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Gender in Early U.S. Social Policy

In the social-scientific literature on the welfare state, scholars have long
argued that the quality and extent of support available to workers outside
the market—the citizen's wage—has a direct impact on their standard of
living and an indirect effect on the bargaining position of labor within
market relationships.1 In a parallel way, recent feminist scholarship on
social policy has pointed out that how—if at all—the state steps in to
assist women in their role as mothers when marital relationships break up
or never form has a direct impact on the standard of living within mother-
only families, and an indirect effect on women's bargaining position
within two-parent families by (at least partially) setting the terms on
which they will live should they want to exit relationships.2 Thus, just as
analysts have argued that the level of the citizen's wage is revealing about
the effect of policy on class inequality, a focus on what the state does for
single mothers and their children is analytically strategic for assessing the
relationship between policy and gender inequality. The situation of
mother-only families reveals the inherent social and economic vulnerabil-
ity of all women that exists due to their childrearing and domestic respon-
sibilities and their low earnings, which is usually masked when women are
in households with wage-earning men.

How do single mothers and their children fare in the United States?
Scholarly and public attention has lately focused on the "feminization of
poverty"—the sad facts need no rehearsal here.3 The poverty and eco-
nomic insecurity of single mothers and their children can be attributed
largely to women's low wages and lack of access to fathers' income.4 Does
the American welfare state step in to alleviate their poverty and economic
security? Yes and no. The United States has a "two-tier" welfare state that
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offers relatively generous benefits to those on the upper tier, pulling many
(though not all) of them out of poverty, while allowing citizens depending
on lower-tier programs—mainly nonwidowed single women and their
children—to remain impoverished.5 Despite its reputation as a "welfare
state laggard," the U.S. system by international standards, offers generous
benefits to retired wage-earners; less generous benefits go to the unem-
ployed, while benefits for nonwidowed women and their children are
extremely meager relative to what other industrialized countries provide.6

In the upper tier of the American welfare state are the contributory
social insurance programs, popularly called "social security"—Old Age,
Survivors and Disability Insurance, Medicare, and Unemployment Insur-
ance. Wage-earners claim these benefits on the basis of their own contri-
butions; Social Security also offers income protection to dependents and
survivors of wage-earners.7 Thus, widows of covered wage-earners with
children under eighteen receive benefits from social security and are much
less likely to be poor than divorced, separated, or never-married women.8

The lower tier is composed of noncontributory social assistance programs
such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), general assis-
tance, and Medicaid, usually referred to as "welfare." Families maintained
by women, about 15% of all families in 1978, made up 60% of families
receiving benefits from lower-tier programs.9 While upper-tier benefits are
paid automatically and without a means test on the realization of the
insured risk (unemployment, death of the breadwinner, or retirement),
lower-tier, "welfare" programs require destitution as a prerequisite to eligi-
bility and involve ongoing, detailed checks of eligibility criteria. More-
over, Social Security is nearly sacrosanct, but welfare suffers from social
stigma and political unpopularity. In essence, the American state acts in a
minimal fashion to deal with the economic insecurity and poverty experi-
enced by mother-only families in the wake of marital separation or the
birth of a child outside of marriage. A bifurcated system of public social
provision, then, is an important contributor to the "feminization of pov-
erty" and women's political, economic, and social vulnerability.

Feminist analysis of the contemporary U.S. welfare state has identified
different bases of men's and women's claims on state help; almost all men
do make their claims on the basis of their labor in the paid labor force,
while most women—though a declining proportion—make claims on the
basis of their relationship to covered men or of their work as (single)
mothers of (needy) children.10 In the United States today, the different
basis of claims is indeed associated with inequality of treatment and bene-
fit level, and the social assistance programs upon which many women rely
for income protection are less politically legitimate and less generously
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funded than is social security—and all of this has adverse consequences
for the standard of living of women-maintained families, as well as for the
political capacities of impoverished women.11

The connection between the character of American social provision
and women's poverty and economic insecurity has stimulated the interest
of social scientists in the roots of this relationship in early policy develop-
ments. Modern U.S. social programs were first enacted in the Progressive
Era (approximately 1900-1916), when the majority of states initiated
both "mothers' pension" and workers' compensation programs; in the
1920s states also began to pass laws establishing old-age assistance. Moth-
ers' pensions, also called widows' pensions or mothers' allowances, were
noncontributory and means- or income-tested benefits offered to single
mothers of young children (mainly widows); they were a form of social
assistance rather than social insurance. Legislation establishing mothers'
pension programs was first enacted in Illinois in 1911; forty states had
programs by the end of 1921.12 The pensions partially replaced public
poor relief and private charity, which had often required that women give
up their children to institutions or foster care as a requirement of assis-
tance.13 Workers' compensation legislation, enacted in thirty-eight states
by 1919, required many employers to carry accident insurance that would
pay benefits to the victims of industrial accidents and to their dependents
if the accident was fatal.14 These programs replaced the earlier system of
dealing with industrial accidents, in which accident victims had to take
their employers to court to sue for damages—a few workers collected large
sums (usually after a long delay), but the majority did not receive any
compensation at all. Old-age pension programs were first enacted on a
"county-optional" basis in the early 1920s; the first statewide, mandatory
law was passed in 1929. Prior to the onset of the Depression in 1929, six
states had pension legislation, but by the passage of the Social Security
Act in August 1935, thirty-six states had such laws.15 All these laws
offered means-tested benefits to elderly residents of long standing and
"good citizenship."

A number of feminist scholars have investigated these early programs
for clues about the origins of the contemporary two-channel, gendered
U.S. welfare state.16 These analysts argue that mothers' pensions and
workers' compensation laid the foundations for different, unequal chan-
nels of social provision for men and for women. For example, Barbara
Nelson notes that "in Workmen's Compensation, we see the confluence
of the major elements of the first channel of the welfare state: socially
legitimate, standardized decision criteria supporting insurance programs
whose elegibility is based on the wage work employing white men."17 In
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contrast, mothers' pensions, designed to support the reproductive labor of
women, were stingy, "intrusive . . . and allowed for enormous discretion
on the part of caseworkers due to the imprecision of and difficulty in
applying eligibility standards," characteristics that "became the adminis-
trative hallmark of income-tested benefits for mothers financed by the
general revenue."18 In essence, Nelson aruges that the limited and puni-
tive aspects of the female channel of the contemporary welfare state were
in place from its origins.19 I believe there are some problems in this
account of how gender differences came to be articulated with differences
in the structure of programs (i.e., whether or not they were contributory)
and in political legitimacy. In this article I offer a critique and some
preliminary suggestions for a somewhat different analysis of gender and
the policy developments leading to the contemporary two-tier American
welfare state. In particular, I believe it is critical to separate analytically
the intentions of those who formulated policy reforms from the ways in
which programs were administered if we are ever to untangle the complex
causality underlying the development of the bifurcated structure of the
American system of social provision.

