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ABSTRACT 

Recent deviance theoris ts  (Lemer t ,  Becker ,  Goffman) 

a rgue  that the institutions se t  up to prevent o r  "cure" deviance a r e  

themselves a significant causal  factor in the development of deviant 

c a r e e r s .  In m y  work with a social  welfare agency, I received the im- 

press ion  that a process  s imi lar  to the "stigmatization" process  they 

descr ibe  was operating in the agency's interaction with multi-problem 

families.  This  study examines in detail  the relationship between the 

agency and a multi-problem family in an attempt to discover attitudes 

that in te r fere  with i t s  job of preventing o r  revers ing  the progress ive  

deterioration in family functioning descr ibed in the l i te ra ture  a s  typical 

of multi-problem families.  The agency acknowledges that this par t icular  

family had been deteriorating during i t s  dozen y e a r s  of interaction with 

the agency. 

This study i s  exploratory; i t  does not se t  out to tes t  the 

hypotheses of recent  deviance theory, but to explore the possibility that 

- the theory may  be applicable to r e s e a r c h  on multi-problem famil ies  

which has,  by and la rge ,  ignored the influence of agency-client inter-  

action on family functioning. 

( i i i )  



Analysis of the agency's interaction with the family in 

this case-study indicates the presence  of att i tudes that do appear  to 

have had negative effects on this family. Though no definite conclusions 

can be  drawn f rom the study of a single case ,  the need for fur ther  

r e s e a r c h  employing models that include the role  of social  agencies in 

client family functioning i s  strongly indicated. (The well-used welfare 

and medical  models  focus on the family only). 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

This  i s  a study of the interaction p rocess  between a welfare 

agency and a multi-problem family. It i s  an exploratory study, a s  hypo- 

theses  about the question in which I a m  interested have not yet been 

developed. The question i tself  has not been asked in the l i te ra ture  on 

multi-problem families,  though some of i t  deals  with a s imi lar  question: 

Why a r e  the problems of these famil ies  so impervious to soIution o r  even 

ameliorat ion? The answer i s  sought in the nature of the problems them- 

selves o r  in the charac ter i s t ics  of the families defined a s  multi-problem. 1 

My question i s :  Is  there something about the interaction process  between 

multi-problem families and the agencies set  up to help them that in te r feres  

with amelioration of their problems?  I have therefore studied the inter-  

action p rocess  in a sea rch  for mechanisms of interference.  That i s ,  I 

will not be  presenting a well-rounded picture of the en t i re  interaction 

p rocess ,  but only of those aspec ts  of i t  that reason  and our  "knowledge 

of the principles of human behavior"' allow us to a s sume  have negative 

effects on the clients of agencies.  Interaction having apparently positive 

effects will be mentioned only for the purpose of showing that positive 

- effects a r e  possible, that the s a m e  clients who respond negatively in some 

1 
See Benjamin Schlesinger,  The Multi-Problem Family,  3rd  ed . ,  
Toronto, University of Toronto P r e s s ,  1970, for  an extensive over -  
view of the l i terature  on multi-problem families.  

2 
G. C. Helmstadter,  Research  Concepts in Human Behavior: Education, 
Psychology, Sociology, N. Y . ,  Meredith Corporation, 1970, p. 52, 



situations a r e  capable of responding positively in others .  It i s  useful to 

demonstrate  such obvious points a s  this when a fa i r  proportion of the 

l i te ra ture  on a problem fai ls  to consider such points and their  implica- 

tions. In this case,  severa l  studies go so fa r  a s  to conclude, f rom ob- 

servation of the progress ive  deter iorat ion common to multi-probIem 

famil ies  involved with agencies,  that the famil ies  a r e  simply "ineducable, 113 

i. e . ,  incapable of responding positively to help offered. 

