upon an expedition of the imagination.

We must deal first with the problem of material want. As envisioned by
both Progressives and modern community activists, the political ap-
proach presupposes a certain level of physical well-being. People who do
not know whether they can keep a roof over their heads rarely participate
in political life, and if they do their involvement is short-lived. While as-
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surance of a minimum material standard of living does not create a sense
of active membership, they would at least be able to think beyond imme-
diate survival needs. Unfortunately, this material foundation for demo-
cratic citizenship has been eaten away during the past fifteen years by the
steady decline in the value of public assistance grants and other measures
that have denied benefits to the working poor. As a beginning, it would be
necessary to reverse the recent policy drift. I would emphasize, of course,
that we should not incorporate in public assistance the rest of the living
standard ideal as it evolved under the influence of philanthropy—the
commitment to behavioral norms and discipline. Income maintenance
need not entail a therapeutic component.

In addressing the material preconditions for citizen mobilization, we
also need to consider deprivation as a community phenomenon. Margin-
ality is concentrated geographically. Since the beginning of the urban-
industrial era the disadvantaged have tended to band together in particu-
lar city districts, but this pattern has become more pronounced of late.
Middle-class elements have fled the inner-city neighborhoods. As the
poorest remain behind, they find themselves bereft of the economic re-
sources with which to bring about the rejuvenation of their community.
Urban slums have always suffered from a lack of government and market
investment; today public and private dollars for economic development
continue to go elsewhere, chiefly into the downtown business districts or
suburbs. With the departure of the successful families and the savings and
purchasing power they represent, the capital problem assumes a more
acute form. If there is to be any prospect for a rebirth of marginalized
neighborhoods, they require a substantial infusion of economic resources.

Beyond material supports for individuals and neighborhoods, a politi-
cal approach to social membership would require a far-reaching political
reorganization, including sweeping decentralization and community con-
trol. I have in mind here an arrangement in which authority over a broad
range of decisions would be vested in a “neighborhood government.” To
begin with, it would assume much of the responsibility for administration
of routine public services, asserting independence from larger municipal
bureaucracies. In earlier experiments with decentralization, chiefly dur-
ing the 1960s, too little autonomy was conceded to neighborhood units.
Meaningful local control entails a district-level government with the
power to establish its own service priorities, purchase hard services from
public and private providers, and hold these providers accountable. As
outside capital for economic development was made available, further-
more, the neighborhood government would create its own enterprises to
make investment choices. This would give it the economic tools that com-
munity action programs lacked. At the same time, however, the creation
of a new layer of government “close to the people” would not in itself as-
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sure their active engagement. For this political reorganization to work as
a mechanism for promoting a sense of membership, it would be necessary
to encourage direct participation by community residents through fre-
quent, accessible public meetings and diligent community mobilization.

We have no assurance, of course, that a neighborhood government
would address the manifestations of social marginality that trouble us.
Much would depend upon whether the new political structure sought cre-
ative solutions to urgent community problems. If it merely turned to es-
tablished social agencies and helping professionals, it would effectively
renounce its own premise. On the other hand, once the neighborhood
government began to foster citizen activism among its marginal constitu-
encies, it might be possible to introduce new mechanisms for helping peo-
ple overcome the fear, hostility, and alienation that poverty brings in its
wake. For example, where we now encourage intervention by the child
welfare bureaucracy in suspected cases of child abuse or neglect, the
emergence of vigorous block and tenant organizations or neighborhood
women’s groups might break down family isolation and make peer
support more effective.3

As these innovative neighborhood efforts took hold, we would antici-
pate the rise of a different ethic of care, one no longer bound to the dis-
course of normalizing intervention. The emphasis might shift to the pri-
macy of lay responsibility for recognizing aberrant behavior and taking it
to task. I see, too, the possibility that caring might extend to an effort by
peer organizations to right imbalances in family power relations. Battered
women and abused daughters are most likely to find advocates and polit-
ical allies among others similarly positioned. But a word of caution is in
order: as is true whenever local sentiment is given scope to express itself,
the behavioral norms that would be upheld would reflect the particular
class and ethnic composition of each neighborhood.

This imaginary excursion, sad to say, cannot take us very far. Though
I have suggested how the political path might displace the therapeutic, I
must confess that I see precious little chance for making real the radical
alternative. It is fashionable to close a critical study of an institution with
a vague call for sweeping reform, leading readers to believe that the au-
thor thinks change is but a matter of mustering the needed enthusiasm.
But I cannot pretend to an optimism that I know to be misplaced. The
people who would have to make community control work may not be
equipped for the task. More to the point, perhaps, this inquiry has made
clear the accumulation of institutional forces within the therapeutic sec-
tor that virtually preclude any fundamental reconstruction of the human
services.