In the following pages, I argue that the enactment of programs for
mothers in the Progressive Era was a positive political achievement. It
reflected a new liberal view of the necessity of modern social programs to
replace poor relief because of a new understanding of industrial society,
which implicitly if not explicitly recognized "equality in difference" for
men and women in a notion of socially-valuable labor as the basis of
entitlement. Thus, I do not disagree that women's claims for state protec-
tion were made on a different basis than were men's. In America's early
modern welfare programs, women gained entitlement to state benefits
because of their work as mothers, not as wage-workers, reflecting the
different material situations of men and women. However, the different
basis of women's and men's claims was not linked with inequalities in
benefits and eligibility requirements in pre—New Deal social policy. I
suggest that it was in the chronic underfunding of programs by local
governments and in their administrative inadequacies, rather than in the
political intent of those who initially lobbied for and framed the pro-
grams, that we find the factor responsible for the debasement and punitive
character of the "endowments for motherhood." Indeed, all three early
social programs—mothers' pensions, old-age assistance, and workers'
compensation—were implemented in ways that resembled very little the
ideals of social solidarity and support to valuable labor that reformers had
hoped to institutionalize, as they all suffered from persistent funding prob-
lems and inadequate administrative capacity. My evidence comes from a
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comparision of the three early social programs, in which I distinguish
between reformers' intents, the exact programmatic characteristics as legis-
lated, and the way that programs were actually implemented. Thus, the
comparative analysis will cover several facets of the programs, including:
(1) the justification and legitimation of programs, or policy discourse, (2)
the way policies were formulated—including the choice of noncontribu-
tory social assistance vs. contributory social insurance forms, and (3) how
programs were actually implemented. I raise questions about some com-
mon assumptions about the relative popularity and generosity of contribu-
tory social insurance and noncontributory pensions or social assistance for
women. Essentially, I argue that in the early period noncontributory
social programs for mother-only families were not yet so distinctive as
they have become in the current era.

"Service to the State" and Entitlements to Benefits

Were contributory programs more socially legitimate than noncontribu-
tory programs paid from the general revenue? I present evidence in the
following section to show that both noncontributory programs, usually
referred to as "pensions" or "allowances," and social insurance, were under-
stood as legitimate alternatives to poor relief, and not as charity, by both
popular groups and elite reformers. Crucially, a broad conception of enti-
tlement that depended on service to society rather than on contributions
as establishing the right to state help was quite widespread. (Here I am
using the term "entitlement" in the broad political sense of deserving
something rather than in the legal sense of having an enforceable claim
on the state for a particular kind of benefit.) This conception of entitle-
ment had considerably more positive implications for women than did
later approaches, in which beneficiaries establish a right to make claims
on the state on the basis of financial contributions—which necessitates
having a position in the paid labor force. Popular groups—unions, frater-
nal organizations, women's clubs—were very favorable to the broader
notion of entitlement. Among elite reformers, two tendencies may be
distinguished. Contributory programs were preferred by reformers (pre-
dominantly male) affiliated with groups such as the American Association
for Labor Legislation, which focused on the problems of wage-earners,
although they did not reject noncontributory ones.20 Reform-minded
women and their male allies—particularly those associated with the Na-
tional Congress of Mothers and the National Federation of Women's
Clubs—were strongly supportive of noncontributory "pensions" for single
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mothers.21 In the following pages I will present evidence about these
different political actors to support the argument that in the America of
the Progressive Era and the 1920s noncontributory programs enjoyed a
good deal of support among the elite reformers and popular groups and
were well within the limits of acceptability within the entire community
of policy intellectuals and reformers.

The Break with Poor Relief

In the United States, as across Europe and in the countries of the British
Commonwealth, a number of social policy reforms, including mothers'
pensions, workers' compensation, old-age pensions, and health and unem-
ployment insurance, were proposed in the years between the turn of the
century and World War I (in America, the "Progressive Era"). The com-
mon impulse behind all the innovations in public social provision was to
help groups considered to be "worthy" outside the poor law and private
charity, and to remove the worthy poor, especially children and the
elderly, from public poor-relief institutions. Traditional poor relief was
based upon the tenet of "less eligibility"—the principle that the position
of any pauper (anyone receiving public poor relief) should be no better
("less eligible") than that of the poorest laborer, and indeed that paupers
should forfeit the rights of citizenship.22 Practices varied considerably over
time and across localities and states, but in many places in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the poor were relieved only if
they were willing to enter the workhouse. Standard practice by both poor-
relief authorities and private charities for assisting families headed by
single mothers was to separate the family members by placing the children
in institutions so that the mother might work to support herself and
perhaps contribute to the support of her children.23

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the ideological consensus in
favor of poor relief was undermined by several intellectual, cultural, and
political trends. Social-scientific research was used to challenge the indi-
vidualistic analysis of the causes of poverty, showing the structural roots of
economic insecurity and poverty in unemployment, low wages, and
forced retirement. In combination with other trends, this had the effect of
broadening conceptions of who comprised the worthy poor, but it did not
entirely erase the distinction between worthy and unworthy, even among
most reformers. Social-scientific surveys also were revealing about the
large numbers from among "worthy" groups, especially the aged and wid-
owed mothers and their children, who were in fact forced to rely on
inadequate, demeaning poor relief and often forced into institutions,
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leading to the breakup of families "for poverty alone." Within the poor-
law tradition, the "worthy poor" were to be helped by private charities,
which were expected to be more generous than public poor relief; more-
over, acceptance of such aid did not entail loss of citizenship. In practice,
however, there were never sufficient funds from private or private charity
to meet the needs of all those deemed worthy. In any event, like public
poor relief, private charity intruded into the lives of clients and often
demanded institutional care for the children of single mothers as the price
of assistance.24 Thus, many were forced to depend upon the overseers of
the poor for erratic, puny doles, lose their children to orphanages or foster
care, or endure great hardships in avoiding public charity. In response to
these new findings and other trends, liberal ideology began to change in
complementary ways, through modern pension and insurance programs,
providing justification for a different sort of treatment for those who were
poor through no fault of their own. Both types of programs were opposed
to poor relief, which was expected by most reformers to continue on as a
provision of last resort for the "unworthy."25