The problems by which multi-problem famil ies  a r e  defined a s  

such a r e  a combination of two o r  m o r e  of the following: One o r  both 

parents  o r  one o r  m o r e  children have: 

(1)  an alcohol o r  drug abuse problem, 

(2)  problems with authorit ies (police, schools, etc. ), 

(3) seve re  interaction problems (lack of loving interaction, 

destruct ive fighting, running away), 

(4) mental  o r  emotional problems (retardat ion,  psychosis,  

compulsive behavior),  o r  

(4) sex  problems (promiscuity,  illegitimacy, pre  -, ext ra- ,  

o r  post-mari ta l  s ex  - -  oddly enough, too many chil- 

d ren  too fast  i s  seldom considered a problem demanding 

solution a s  the o the r s  a r e ,  though la rge  famil ies  a r e  men- 

tioned a s  charac ter i s t ic  of multi-problem famil ies) ,  

J 

R. C. Wofinden, "Problem Famil ies ,  " Public  Health, 57:12 (Sept. 
1944)' pp. 136-39; S. W. Savage, "Rehabilitation of Problem Famil ies ,  I '  

The Medical Officer, 75:26 (June 29, 19461, pp. 252 -53; Mary  D. 
Sheridan, "The Intelligence of 100 Neglectful Mothers,  " Br i t i sh  
Medical Journal,  Jan. 14, 1956, pp. 91-93. 



(6) Survival problems (unemployment, wages too Iow for  

adequate family maintenance, deser t ion of the wage- 

e a r n e r ) .  

Of these,  problem number 6 appears  to be consistently present .  I have 

never  seen a r i ch  family r e f e r r e d  to in the l i te ra ture  a s  multi-problem, 

though daddy may drink too much, mommy may have nervous break-  

downs, and they may  a l l  hate each other .  In other words,  if a family i s  

poor but has  no other  ser ious  problems (that an agency i s  aware  of), i t  

is not considered multi-problem; i f  i t  i s  not poor but has  other ser ious  

problems,  it i s  not considered mult i -problem; if i t  i s  poor and has  one 

o r  m o r e  other  ser ious  problems, i t  m a y  be defined a s  multi-problem 

and deaIt with accordingly. Agency intervention o r  "case-work" i s  

designed to deal with these problems. This  study is designed to examine 

agency intervention in the problems of a multi-problem family and to 

draw tentative conclusions about the possible effects of such intervention. 

The insights to be gained through the case-study approach m a y  se rve  to 

r e -d i r ec t  r e s e a r c h  in this a r e a ,  which has so fa r  been almost  exc1usiveIy 

concerned with the charac ter i s t ics  and probIems of multi-problem fami- 

l i e s  r a the r  than with the charac ter i s t ics  and problems of agency-client 
- 

in te rac t i0n . l  Of the 322 a r t i c l e s  and books annotated in Schlesingerls  

- --- -- 

T h e r e  i s ,  of course,  an extensive l i te ra ture  on bureaucracy itself ,  f rom 
Max Weber I s  The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (N. Y. ,  Ox- 
ford University P r e s s ,  1947, pp. 329-41) to Arnitai Etzioni ls  Modern O r -  
ganizations (Englewood Cliffs, N. J . ,  Prentice-Hall ,  Inc., 1964). f rom 
which relevant hypotheses could be drawn for the guidance of r e s e a r c h  in 
this a r e a ,  but i t  is r a re lyused .  Gilbert  Smith's Social Work and the Socio- 
logyof Organizations (London, Routledge andKegan Paul ,  1970) would be 
par  t icularly useful. 



recent  bibliography of the subject, only one suggests that "the middle- 

c l a s s  values of our  agencies and social  workers  m a y  stand in the way of 

successful  work with multi-problem familie s. ,16 

T h i s  pervasive client-centered orientation has  a long his tory in 

the socioIogy of social  probIems in general.  It began with the ea r ly  

twentieth century view of "problem" a s  "pathoIogyU, both in the sense of 

problem a r e a s  ( s lums)  being the d isease  spots of society and in the sense 

of being caused by the pathology of the people with the problems.  As the 

difficulties with the concept of "pathologyf1 became apparent,  "social dis-  

organization" was substituted, but in most  studies i t  was a switch of t e r m  

ra the r  than concept. The answer to the problem was s t i l l  sought in the 

charac ter i s t ics  of the people experiencing the problem o r  of their  imme-  

diate social  milieux, ra ther  than in the charac ter i s t ics  of the society a t  

la rge  and i t s  institutions o r  in the interaction between the two. Some 

of the b e s t  studies of this t ime re semble  ethnographic accounts in which 

the outside world and i t s  impact a r e  disregarded,  but an excellent des- 

cription of the life within the unit is presented. Interpretations of causa-  

Op. cit .  -- 
Ruth El len  Lindenberg, "Hard to Reach: Client o r  Agency:' Social 
Work, 3:4 (Oct. 1958) pp. 22-9. - 
See David Matza ls  Becoming Deviant, Englewood Cliffs, N. J . ,  P r e n -  
tice-Hall Inc., 1969, Chapters  2 and 3. 