Let us take up first the political weaknesses of the very poor. In inner-
city slums, the lack of economic capital is matched by an absence of polit-
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ical skill and energy. Where Progressive community organizers like
Robert Woods found residual organization and talent in marginalized
neighborhoods, this reserve capacity seems today to be increasingly ab-
sent. I noted above the departure of the natural indigenous leadership.
Because it has not been replaced, neighborhood government would rest
upon the most disenfranchised—the broken families, the victims of drug
abuse and alcohol dependency, the school dropouts. Burdened by the
sense that they have no control over their destiny, they are hardest to
mobilize for collective action and least likely to remain involved over
time. They therefore seem unlikely to play an active part in community
councils. Even if we committed ourselves to more adequate income sup-
port and established an ample public investment fund for urban neighbor-
hoods, it is not certain that these political liabilities could be overcome.

When we add to this the institutional realities of the therapeutic state,
prospects for a neighborhood-based political approach become more dis-
mal still. In seeking the means to address urgent social problems, neigh-
borhood governments would find themselves in direct competition with
the public-private normalizing apparatus. It is difficult to imagine a more
unequal contest. For while the new local organizations would be political
novices, social agencies are savvy in the ways of building influence net-
works, cultivating favorable publicity, and undermining new entrants in
the field. The therapeutic sector has used its political strengths to with-
stand formidable challenges, most recently the Reagan-era conservative
efforts to dismantle the human services. Surely it would be child’s play to
ward off or co-opt neighborhood attempts to claim a share of the funds
that now go to the service network. And though additional public re-
sources may be committed to combat teen pregnancy, youth crime, drug
abuse, and other problems of marginality, these dollars would likewise be
cornered by the ever-eager therapeutic entrepreneurs.

Heeding the Other Voices

I prefer to close with a far more modest set of suggestions. Some good can
be accomplished if we cultivate a skeptical posture toward the human
services. Where we have been seduced by the proponents of new normal-
izing initiatives, who seem to offer answers to the miseries that trouble
our conscience, we need to ask hard questions about the real benefits of
intervention and the unseen costs. And where we have been intimidated
by therapeutic activists, who equate criticism of their enterprise with cal-
lousness toward the poor, we must have greater confidence in our own
judgments. I would hope that policymakers and opinion shapers learn to
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give their ear less readily to the therapeutic industry. But, as always in a
political system where organized pressure counts most, policy shifts in the
human services will become more likely when countervailing influences
make themselves felt. So there is much work for ordinary citizens to do,
particularly in the communities in which therapeutic facilities and social
agencies are most heavily concentrated.

As a first step, we should encourage a broadening of the discourse
about marginality beyond the narrow circle of therapeutic practitioners.
Problems like delinquency, long-term dependency, and family violence
cannot be left to the helping professions. The experts have demonstrated
time and again that in this area any claim to exclusive wisdom is singu-
larly suspect. Indeed, precisely because of the exaggerated claims social
personnel made about the value of services in public assistance during the
1950s and 1960s, elected officials insisted upon the inclusion of other
policy intellectuals. Though the economists were afflicted with their own
blind spots, they did manage to introduce new perspectives in policy de-
bates and break the stranglehold of the old gang of therapeutic agents in
the Bureau of Public Assistance, the public welfare association, and the
social work schools. We should seek now to draw into our social policy
debates other participants, especially feminists, community activists, and
grassroots organizers who work in the neighborhoods beset with the most
serious problems. If we hope to devise solutions that do not fit the tired
model of normalizing intervention, other perspectives must be given a
serious hearing.

The involvement of local activists might allow us to restore to our pol-
icy discourse an element that has been largely lacking since the Progres-
sive era. When the settlement house residents described conditions in the
working-class slums, they were careful to note the strengths of the people
and their neighborhoods. Soon enough, however, the focus in therapeutic
discourse shifted, so that social personnel spoke of little besides deficien-
cies and weaknesses among their clients. Fifty years ago Richard C.
Cabot, a pioneer in medical social work, told an audience of social per-
sonnel that this diagnostic model of intervention had put things back-
ward. A constructive program should begin instead with a list of assets
upon which to build.4 I would argue that we have largely failed to follow
Cabot’s suggestion. In the current discussions about the underclass, for
instance, we hear much about what is missing from the lives of the dispos-
sessed and almost nothing about family or community resources. And I
plead guilty myself to Cabot’s charge, in my grim portrait of the difficul-
ties that must be overcome today in the political mobilization of impover-
ished communities. We can offset our negative evaluation of marginality,
however, by listening to those who have helped to organize welfare moth-
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ers, tenant associations, “sweat equity” projects to rebuild decaying hous-
ing, block anticrime patrols, and other grassroots expressions of self-help.