New Liberal Policy Discourse

In justifying new social programs and arguing against poor relief, social
reformers in the United States appealed to the arguments of "new liberal-
ism," as did their counterparts in Britain, Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand. New liberalism represented a reworking of traditional, laissez-
faire liberalism and involved changes in the key public policy preferences
flowing from the traditional liberal emphasis on individual freedom be-
cause of a changed understanding of which factors, under modern condi-
tions, were crucial in underpinning personal liberty. Rather than believ-
ing that individual freedom depended on the efforts of the individual
alone, and that it was best secured by minimizing state interference in
civil society, many liberals came to see, with the help of the findings of
social science, that industrial society made people interdependent and
that the poverty of the unemployed, widowed mothers, the aged, and
others was socially caused. A number of studies showed that for many
working-class families "saving for the rainy day" of illness, industrial acci-
dent, death of the family breadwinner, unemployment, or forced retire-
ment was simply an impossibility, given the high proportion of workers
who did not earn a "living wage."26 Leading liberals and reformers recog-
nized that in an industrial capitalist economy poverty often had social
rather than individual roots. Moreover voluntary savings schemes and
charity were utterly inadequate; only the state had the capacity to resolve
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these problems.27 In modern society, then, the new liberalism recognized
government as an indispensable support for individual liberty, providing
"equality of opportunity" and security against socially-caused misfortunes
and regulating competition to undergird responsible personal initiatives.28

Thus, new state welfare activities were seen as fully consistent with liberal-
ism's traditional aim of enhancing individual freedom.

State-sponsored social protection—a part of the general trend to estab-
lish a minimun living standard—was certainly seen as a humanitarian
measure, given the poverty of so many.29 But more important than their
having a humane effect, pensions and social insurance benefits were un-
derstood by New Liberals and progressives as tokens of social justice and
communal responsibility given to members of society who, through their
socially necessary labor, earned the right to better treatment than that
offered by poor relief or private charity. The language of "rights" was
prominent in the writing of American progressives as well as the British
New Liberals, from whom they often took their cues, in arguing for
pensions as well as other welfare measures; indeed, the liberal tradition
was "receptive to claims based on rights."30 (This much has not changed.)
By identifying proposed programs as fulfilling rights, the New Liberals
were able to preempt "any description of them as benevolent 'doles' which
might harm the character of the recipient."31 For example, Mrs. G. Harris
Robertson, president of the Tennessee Congress of Mothers, in an address
to the Second International Congress on Child Welfare in 1911 that was
widely distributed in the campaign for mothers' pensions, argued that "we
cannot afford to let a mother, one who has divided her body by creating
other lives for the good of the state, one who has contributed to citizen-
ship, be classed as a pauper, a dependent. She must be given value
received by her nation, and stand as one honored."32 Similar arguments
were made in favor of old-age pensions for the aged "soldiers of the
industrial army" and workers injured on the job.33

One possible means of establishing a "right" to benefits was of course
through contributions along the lines of private insurance and annuities.
It is this notion of entitlement with which Americans are now most
familiar and which is tied to upper-tier social insurance programs. But this
was not originally the predominant liberal argument about entitlement.
Many liberals saw service to society as establishing this right, giving a
rationale for distinguishing noncontributory pensions from doles. What is
especially noteworthy is that "service to society" and socially-necessary
labor was conceptualized as including mothering as well as "service in the
industrial army," and of course service in the military. In a contemporary
collection of articles on mothers' pensions, the advocates of pensions
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almost uniformly invoke the idea of "service to society" on the part of
mothers as entitling them to nonstigmatizing, generous state assistance.34

Journalist William Hard, a leader in the campaign for mothers' pensions,
wrote:

A "Mothers' Pension," or, to speak more strictly, a "mothers' allow-
ance," is granted in return for services rendered. . . . She [the
mother] gets the allowance for only such time as she renders services
for it. She is not supported because a dependent. She is paid because
an employee. And whose employee is she? To whom is she rendering
services? I say to the community. It is the community that is profited
by her having given home life to the children.35

The Minority Report of the Massachusetts Social Insurance Commission of
1917 endorsing noncontributory old age and mothers' pensions as an
"inalienable right of good citizenship" provides another eloquent example
of a justification of service-based entitlement from reformers outside the
circles campaigning for mothers' pensions:

It is said that there is no difference between non-contributory old age
pensions and poor-relief. . . . But, if we accept the word pensions
with its understood meaning, it is a periodic allowance to an individ-
ual in recognition of meritorious work or service. We claim that the
industrial army and mothers in the home render such work and
service to the State, and that such pensions are not degrading and
pauperizing, but come as rewards of merit. Poor-relief, in its under-
stood meaning, is a particular kind o f . . . gratuity and a pauper's
dole [is] given not as a particular recognition of merit or of services
rendered, but as charity. We maintain, as they did in Great Britain,
that there is a complete distinction between non-contributory . . .
pensions and poor-relief.36

Pensions and Social Insurance versus Poor Relief

What is clear from the above is that, for reformers, it was essential to
establish a distinction between poor relief or private charity on the one
hand, and new public social provision on the other. Reformers debated
over the relative merits of noncontributory pensions or allowances and
contributory social insurance but saw both as distinct from the traditional
poor-law approach, which was explicitly designed to be stigmatizing,
stingy, and intrusive—an alternative to, rather than a right of, citizen-
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ship.37 Poor relief, reformers were fond of saying, only stepped in when
people were utterly destitute and their self-esteem broken; modern pen-
sions and social insurance were designed to prevent destitution by offering
income security against known, socially-caused risks.38 Thus, William
Hard, in the same article quoted above, also noted that "[p]rivate charity
is too puny for the task which confronts it. . . . The granting of money to
mothers in the circumstances and for the purposes outlined in the so-
called 'Mothers' Pension' laws is a public function and, further, a public
function of a kind to be utterly segregated from public poor law outdoor relief
(author's emphasis). In the United States today, contributory social insur-
ance programs are preferred to noncontributory programs by both experts
and the populace, and social assistance is particularly degraded and un-
popular in most cases. This was simply not the case before the 1940s.