See the studies of social  disorganization in Ernes t  W. Burgess  and 
Donald J. Bogue, eds . ,  Contributions to Urban Sociology, Chicago, 
The University of Chicago P r e s s ,  1964. 

William Foote Whytels S t ree t  Corner  Society (Chicago, The University 
of Chicago P r e s s ,  1943) i s  a good example. 



lity of the life within a r e  bound to be wide of the m a r k  if  the outside 

world i s  not considered, but the descr ipt ions themselves a r e  very  use- 

ful. Until the "deviant sub-culture" approach was deveIoped in the 

Chicago School, little was known of even the facts  of life in "socially dis-  

organized" a r e a s .  l o  Such knowledge is bas i c  to the development of ade- 

quate causal theories  in Sociology, though the interpretat ions to which 

that approach often gives r i s e  tend to b e  m o r e  psychological than socio- 

logical. That i s ,  ignoring major  societal  and institutional influences on 

the problems of people o r  a r e a s  while describing those people o r  a r e a s  

tends to reinforce the view that inadequate personal i t ies  o r  child-raising 

prac t ices  a r e  a major  cause of the par t icular  social  problem being 

studied, r a the r  than, along with the problem itseIf, a possible r e su l t  of 

their  par t icular  location in the social  s t ruc ture .  

Nonetheless, i t  i s  out of this problem person  o r  a r e a  centered 

tradition that contemporary theories  of deviance, which r e tu rn  to societal 

f rom familial  o r  sub-cultural  perspect ives ,  h a s  a r i sen .  P e r h a p s  in a 

sp i r i t  of tit for tat vis-a-vis the psychologistic invasion of sociology, 

much of this theory i s  based upon studies and analyses  of mental i l lness .  

Indeed, contributions to this distinctively sociological l i t e ra ture  have 

11 
- been made  by psychologists and psychiatr is ts .  In any case ,  since the 

10 
See Burbess  and Bogue, 02. cit. - , section 4, for a description of this 
approach and others .  

11 
See in par t icular  Thomas S. Szasz,  The Myth of Mental I l lness  
(N. Y . ,  Harper  and Row, Inc., 1961). The sociologist l 'homas J. 
Scheff (Being Mentally Ill,  A SocioIogical Theory, Chicago, AIdine 



very t e r m  mental  "illness" implies  that of a l l  fo rms  of deviance i t  bes t  

f i ts  the pathological model, studies of mental i l lness  provide the bes t  

possible tes t  of this body of theory, which ent i rely avoids the concepts 

of pathology in attempting to understand deviant behavior. Generally 

r e f e r r e d  to a s  the theory of labeling. l 2  some of the major  concepts a r e  

signification, stigmatization, l 4  and secondary deviance. 

The t e r m  deviance a s  used by the neo-Chicagoans, a s  Matza 

cal ls  this group of theoris ts ,  l 6  means  only deviation f rom socie ta lnorms.  

in i tself  no m o r e  sociologically problematic  than the phenomenon of con- 

Publishing Co. , 1966) includes Laing and E s  terson (Sanity, Madness and 
the Family,  2nd ed. , N. Y. , Basic  Books, 1971 ) in this group and I would 
include Phyllis Chesler ,  (Women and Madness,  Garden City, N. Y . ,  
Doubleday and Co. , Inc. , 1972).  Though these people don't employ 
labeling theory per  se ,  they see  the designations of mental  i l lness  a s  
applied to people in par t icular  kinds of interactional sys tems o r  social  
situations r a the r  than a s  descr ipt ive of d isease  entit ies.  

Howard S. Becker ,  ou t s ide r s ,  Studies in the Sociology of Deviance, 
N . Y . ,  The F r e e  P r e s s ,  1963. 

Matza,  02. cit. - 

Erving Goffman, Stigma, Englewood Cliffs, N. J. ,  Prentice-Hall ,  
Inc., 1963. 