Whether a broader dialogue about marginality can be stimulated de-
pends in turn upon a resurgence of lay interest in the matters we have
permitted social personnel to claim for themselves. Policymakers will
heed popular dissatisfaction with the therapeutic approach. But ordinary
citizens have not stepped forward to voice their misgivings, save in iso-
lated campaigns against facilities or programs in their own backyards.
We see from this public timidity that therapeutic discourse has succeeded
in mystifying its field of concern. Fixated on obscure behavioral sciences,
conducted in a jargon impenetrable to the uninitiated, the discourse does
not invite lay participation. Thus, while the problems of marginality are
painfully visible, policy formulation in the human services remains the
domain of a small network of social agencies, umbrella professional asso-
ciations, and social work educators. Now that we have punctured the
image of technical competence that therapeutic activists have nurtured,
we need to shed our own habitual reliance upon the human services. The
tragedies that have provoked calls for more thorough casework should
instead inspire us to urge upon our elected officials a search for a better
approach.

In addition to pursuing a more open policy debate, we should seek
mechanisms that will hold specific human service programs accountable
to their clients. I do not refer here to the various reporting requirements
by which state-level bureaucrats impose managerial values on private
service providers. These devices do nothing to protect clients. Nor can we
put much faith in client advisory boards, common since the 1960s in both
public and private agencies. These have been as ineffective in shaping
practice in individual cases as they have been in defining general agency
policy. We need to find other means, then, that will force social personnel
to answer to the people they seek to treat. As a starting point, clients must
be supported in their right to reject intervention, the ultimate tool at their
disposal for protecting themselves against the caseworker. We can
strengthen this right in practice by insisting upon the use of lay advocates,
not affiliated with the social agencies, to explain proposed treatment to
prospective clients and by allowing clients to terminate interventions at
will. Where mandatory intervention appears necessary because of clear,
imminent harm, full due process, including representation by counsel,
should be assured. The standard of imminent harm itself should be drawn
much more narrowly than in the past.5

Defending clients’ prerogative to reject intervention, it has been ob-
jected, reinforces intrafamily patterns of domination and exploitation. I
have noted the feminist argument that women sometimes call upon social
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agencies in an attempt to change the terms of family conflict. For these
women, a civil libertarian commitment to privacy translates into oppres-
sion at the hands of their mate, for he is the only one who gains from a
hands-off posture by the state.6 But as the feminists themselves admit,
normalizing intervention has afforded such women and their children few
opportunities for release. Unless they happen to be placed in the caseload
of the rare caseworker who is nonjudgmental and enlightened, the moth-
ers may be blamed for their difficulties and receive harsh treatment, in-
cluding placement of the children in foster care or an institution. Re-
course to a social agency, in sum, is a desperate gamble at long odds.
Given this reality, I reject the feminist intervention fantasy that posits
therapeutic power as a counterweight to male authority.

The vulnerability of weak family members needs to be addressed in a
way that gives the disempowered real leverage. And the best strategy to
accomplish this—or, to be accurate, the least-bad strategy—depends on
a vigorous feminist movement that crosses class lines. This movement
should press the case for adequate public assistance payments, because
reasonable grants make it possible for women with children to escape
from brutality at home. Feminists can also help to change the character of
the tutelary apparatus. Among the more positive developments of the
past twenty years was the emergence of an alternative caring network of
women-run, nonprofessional shelters and crisis centers. Now that public
officials have insisted upon installing therapeutic practitioners in these
settings, the territory needs to be reclaimed. Furthermore, feminist groups
should promote legal representation for women, adolescent girls, and
children who become entangled with a child welfare agency or juvenile
court. Due process is a more likely tool to neutralize male violence than
a social agency that asks a woman what she did to bring such troubles
upon herself.