During the Progressive Era, the 1920s and 1930s, noncontributory "pen-
sions" enjoyed more popular support than did contributory programs,
which, after all, would involve taxing beneficiaries. Mothers' pensions
and old-age assistance were championed by fraternal groups such as the
Eagles, a number of trade union organizations, and middle-class women's
groups.39 We have already reviewed the support given to noncontributory
mothers' pensions; but single mothers were not the only group for whom
this approach was supported. Arthur Huddell, labor representative on the
Massachusetts Commission on Old Age Pensions, looked upon the broad
extension of military pensions as a positive precedent upon which to build
new programs and argued that "a non-contributory pension system would
stimulate the citizen and help build up his character. "40 During the Depres-
sion, many groups of the elderly, most famously the Townsendites, cham-
pioned noncontributory universal pensions for the aged, and many Ameri-
cans demanded unemployment assistance (as opposed to unemployment
insurance), as, for example, in the Lundeen Bill.41 One measure of how
widespread was the support for noncontributory pensions, based on ser-
vice broadly construed, is the fact that the Social Security Board had to
work consciously and assiduously well into the 1950s to discredit noncon-
tributory allowances for the elderly and mother-only families, and to
promote contributory social insurance as the only nonstigmatizing, gener-
ous public social benefit.42

Expert opinion, being more attuned to fiscal burdens and international
policy precedent, was more divided about the merits of the two ap-
proaches.43 However, it is important to stipulate that noncontributory
programs were not at all ruled out on ideological grounds. New liberalism
offered justification for new programs of social protection but did not offer
a basis for preferring contributory as opposed to noncontributory pro-
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grams. What was critical from this viewpoint was that new policies be
established on an entirely different basis than poor relief. Thus, within
this ideological framework, noncontributory programs for economically
vulnerable citizens who were carrying out socially-necessary work, or had
done so in the past (as in the case of the working-class aged), were
legitimate. Indeed, they were often deemed preferable to contributory
programs on grounds of administrative simplicity and because the poorest
workers and women would be unable to participate in any scheme requir-
ing a financial contribution.44 The view that noncontributory programs
were preferable to contributory ones persisted among some policymaking
elites into the 1930s. In the administration of President Franklin Roose-
velt, Harry Hopkins, a social worker by training and head of the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration, argued for noncontributory benefits as
a matter of right for all citizens, but his proposals were vetoed by the more
fiscally and politically cautious FDR.45 Others argued that because of the
potential cost of universal noncontributory schemes, either means-testing
was necessary in a noncontributory program or beneficiaries would have
to contribute financially. Also impinging heavily on the deliberations of
experts and reformers were considerations of administrative capacity and
probity.46

What, then, determined whether the contributory or noncontributory
form was used for which group, and indeed which programs succeeded in
the first place? If noncontributory approaches to public social provision
were legitimate and popular, why were mothers' pensions the only success-
ful reform of this type during the Progressive Era, especially given the
similar ideological justification available for public protection for the
elderly and mothers and the potential popularity of old-age pensions?
What happened to mothers' pensions, given their auspicious political and
ideological beginnings, to turn them from an honored "endowment for
motherhood" to a stigmatized, niggardly benefit for women and their
children? To answer these questions, we must move beyond consider-
ations of ideology to the institutional and political context within which
policy developments unfolded.

Formulating Social Policy

The administrative capacities of the American state, and the preferences
of elites that flowed from assessments of the character of the state, set
broad limits on what could be done in the realm of social policy. In
Progressive Era America, these factors ruled out social insurance ap-
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proaches and militated against large-scale social spending programs such
as noncontributory old-age pensions. Smaller-scale programs and regula-
tory legislation, however, could fit within the limits set by the institu-
tional and political context of the time. Gender differences in participa-
tion in reproductive labor and paid labor shaped the programs enacted for
mothers and workers, but within an ideological context that valorized
"socially-productive labor." The programs were run by states still dealing
with the administrative legacies of patronage democracy—and, quite sim-
ply, the underdeveloped capacities of the U.S. state (federal and state
level) and the ongoing struggles around patronage undercut the generosity
of all early social programs.47

Although the major social spending programs of the welfare state, such
as old-age and unemployment protection, failed in Progressive Era Amer-
ica, this period is deservedly known as an era of social as well as political
reform. Mothers' pensions, workers' compensation, and a host of regula-
tory reforms were enacted. What differentiated successful from failed re-
form initiatives? First, they represented a far smaller financial burden—or
political resource—than would have public protection for the elderly or
unemployed. Second, mothers' pensions and workers' compensation
could be carefully administered by the courts, new industrial commissions
or compensation boards, or new departments of social service. Democrati-
cally elected politicians controlled the expansion of military pensions, as
well as a relatively large, inefficient, and often corrupt and partisan pen-
sion bureau that administered the program—but they were not given
responsibility for the new, relatively small programs. Rather, "islands of
expertise" could be constructed, while deferring action on larger-scale
programs until the continents of administration were changed. While
lack of state capacity contributed to the failure of large-scale social pro-
grams, it was not as great an impediment to more focused state activities.
Third, both workers' compensation and mothers' pensions represented
activities that were already being undertaken by the state through the
courts. Difficulties and uncertainties in the judicial handling of these
activities produced a consensus that administrative methods would be
preferable, even given the imperfections many Americans expected would
accompany them considering the condition of the U.S. civil administra-
tion.48 (Although the administration of mothers' pensions was often car-
ried out by the juvenile courts, the granting of benefits was no longer
subject to the complete discretion of judges, but instead was regulated by
general eligibility rules and carried out by functionaries under the supervi-
sion of the court.49)

Mothers' pensions and old-age assistance built on the precedent of
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service-based public protection established in the Civil War pension pro-
gram, which assisted a significant proportion of elderly Americans in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. (In 1910, about 30% of
men over 65 and about 8% of elderly women received these benefits.50)
Civil War pensions provided the first honorable alternative to poor relief
in the United States, although, like the Progressive Era and 1920s innova-
tions, receipt of pensions depended on behavorial criteria. Thus Civil
War pensions served for many (e.g., Arthur Huddell, quoted above) as a
precedent to be emulated, even as their entanglement with the workings
of patronage democracy made them anathema to some elite reformers.51

However, unlike the later, modern social protection programs, military
pensions were enacted in a political context that allowed for their expan-
sion. Let us examine in more detail the formulation of three early social
welfare programs: mothers' pensions, workers' compensation, and old-age
assistance.