Edwin M. Lemer t ,  Human Deviance, Social Problems,  and Social 
Control, Englewood Cliffs, N. J., Prentice-Hall ,  Inc., 1967. 

Matza focuses on the work of Edwin Lemer t ,  Erving Goffman, and 
Howard Becker (Becoming Deviant, op. cit . ,  pp. 37-8). 



forming to them, and not necessar i ly  m o r e  of a social  problem than 

the imposition of n o r m s  can be. Matza descr ibes  deviance a s  actionable 

to distinguish i t  f rom m e r e  difference; in highly conformist societ ies ,  

however, a lmost  any r ea l  difference i s  actionable in the sense of being 

socially disapproved o r  disliked and thereby carrying penalties. (That 

not just cr iminal  deviance i s  punished through stigmatization i s  c lear ly  

shown in Goffman's discussion of social  react ions to cripples and other 

"physical" deviants). ' Becker also defines deviance in t e r m s  of the 

responses  of o thers ,  r a the r  than a s  a quality of par t icular  ac ts  o r  par t i -  

18 
cular kinds of people. Obviously, even the most  aggressively anti- 

human ac ts ,  such a s  murde r ,  a r e  not considered deviant o r  a social  

problem in the context of war o r  head-hunting o r  some other socially 

approved ri tual.  Nonetheless, traditional theorie s of deviance did seek 

explanation through studies of deviant fo rms  of behavior and of the people 

found to indulge in them. 

There  s t i l l  r ema ins  the question, however, of why people deli- 

berately commit socially disapproved, punishable acts .  L e m e r t  con- 

s ide r s  the significant factors  to be social  r a the r  than individual, a ma t t e r  

of "social s t ruc ture ,  group, role ,  s ta tus ,  and symbolic interaction. 111 9 

Stigma, op. cit.  
18 - 

Outsiders ,  op. cit. 
19 

Edwin M. Lemer t ,  Social Pathology: A Systematic Approach to the 
Theory of Sociopathic Behavior, Toronto, McGraw Hill Book Co. 
Inc., 1951, p. 21. Lemer t ' s  Human Deviance (op. cit. ) provides an 
excellent sociological analysis  of paranoia,  in addition to developing 
h is  theory of secondary deviance. 



Szasz  s e e s  i t  in t e r m s  of ord inary  role-playing and rule-following in  a 

context of non-ordinary games,  and mental  i l lness  in par t icular  a s  a 

"language, I '  an  attempt to communicate when other  methods fail. In 

any case,  the "pr imary  deviationf12' has  l i t t le significance; i t  i s  the 

social  reaction, when there  i s  one, that is mos t  significant in shaping 

the self-concept and subsequent behavior of the deviant. As a tool for 

thinking about this posited r e su l t  of social  reaction, Scheff uses  the 

opposite-case approach: 

In a l l  of the laboratory studies (on the effects of s t r e s s  
and/  o r  isolation) the persons  who have had "psychotic" 
experiences a r e  r e a s s u r e d ;  they a r e  told, for example, 
that the experiences they had were  solely due to the 
situation that they were  placed in, and that anyone e l se  
placed in such a situation would experience s imi lar  sen- 
sations. In other  words,  the implications of the rule- 
breaking for the ru le-breaker  ' s  social  status and self- 
conception a r e  denied. Suppose, however, for  purposes 
of argument,  that a diabolical experiment  were  performed 
in which subjects,  a f te r  having exhibited the psychotic 

. symptoms under s t r e s s ,  were  "labeled. That is, they 
were  told that the symptoms were  not a normal  reaction, 
but a rel iable  indication of deep-seated psychological dis- 
o rde r  in their  personality.  Suppose, in fact, that such 
labeling were  continued in their  ord inary  lives. Would 
such a labeling p rocess  stabilize rule-breaking which 
would otherwise have been t rans i tory?  22 

Scheff reminds  us  that the r a t e  of symptomatic behavior is extremely 

high in relation to the r a t e  of t rea ted  mental  i l lness ,  that mos t  rule-  
- 

'O The Myth of Mental Il lness,  op. cit. 
2 1 

See Lemer t ,  Human Deviance, op. c i t . ,  for a discussion of this 
concept. 