Besides being held accountable to clients, social agencies should be
forced to justify themselves to their hosts. Just as families and individuals
have been made unwitting subjects of clinical experiments, so, too, has
the therapeutic laboratory come to encompass the communities in which
normalizing facilities are located. Policymakers and officials complain
frequently today about the hostility of neighborhood activists toward
human service programs for marginal groups. But if we recall the uncer-
tain effects of intervention and the penchant for innovative methods that
may clinch a sponsoring agency’s reputation for being on the cutting edge
of the field, then the community position seems entirely respectable. Local
publics should also have the right to reject “nontraditional” institutions,
innovative delinquency and drug abuse prevention programs, and other
new therapeutic ventures.
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Though experience suggests that therapeutic activists will accuse com-
munity opponents of cruelty and indifference, I would hope that the latter
will trust their own hesitation. We need a large measure of caution about
every new scheme put forward by social personnel. The time has come to
shift the burden of proof to them, to demand that they explain in plain
terms how their untested programs will work, to confront them with their
past record of failure, to tell them that the suffering we see about us does
not in and of itself compel us to follow their lead. Such opposition, I
would be the first to admit, does nothing about social marginality itself.
But the sad truth is that we face only poor choices. Popular refusal at least
may check the further growth of the therapeutic state.
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1. What I refer to as the human services are sometimes called personal social
services or “soft” services. For a more sweeping use of the term that embraces all
social policy, see Yeheskel Hasenfeld, “The Administration of Human Services,”
Annals 479 (May 1985): 68.

2. I do not mean to suggest that the therapeutic state is a uniquely American
phenomenon. To the contrary, as I will indicate, this study was inspired in part by
works that explore human services in other societies. In order to keep my inquiry
within manageable bounds, however, I examine only the American situation.

3. Unfortunately, it is not possible to give an exact census of the clientele of the
therapeutic sector. If the population of each program or service were added to-
gether, the total would be misleading, because there is a substantial overlap
among programs. In addition, as I indicate below, some of those being served by
social programs are not subject to the therapeutic approach; this is true today in
public assistance.

4. For an example of a work that gives passing notice to normalizing interven-
tion, see Michael Novak et al., The New Consensus on Family and Welfare: A
Community of Self-Reliance (Washington, DC: American Enterprise Institute,
1987). The authors stress mandatory work as an answer to poverty, but mention
educative services. See pp. 86, 102. The general tendency to focus on questions of
economic incentives is noted in Nathan Glazer, “Reforming the American Wel-
fare Family: 1969–1981,” Tocqueville Review 6 (1984): 149–68.

Sometimes the therapeutic approach is given a central role in policy prescrip-
tion. See Roger Wilkins, “The Black Poor Are Different,” New York Times, 22
August 1989, p. A23; Lisbeth B. Schorr (with Daniel Schorr), Within Our Reach:
Breaking the Cycle of Disadvantage (New York: Doubleday/Anchor, 1988).
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5. The difficulty in locating the therapeutic sector stems, too, from the mis-
guided academic habit of classifying political institutions into exclusive constitu-
tional and functional categories. To choose but one example, we do not think of
juvenile courts and income maintenance agencies as being of a piece with one
another, because by tradition they fall under different branches of government
and because the distribution of justice and the redistribution of wealth seem such
dissimilar activities. But one of the notable features of the therapeutic sector is
that it overlaps with other elements in the modern state structure. Indeed, there
are few pure human service agencies, organizations that engage in only the thera-
peutic enterprise.

6. See especially Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and
Other Writings, 1972–1977, ed. by Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon, 1980).

7. Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families (New York: Pantheon, 1979).
8. See, for example, Stephen Skowronek, Building a New American State: The

Expansion of National Administrative Capacities, 1877–1920 (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1982); John Mollenkopf, The Contested City (Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983). This approach has been applied to
the study of social welfare by Katz. See Michael B. Katz, In the Shadow of the
Poorhouse: A Social History of Welfare in America (New York: Basic Books,
1986).

9. See Linda Gordon, Heroes of Their Own Lives: The Politics and History of
Family Violence (New York: Penguin Books, 1988); Katz, In the Shadow of the
Poorhouse.

10. This is not a new observation. See Peter H. Rossi, “Power and Politics: A
Road to Social Reform,” SSR 35 (1961): 366, 368.

Chapter One
Moral Economy and Philanthropy

1. Benjamin J. Klebaner, “Poverty and Its Relief in American Thought, 1815–
61,” SSR 38 (1964): 382–86, 388–89; M. J. Heale, “Humanitarianism in the
Early Republic: The Moral Reformers of New York, 1776–1825,” Journal of
American Studies 2 (1968): 175.

2. Joseph Tuckerman, On the Elevation of the Poor: A Selection From His
Reports as Minister at Large in Boston (1874, reprint ed., New York: Arno,
1971), pp. 61, 79–80, 168; James D. McCabe, Lights and Shadows of New York
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