The Form of Early Social Programs

Mothers' Pensions: Making mothers' pensions a noncontributory rather
than a contributory program was largely determined by the existing capaci-
ties of the American state, which precluded the establishment of contribu-
tory social insurance programs for any group. In contrast, German political
leaders, drawing on the far better developed administrative apparatus of the
German state, initiated around the same time a survivors' benefit—for a
similar clientele of "worthy" widows—within an existing contributory old-
age insurance scheme.52 The German state had the capacity to tax wage-
earners in order to finance retirement, disability, and survivors' insurance
benefits. Concerns about patronage prevented Americans from initiating a
comprehensive scheme of social assistance to the elderly, disabled, and
survivors, as New Zealand did around the turn of the century; Denmark,
too, had pensions for both widows with children and elderly people.53 In
the United States, noncontributory "pensions" for a carefully delimited and
politically popular group—widows with children—was the only sort of
social assistance falling within the political and institutional constraints
imposed by the legacies of administrative underdevelopment and struggles
over patronage.54

Reformers argued that widows with children needed state support. His-
torian Mark Leff describes a typical pro-mothers' pension article (this one
from the journal Outlook) in 1914): "It became a cliche to warn that 'to be
the breadwinner and the home-maker of the family is more than the
average woman can bear.' The results, it was said, were that 'the home
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crumbles' and that 'the physical and moral well-being of the mother and
the children is impaired and seriously menaced.' "55 The purpose of moth-
ers' pension programs, then, was to prevent destitution and the downward
spiral of overwork, illness, and poverty that so often ensued after the
death of family breadwinners by offering a small allowance. Although
pensions were to go only to the poor, those receiving mothers' pensions
did not have to be absolutely impoverished and propertyless to qualify for
the benefits—a crucial difference between this program and both poor-
relief and contemporary welfare programs.56 This reflected the intentions
of reformers who wanted a clear differentiation between modern social
programs such as mothers' pensions and poor relief.57

In designing programs, legislators were concerned about avoiding the
stigma of poor relief, and many progressives worried about the potential
for patronage abuses. Given these concerns and the underdeveloped char-
acter of the administrative apparatus in American states, it is not surpris-
ing that legislators most often placed responsibility for mothers' pensions
with the juvenile courts. Edith Abbott, summarizing the early period of
mothers' pension administration, noted that "the administration of the
pension laws was in most states placed with the juvenile courts because of
the profound distrust and dissastisfaction felt with the old outdoor relief
agencies."58 Similarly, Leff says of the juvenile courts, "their existing
bureaucracy and responsibility for dependent children, along with the
dissociation from outdoor relief and private charity, made them a natural
choice for this function."59 A plurality of states relied on juvenile courts
to administer the program, while other states established various kinds of
administrative boards at the local level, and others relied on poor-relief
officials; a minority of states had a state-level supervisory board.60

Mothers' pension laws made the programs "county-optional," that is,
they left it to the discretion of county governments whether to establish
the program at all. This feature made these laws easier to pass in the first
place but obviously undercut the scope of the benefit. Edith Abbott
observed of mothers' pension laws:

No other form of social betterment has been so popular in our state
legislatures. This is not solely because of the merits of the plan,
because other legislation undeniably to be included in a social justice
program, such as child labor laws, has made no such rapid progress.
The difference is, of course, that mothers' pensions do not interfere
with any great vested interests, and they do not even interfere with
the taxpayers' interests, since the laws are largely optional, and local
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authorities are not required to appropriate for them or may make
their appropriations as niggardly as they please.61

Workers' Compensation: Like mothers' pensions, workers' compensation
was designed to prevent destitution by (partially) replacing income when
the wages of the breadwinner were interrupted. But was workers' compen-
sation the beginning of a distinctive, "male," social-insurance, entitle-
ment stream of the welfare state? This is a problematic claim on several
counts. Workers' compensation legislation, it should be remembered, was
basically a requirement that employers have insurance with which to pay
benefits to injured workers or their dependents; it did not rely on contribu-
tions by beneficiaries, as would social security programs such as Old Age
Insurance. Thus it was not an administrative undertaking on the order of
what contributory old-age and unemployment insurance would become
two decades later. The states barely had the capacity to monitor employer
compliance; a true contributory program would have been out of the
question. Given that the existing mode of dealing with industrial
accidents—the court system—also required employers to pay, though on
an uneven and unpredictable basis, this innovation built directly on prece-
dent. Thus it is true that men's status as workers put them in a position to
receive benefits under compensation programs, but it was not contributions
from their own income as wage-earners that underlay their claims.
Rather, they, like the elderly and mothers, were said to deserve better
treatment than was offered by poor relief by virtue of their socially-
necessary labor.

It is also worth noting that workers' compensation was designed to
reach a good many women, the widows of men killed in industrial
accidents—a group very similar to those who were targeted for mothers'
pensions.62 As the Massachusetts Commission on the Support of Depen-
dent Minor Children of Widowed Mothers put it, "A leading motive to
the enactment of workmen's compensation legislation in Massachusetts as
in other states and countries has been the desire to save from destitution
the survivors of workmen killed while at work. . . . Whether a woman's
husband dies in a factory explosion or of tuberculosis her economic plight
is the same."63 Men certainly would be numerically predominant among
beneficiaries, given the character of the work force, but they were not the
exclusive recipients.

The mode of administration specified in state legislation varied—as it
did in mothers' pensions. Although most states established regulatory
boards or industrial commissions to administer the program, a number of
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states continued to rely on the so-called court system under which no
regulatory organization was established, and workers had to go back to
court if they could not come to a mutually satisfying agreement with their
employers.64 Needless to say, this left many workers in a disadvantaged
position. Moreover, coverage was far from complete: states at first tended
to limit the law to those in "hazardous" occupations; household and
agricultural workers were excluded by almost all states; small employers
were exempted from the laws' provisions; and, finally, employers in a
number of jurisdictions retained their right to elect not to be part of the
compensation system.65 While maximum benefit levels tended to be
higher than those for mothers'-pension families, they were also of limited
duration, even if a disability, and hence need for income replacement,
was permanent; once secured, a mother's pension was given for as long as
need continued and eligibility could be maintained.66

Old-Age Pensions: Public protection for the elderly, long a popular propo-
sition, was enacted by several states beginning in the 1920s. With some
success in administrative reform, elites in a handful of states became
amenable to the enactment of very limited old-age assistance programs,
but it was not until the change in the political situation ushered in by the
Depression that old-age assistance programs were widely enacted. Even
so, the legacy of patronage democracy lingered among liberal political
elites in the Roosevelt administration, who carefully circumscribed non-
contributory programs, and attempted to curb any tendencies to vote-
driven, "political" expansion of "government handouts. "67