22  
Being Mentally Ill, op. c i t . ,  p. 44. 



breaking i s  "denied" a s  a p r i m a r y  indicator of who o r  what a person is 

and i s  in fact of " t ransi tory significance. "23 When i t  i s  not denied, how- 

eve r ,  the social  reaction is likely to great ly  exaggerate  i t s  significance 

through what Garfinkel ca l l s  "degradation ceremonies"  (for law-breakers)  24 

and Goffman ca l l s  "discrediting" (of mental  patients): 

(The patient 's  case  r eco rd )  is apparently not regular ly 
used  to r e c o r d  occasions when the patient showed capa- 
city to cope honorably and effectively with difficult 
life situations. N o r  i s  the case  r e c o r d  typically used 
to provide a rough average o r  sampling of his past  
conduct. (Rather ,  it ex t rac ts )  f rom his  whole life 
course  a l i s t  of those incidents that have o r  might 
have had l'symptomatic" significance.. . . . 25 

Since whole groups may  deviate f rom the n o r m s  of the l a rge r  

society, the labeled deviant within such a group may  be  conformist in 

t e r m s  of his social  context, i. e . ,  his  deviance cannot be  based on a pre-  

disposition to deviance. The idea of predisposit ion (affinity) i s  implicit  

and somet imes  explicit in the ea r ly  biological and la ter  psychological 

theor ies  of deviance; theories  of social  disorganization mere ly  expanded 

i t  to an idea of "learned predisposition" (affiliation). The concept of 

affiliation, a s  i t  was generally. used, Zed to the assumption that deviant 

behavior is learned f rom disorganized famil ies  o r  neighbourhoods through 

a p rocess  like contagion, r a the r  than learned  through experience as a 

23  
Ibid., p. 51. 

24 
Ibid. ,  p. 81. 

25 
Ibid. , p. 81, quoted f rom Erving Goffman's Asylums, p. 155-56 
(N. Y. , Doubleday-Anchor, 1961). 



rational response to social institutions such a s  schools and police. 2 6 

Whether the neo- Chicagoans see  the "deviant c a r e e r  "27 a s  learned o r  

forced, a s  a perfectly rational s e t  of responses  to s t imuli  o r  mere ly  a 

se t  comprehensible without the concept of pathology, they al l  s ee  the 

irony implicit  in the nature of cor rec t ive  institutions vis-a-vis the nature 

of human motivation and response : 

Thei r  irony, stated simply, is that sys tems of control 
and the agents that man  them a r e  implicated in the 
p rocess  by which o the r s  become deviant. The ve ry  
effort to prevent, intervene, a r r e s t ,  and "cure" per -  
sons  of their  alleged pathologies may,  according to 
the neo-Chicagoan view, precipitate o r  ser iously 
aggravate the tendency society wishes to guard against. 

28 

Becker  points out that deviant t r a i t s  usually have "generalized symbolic 

value. "29 Deviance i s  a m a s t e r  a s  opposed to an  auxiliary s ta tus  t ra i t ,  

which means  that persons  labeled deviant a r e  assumed to have other  un- 

des i rab le  accompanying t ra i t s .  Once caught, a lawbreaker will hence- 

for th b e  pr imar i ly  defined a s  a convict o r  an  ex-convict r a the r  than a s  a 

father  o r  a tennis-player o r  through some other  ro le  that he plays, and 

considered dangerous o r  untrustworthy even if he were  jailed for a 

vict imless  c r i m e  and even if he has  been quite trustworthy a s  a father o r  

employee. This  definition makes  i t  difficult for him to avoid the deviant 

26 
Matza, Becoming Deviant, chapters  5 and 6. 

27 
Becker ' s  t e r m  (Outsiders,  chapter 2). 

28 
Matza,  p. 80. 

29 
Outsiders ,  p. 3 3 .  



ro le  o r  the image of himself a s  pr imar i ly  a deviant. 