It has been argued that even in the early years of the American welfare
state, women and children were given less by states than the elderly.68 In
the Social Security Act and its subsequent amendment and legislation,
this came to be the case.69 However, in the pre-1930 period, this is simply
untrue, as best we can judge from the records kept of early mothers' and
old-age pensions. All the programs for the elderly were noncontributory,
social assistance schemes. Indeed, prior to 1929, all programs were en-
acted on a "county-optional" basis—that is, it was left to local discretion
whether to pay pensions, as was the case for mothers' pensions; the first
mandatory law was passed by California in 1929, but a number of states
continued to enact optional laws even after this.70 (Similar to the situa-
tion with mothers'-pension legislation, making old-age pension laws
"county-optional" eases their passage somewhat but undercut their benefi-
cial effects for the elderly.) Moreover, the fact that mothers'-pension
legislation was enacted by the majority of states before the passage of any
old-age pension laws would seem to refute the notion that American
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public provision for the elderly has always surpassed that of single women
and their children. Old-age assistance programs were means-tested and,
unlike workers' compensation and mothers' pensions, required extreme
poverty on the part of applicants. Laws explicitly stated that "[adult]
children and relatives were not to be relieved of the responsibility to
provide for their aged parents," and benefits were to be paid back out of
pensioners' estates.71 To qualify, applicants had to be citizens and resi-
dents of long standing in their state, and sometimes even in the county or
city; a number of laws required that recipients be "deserving" citizens.72

Even less of an attempt to keep new programs separate from poor relief
was made in the case of benefits to the elderly than with mothers' aid;
indeed, even among the most generous states—Massachusetts, Califor-
nia, and New York—old-age pensions were administered by poor-relief
officials.73

Contemporary concerns often (quite sensibly) focus on the intergenera-
tional equity questions raised by comparing AFDC and Social Security,
yet we might also want to consider the gender equity within old-age
assistance.74 Under noncontributory pension proposals, and in the pre-
Social Security programs, men and women received the same pension
amount, which has not been the case under earnings-based programs.75

Programs reflecting a justification in socially-useful labor could provide
more equality, then, than one based on financial contribution.

The three early social programs reflected the institutional constraints left
by America'a particular state-building experience. Contributory social
insurance was not a possibility, and large-scale social spending, while
institutionally possible, was politically doomed by elite reactions against
patronage. Limited, carefully supervised social assistance programs or
schemes that could be run by small regulatory bodies, with financing
exclusively the responsibility of employers, were within the realm of politi-
cal possibility. In none of the programs were beneficiaries expected to
contribute financially. Politically, citizens claimed the benefits of old-age
pensions, workers' compensation, and mothers' pensions on the basis of
their service to society.

These programs reflected public reactions against institutionalization
and the changes in liberal ideology in which "worthiness" was defined
more expansively, but had not been transcended completely. Poor relief
remained as a disfranchising, stigmatized alternative to pensions and com-
pensation. In essence, a two-tier system of social provision was created,
with modern social provision (old-age and mothers' pensions and workers'
compensation) for the worthy and poor relief for the "undeserving." Men
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and women were found on both tiers, although what was considered
proper behavior—which underlay characterizations of applicants for help
as worthy or not—differed for the two sexes. Reformers and politicans all
assumed a gender division of labor, with women responsible for domestic
work and child care, and formulated programs that reflected this reality.
Programs offering assistance to women in carrying out their domestic
labor, however, were not formulated to be less generous than those offer-
ing assistance to men unable to work in the paid labor force.

It is important to keep in mind that not all women or all men were
deemed "worthy" of receiving assistance outside the poor law. Nor were
assumptions about proper behavior for men and women uniform across
class and racial lines.76 "Respectable" women—that is, white women
married to middle-class or skilled working-class men—were expected to
stay at home to care for their children. Reformers hoped that pensions
and compensation would allow them to do this if their husbands died or
could no longer provide for them. For most, though not all, reformers,
"undeserving" women—those married to unskilled men, or who were not
white, or were in nonmarital relationships, were not deemed worthy of
modern social benefits; the inadequacy, uncertainty, and humiliation of
poor relief was "good for them. "77 Some leading proponents of mothers'
pensions, including members of the National Congress of Mothers, did
argue for pensioning all single mothers in need, and the majority of
programs allowed for the granting of pensions to divorced, separated, or
never-married as well as to widowed women.78 Yet, as will be discussed
below, most pensions actually were given to widows rather than to other
single mothers, so that in practice programs were definitely bifurcated—
with "worthy" women receiving pensions and the "unworthy" relying on
relief. I would suggest that the basis of differentiation between the two
tiers was race and class rather than gender.

Implementing Social Programs

In assessing whether or not there was a two-channel system of social
provision reinforcing gender inequality in the years before the New Deal,
it is critical to differentiate between reformers' and politicians' intentions
and administrative realities. I have presented evidence that I believe
suggests a relatively egalitarian intent in the treatment of mothers and
workers, albeit one based on differences in men's and women's situations,
and a similar basis for entitlement to benefits in service to society. Of
course, the protection reformers hoped would be offered was delimited on
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a class and race basis (as was the case cross-nationally in all early social
programs), but, arguably, not on a gender basis. The implementation of
all the programs shows a sort of equality as well—of inadequacy. The
inadequacies of mothers' pensions as implemented have been described
quite well, but the same analysis of implementation has not been done for
the other early programs.79

Mothers' Pensions

Those who championed this reform had argued that motherhood was an
important contribution to society that deserved financial support—the
work of women was the equivalent of war service and "service in the
industrial army," and deserved honorable treatment in cases of economic
need through state pensions. Yet mothers' pensions ended up with many
shortcomings: the behavior of pension recipients was scrutinized by admin-
istrators, almost all states practiced racial discrimination in distributing
pensions, the amount of benefit was left to administrative discretion, and
pension benefits were almost always too low to allow recipients to forgo
waged work in favor of child care. Administrative implementation of
mothers' pensions strayed far from the intent of reformers. Why? The lack
of administrative capacities of American state governments was key.

The underdeveloped state of civil service in the American state govern-
ments meant that experienced civil servants in social welfare were rare.
As leading social worker Edith Abbott noted in the 1930s, "state charita-
ble services have only too often been made incompetent and inefficient
because of interference and control by partisan politics. . . . in many of
our states the spoilsmen are still there, overlords of our helpless clients."80

Welfare administrators were likely to be political appointees, as were
many juvenile court judges—and both groups tended to see the funds
under their control as a political resource rather than as a means to
provide "endowments to motherhood," as reformers had planned.81

Where partisan appointees were not in charge of the program, administra-
tion often fell to those who had run similar programs within the charity
sector, newly called social workers, many of whom had opposed mothers'
pensions in the first place.82 The commitment of many social workers to a
casework method that was useful to them in their collective professionaliz-
ing project, did not predispose them to shape mothers' pensions into a
predictable entitlement.83 In Massachusetts, private charity forces were
unusually strong, and "prominent Boston social workers were able to
rewrite the mothers' aid law, eliminating the suggestion that such assis-
tance was a 'right,' and requiring provisions for the investigatory and
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guidance procedures of 'social service,' " as they later did with old-age
pensions (in the 1930 law establishing old-age assistance).84 Although
such forces did not always succeed in writing mothers' aid laws to their
specifications, turning over the administration of programs to them often
accomplished the same ends.

Mothers' pensions were also undercut by the limited fiscal capacities of
the states and the continuing concerns about potentials for democratic
expansion of noncontributory benefits. Chronic underfunding by state
legislatures and local governments resulted in benefits too low for benefi-
ciaries to avoid waged work, and the preference for maternal child care
directed women into the low-paid work that could be carried out at home
(e.g., taking in laundry; Goodwin cites a Children's Bureau study which
estimated that about half of the mothers receiving pensions worked).85

The lack of funds also contributed to restrictive eligibility criteria, since
the majority of those who ostensibly would be eligible under the terms of
the laws simply could not be accommodated with the allotted funds—less
than one-third of legally eligible families were accommodated in 1931.86

Clearly, this was not yet an entitlement.

In spite of these problems, mothers' pensions did allow thousands of
single mothers to live independently and prevented the breakup of their
families "for reasons of poverty alone."87 In some localities, particularly
large northern cities, mothers' pensions were more liberally administered,
with more generous grants; and in a few states, blacks were not denied
access to pensions.88 There was thus great variation in the program, and it
would be mistaken to assume that only the negative conditions show us
the "true" character of the program. Moreover, it is quite clear that the
administration of mothers' pension programs did not reflect the prefer-
ences of the programs' initial proponents, although why these reformers
were unable to influence administration as well as they had influenced the
passage of programs is beyond the scope of this article.89

Workers' Compensation

Underfunding by local and state politicians was not an issue in workers'
compensation, since it was employers that paid for the program. However,
as the program matured, maximum benefit levels written in the legislation
and not updated began to erode the value of benefits.90 Moreover, while
legislation promised payment after realization of the employer-insured risk,
there were serious problems with the program, as implemented, that under-
cut this promise, even though the procedure was far more streamlined and
rationalized than the preceding judicial one had been.91 Compensation
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doctors were appointed by employers, not injured workers, and were known
to work "hand-in-hand with the insurance companies."92 As social policy
expert I. S. Falk wrote following an investigation of workers' compensation
laws in the mid-1930s, "many company-appointed physicians have dimin-
ished compensation costs not only by agreeing to provide care for inade-
quate fees but by hurrying workers back to their jobs and understating the
severity of the disabilities when they testify."93 Workers' compensation
expert Harry Weiss, writing about the situation in the 1930s, noted the
many inadequacies of these programs as implemented, including instances
of workers being required to "elect out" of compensation systems as a
condition of employment, insurance companies cheating workers, and so
on.94 Thus it would not be fair to assume that workers' compensation
implementation reached the levels of certainty and bureaucratic entitle-
ment that have come to be associated with today's Social Security program.
Weiss concluded his study by noting, "It seems clear that the compensation
received was generally speaking entirely inadequate to maintain injured
workers and their dependents in accord with any standard of minimum
decency."95

Old-Age Pensions

In implementation as well as in design, states were hardly more generous
to their elderly residents than to mother-only families, as can be judged
from the extent of coverage and benefit levels of the two programs. In
both programs, many counties did not exercise their option to pay pen-
sions.96 Until the 1930s, far more people received aid under mothers'
pensions than old-age pension programs: in 1921-22 more than 45,000
families were receiving benefits under mothers' aid programs, while only
1,000 elderly people were receiving pensions under old-age assistance
legislation in 1928; by 1934 mothers' pension benefits went to 109,036
families (with about 280,000 children), while old-age assistance went to
236,000 elderly people.97 Benefit levels varied widely in both programs as
well. In 1934 the average monthly grant to an old-age pensioner in
California was $20, $26 in Massachusetts, and $21 in New York—these
were the three states with the statewide systems of longest experience (all
were established in 1930). Thirteen states paid an average pension of less
than $10, and the national average was $14.68.98 In that same year,
average grants to families under mothers' pension programs were $27 in
California, $51 in Massachusetts, and $43 in New York.99 A few years
earlier, before state budgets were ravaged by the effects of the Depression,
average grants under mothers' pensions (and probably old-age pensions as
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well) were considerably higher: $31 in California, $69 in Massachusetts,
and $53 in New York.100 The average mothers' pension payment in 1931
was $31.97.101 Although there was no information given on family size, so
we cannot give a per capita comparison, one can see that there was great
variability in benefit levels across both programs, and that old-age pen-
sions were not uniformly more generous than mothers' pensions. Also,
like mothers' pension programs, old-age pension schemes often had long
waiting lists, and by the mid-1930s many more mother-only families and
elderly people were being assisted by federal emergency relief than by the
state-run programs.102

I believe the evidence about the implementation of all three programs
shows that the American institutional context of the 1910s and 1920s was
not supportive of the generous development of any programs of public
social protection. It was not only mothers' pensions that suffered from
lack of funding and administrative inadequacies. "Casework" administra-
tive methods were distinctive to mothers' pensions; however, programs
for wage-workers reflected concerns about "malingering," and programs
for the elderly involved a good deal of scrutiny through the means test and
investigations of relatives' financial situations to determine if they could
support applicants. (Indeed, even the Civil War pension system had
behavioral criteria for eligibility.) New liberals and progressives in the
1920s and 1930s worked to change these nonentitlement aspects of the
administration of the early programs, preferring a more "democratic" ap-
proach to social policy that eschewed combining treatment of individual
problems with relief of economic inadequacy.103 Moreover, one needs to
consider the full context within which these programs were enacted and
implemented. Even with their shortcomings, these programs were more
generous and less intrusive than the alternative—poor relief, the alms-
house, or the separation of families, with children going to an orphanage.
The beneficiaries of modem social programs were a privileged group rela-
tive to those Americans who had only poor relief or charity to which to
turn in times of need.

Gender in the U.S. Social Policy Regime

On the basis of this evidence, I would suggest that the institutional basis
for differentiating modem noncontributory assistance or pensions from
contributory social insurance, the linkage of single mothers with noncon-
tributory programs, and the debasement of noncontributory programs was
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not established during the Progressive Era and the 1920s. The develop-
ment of AFDC as a poor-relief-style program within modern American
social provision emerged in the course of policy developments during the
1930s and after: the Social Security Act, the 1939 amendments to that
act, and in the administrative development of social security. It was not
foreordained in the social-assistance approach to the destitution of single
mothers adopted in the Progressive Era. Indeed, it is arguable that a
variety of potentials existed in those early policy developments, some of
which were far more positive for women living independently than what
was eventually established in the New Deal and later periods. Though
certainly the earlier achievements—and their institutional, political, and
ideological embodiments—shaped the possibilities and constraints faced
by New Deal policymakers, there were some important discontinuities
between pre—New Deal and New Deal programs, particularly in the justifi-
cations offered for citizens' claims on the state.