Treat ing a person  a s  though he were  generally r a the r  
than specifical1y.deviant produces a self-fulfilling pro- 
phesy. It s e t s  in motion seve ra l  mechanisms which 
conspire to shape the person  in the image people have 
of him. 3 0 

Two of these mechanisms a r e  exclusion f rom conventional groups,  which 

throws him into the company of other  people who have been labeled 

deviant and contributes to the formation of a deviance-supportive sub- 

culture,  and r ep ress ive  t rea tment  which makes  i t  difficult for him to 

c a r r y  out ord inary  routines. 3 1 

Before the neo- Chicagoan s, deviance was  usually defined a s  

problem behavior,  whether to the deviant individual, to his society, o r  

to  both, being presumably based on pathology o r  disorganization in the 

individual's psyche, family, o r  re ference  group. The orientation of 

r e sea rch ,  a s  Matza points out, was correctional.  32 Only the most  

adamant  functionalists considered the positive aspec ts  of deviance, and 

then only in t e r m s  of i t s  societal  functions - - for  scapegoatism, for 

continuous re-definition of no rms  and defining of boundaries,  for soli- 

dar i ty  among "normals,  and s o  forth; the deviant himself was s t i l l  con- 

s idered  pathological. 

The neo-Chicagoans, on the other  hand, consider p r i m a r y  

(occasional o r  experimental)  deviance a normal  par t  of human experience 

30 
Ibid., p. 34. 

3 1 
Ibid., p. 35. 

2 7  
2x2 

Becoming Deviant, chapter 2. 



and a rational response to par t icular  situations; everyone, a t  some t ime 

o r  other ,  deviates. The question for them is: "What conditions facili- 

tate o r  exer t  force toward the development of a deviant c a r e e r ? "  This  

is a very  different  question from: "What kind of people engage in  deviant 

behavior, who a r e  they and where a r e  they?" (Studies of the charac ter i s -  

t ics  of deviants and ecological studies. ) 

It is in t e r m s  of neo-Chicagoan deviance theory that the find- 

ings of this study can bes t  be explained. The question, again, is: I s  

there  some thing about the interaction p rocess  between multi-problem 

famil ies  and the agencies se t  up to help them that in te r feres  with ameliora-  

tion of their  problems?  That i s ,  the question involves the effects of agency 

intervention on the cIient, just a s  the neo-Chicagoan question involves the 

effects of cor rec t ive  institutions and general social  att i tudes upon deviants. 

The study does not concern i tself  with the r easons  for agency attitudes 

and behavior nor with the bureaucra t ic  s t ruc tu re  within which the beha- 

vior  occurs ;  these aspec ts  of the interaction problem could be t te r  b e  ex- 

plained in t e r m s  of the Sociology of Knowledge o r  of Organizations. 

That  poverty, the one invariant  condition of multi-problem 

famil ies ,  is indeed an abnormality o r  "deviance" in the Affluent Society 33 

m a y  be argued statistically. 34 That i t  i s  commonly viewed a s  abnormal  

33 The title of John Kenneth Galbrai th 's  book on pr ivate  a s  opposed to 
social  consumption of wealth (Toronto, The New American Library ,  
1958). 

About three  million women, near ly  half the number in Canada over 16  
years of age, live below the poverty line (Ian Adams, The Pover ty  Wall, 
Toronto, McClelland and Stewart,  Ltd., 1970). Other groups that vi- 
sibly differ f rom the ruling el i te  a r e  shn i l a r ly  afflicted. 



o r  even individually pathological (a r e su l t  of weak charac ter ,  mental  

deficiency, mora l  laxity, o r  what have you) i s ,  however, evident in 

casual conversations,  politicians' s ta tements ,  and many mass-mediated 

a r t i c l e s  and documentaries on the subject. The poor individuals may  

not be  to blame,  par t icular ly if they a r e  children, but cer tainly they a r e  

in a condition that the grea t  majori ty  of folks, o r  so  i t  i s  commonly 

believed, have managed to avoid. That they have managed to avoid i t  

through hard  work, intelligence, proper  child-rearing, and c o r r e c t  values 

is not usually made explicit in popular documentaries,  certainly not in 

those of the sentimental variety,  but no be t te r  reasons ,  that might r e -  

place these in the common consciousness,  s e e m  to be forthcoming. 

Getting a t  the reasons  would requi re  extensive analyses  of social ,  poli- 

tical, and economic s t ruc tu res ,  a task few popular commentators  a r e  

prepared  o r  willing to undertake. This  paper is not designed to deal with 

the causes  of poverty ei ther ;  I wish only to point out that poverty and the 

problems contingent upon poverty a r e  popularly considered abnormal  o r  

deviant and that agency personnel a r e  by and la rge  pa r t  of the middle 

c l a s s  population that considers  them so. Therefore,  the agency-client 

interact ions and effects that I a m  examining a r e  explainable in  t e r m s  

of contemporary deviance theory. 