It is important to note that even these unpromising beginnings need
not have stood in the way of programs becoming more popular and politi-
cally secure. Old-age programs clearly did go on to such a future, and
there are indications that programs for single mothers and their children
might have, too.104 We cannot assume that the origins of these programs
straightforwardly predicted their futures, for on the eve of the New Deal,
all the programs were based on very similar political and ideological
claims—a service-based right to state help—and all faced similar adminis-
trative and financial difficulties. Researchers will need to look to the
events of the 1930s to understand why the American system of public
provision became so strongly bifurcated, why social insurance was institu-
tionalized and entrenched under the aegis of Roosevelt administration
officials, why nonwidowed, single mothers and their children came to be
on the bottom tier of the system, and why the universalistic potential of
early programs was not developed. Although, ironically, women's politics
and organization were more visible in the 1910s and even 1920s than in
the New Deal, it is on the latter era that we must focus our attention to
understand the distinctive way that Progressive Era welfare innovations
were reshaped to produce the gender regime within the modern American
welfare state, which got its "charter" in the Social Security Act and the
1939 amendments, and has since been very resistant to change. I cannot
go into detail here about those policy developments but will sketch what I
believe were the important elements from the perspective of gender.

In the 1930s there was widespread support for noncontributory ap-
proaches to income maintenance, especially old-age pensions. But con-
tributory social insurance was the clear preference of President Roosevelt

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030600006291 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030600006291


272 JOURNAL OF POLICY HISTORY

and most of his closest social policy advisers, largely because of their
experience as progressive state politicians.105 They succeeded in establish-
ing old-age insurance as a contributory program, although old-age assis-
tance and ADC, building upon existing state-level programs, were in-
cluded in the Social Security Act as well. In the early years of Social
Security, it was not clear that social insurance would become the pre-
ferred, more generous of the two kinds of programs, and those implement-
ing policy could have developed either program type to this status. Fate-
fully for those depending on public-assistance programs, in the decades
following the passage of the Social Security Act, FDR's appointees in the
Social Security Administration deliberately pursued a political strategy of
building up a notion of entitlement based on contribution and simulta-
neously attacking the originally more widespread idea of entitlement as
based on social service or socially useful labor.

FDR's Social Security officials administered the two sets of programs in
ways that reflected their estimation of them, undercutting generosity in
noncontributory programs and promoting social insurance.106 They saw
various popular pressures in favor of noncontributory programs (e.g., by
the Townsend movement) as threatening to their political project. To
protect the very existence of contributory social insurance, they decided
to modify the old-age insurance program. As a result of the recommenda-
tions of a new Advisory Committee (which met during 1937-38) and
new negotiations in Congress, the 1939 amendments to the Social Secu-
rity Act were passed. The most notable changes included a shift from full
reserves to a modified pay-as-you-go system, and, in an early demonstra-
tion of the potential for expansion that even contributory social insurance
systems can have in the United States, benefit payments became payable
two years earlier (in 1940) and payroll tax increases were delayed.107 Most
significantly for women, benefits for wage-earners' dependents and survi-
vors were added to old-age insurance and the requirements of ADC were
altered.108 Widows of covered wage-earners were removed from ADC and
given coverage under the social insurance program. Other single mothers
were left to depend on ADC, newly constricted to require extreme pov-
erty as a condition of eligibility.109 State ADC programs now had to take
into account all of an applicant's financial resources in determining eligi-
bility; prior to this, ADC recipients had been allowed to retain a few
assets. The bifurcation implicit in the 1910s and 1920s—between poor
relief and modern social programs—had been reproduced, this time be-
tween a shrunken version of social assistance for families maintained by
nonwidowed mothers and increasingly generous social insurance going to
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widows with children and retired wage-earners and their wives. The poten-
tial for a more universal approach had been denied.

With these changes, the two-tier character of American social provi-
sion was reasserted: "worthy" women were entitled to benefits on the basis
of their husbands' contributions, while the "undeserving" were left to
ADC, which, as amended, had become more like poor relief. Far from
mothers' pensions serving as the precedent for ADC, they served as the
precedent for Survivors' Insurance—and ADC, post-1939, took on many
of the qualities associated with poor relief (though obviously not all—
ADC, for all its shortcomings, is legally an entitlement). This develop-
ment was hastened, and entrenched, through the political work of Social
Security administrators, who worked to discredit notions of entitlement
based on service and to popularize the idea of contribution-based entitle-
ment.110 Social assistance for the elderly—Old-Age Assistance—served
more people than Old-Age Insurance until the 1950s, but, as Jerry Cates
has demonstrated, federal administrators worked to undercut the generos-
ity of OAA as well as ADC in their attempt to make contributory ap-
proaches politically secure against the recurrent threats from politicians
proposing various kinds of noncontributory benefits ("flat plans").111 By
the late 1950s that task was done.

In the mid-1960s and early 1970s, the American system of social provi-
sion underwent significant expansion of coverage and costs, but social
insurance and social assistance developed along separate lines.112 The
result was a system of social provision increasingly bifurcated into a politi-
cally privileged social security system for retired members of the labor
force and their dependents and a politically vulnerable "welfare" system
for poor children and mothers.113 As political, social, and economic
trends put an end to the expansion of social provision, the differences
between the two tiers became stark. The SSA, the congressional commit-
tees with which they worked, and eventually a public weaned from ideas
of service-based entitlement came to agree that those who received Social
Security benefits had "earned" them on the basis of their contributions,
rather than on their service to the larger society, while those who de-
pended on public assistance were "undeserving." Organizations of old
people (including women) defended their entitlement to benefits—
supported by the vast majority of future retirees—and saw these benefits
as flowing from financial contributions made by individual wage-earners
to the Social Security trust fund rather than from their labor, collectively
useful to the entire society. The labor of mothers, when not shielded by
marriage, entitled women to little in the public mind. This ideology
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matters politically, as we have seen in the last decade's rounds of budget
cutting. It seems quite possible that women would have benefited from a
larger application of ideas of service-based entitlement. Women's contri-
bution to the society in the form of childrearing and family work would be
recognized as equivalent—comparably worthy—to men's contribution in
the "industrial army" or the military.
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