11. METHODS 

According to most  methodologists who discuss  the case-  study 

approach, it i s  ideally suited to exploratory studies designed to evoke 

insights in "relatively unformulated a r e a s .  "' Helmstadter says:  

Perhaps  the g rea t  advantage of the case-study 
approach, a s  fa r  a s  adding to our  body of knowledge 
i s  concerned, i s  that it i s  a tremendous producer of 
ideas,  suggestions, and hypotheses about behavior. 
It s e e m s  almost  an  absolutely essent ial  technique 
when exploring completely new fields. 2 

Though there  i s  no dearth of r e s e a r c h  on multi-problem famil ies ,  the a r e a  

of agency- client interaction i s  cer tainly unformulated; interaction studies 

in this a r e a  and relevant hypotheses do not, so far  a s  I know, exis t  a t  all.  

The l i t e ra tu re  on the poor in general  contains both societal analyses  and 

cr i t iques of specific p rograms ,  but again, these have not been used to 

develop hypotheses o r  interaction models  in multi-problem family r e s e a r c h  

despite the fact that these famil ies  a r e  always poor and always involved 

with some agency o r  program.  

Selltiz, e t  - al.  - discuss  three  charac ter i s t ics  of the case  study 

1 CIai re  Selltiz, Marie  Jahoda, Morton Deutsch, and Stewart W. Cook, 
R e s e a r c h  Methods in Social Relations,  Toronto, Holt, Rinehart  and 
Winston, 1967, p. 59. 

2 
Helmstadter ,  Resea rch  Concepts, p. 52. 

3 
F r o m  the works of Kar l  Marx  (part icular ly Capital, Chicago, Char les  
H. K e r r  and Company, 1909) to Ian Adam's recent  book on the poor in 
Canada (op. cit. ). See Benjamin Schlesinger,  ed. , Pover ty  in Canada 
and the United States,  Toronto, University of Toronto P r e s s ,  1966, fo r  
a r ecen t  overview and annotated bibliography of the subject containing 
some  cr i t iques of present  policy. 



approach that makes  it par t icular ly useful in exploratory studies: 

(1) the seeking r a the r  than testing attitude of the investigator,  

that allows her  to be guided m o r e  by the fea tures  of the 

phenomenon than by her  hypotheses, 

(2) the intensity of study which concentration on an individual 

case  allows, 

( 3 )  the integrative aspec ts  of case  studies,  which "draw to- 

gether many d iverse  b i t s  of information into a unified 

interpretation. r 14 

Matza, in his discussion of natural is  t ic methods,  emphasizes  the import-  

ance of being guided by the phenomenon in any form of r e sea rch .  He 

points out that the objective view i s  appropriate  for studying objects but 

not a t  a l l  appropriate for studying subjects with internal sources  of action: 

Man part ic ipates  in meaningful activity. He c rea te s  his  
real i ty ,  and that of the world around him, actively and 
strenuously.  Man naturally - - not supernaturally - - 
t ranscends the existential  r e a l m s  in which the concep- 
tions of cause,  force,  and react ivi ty  a r e  easi ly  appli- 
cable. Accordingly, a view that conceives man  a s  
object, methods that probe human behavior without con- 
cerning themselves with the meaning of behavior,  cannot 
be regarded  a s  natural is t .  Such views and methods a r e  
the ve ry  opposite of na tura l i sm because they have molested 
in advance the phenomena to be studied. Natural ism when 
applied to the study of man  has  no choice but to conceive 
man a s  subject prec ise ly  because natural ism claims 
fidelity to the empir ica l  world. In the empir ica l  world, 
man  i s  subject and not object, except when he i s  likened 
to one by h imsel i  o r  by another subject. Natural ism 
must  choose the subjective view, and consequently i t  
must  combine the scientific method with the distinctive 
tools of humanism - -  experience, intuition, and empathy. 

Resea rch  Methods. op. c i t . ,  p. 60. 



Natural ism has  no other  choice because i t s  philoso- 
phical commitment is neither to objectivity nor sub- 
jectivity, neither to scientific method nor humanist 
sensibility. I ts  only commitment is fidelity to the 
phenomenon under consideration. 5 

Matza does not mean that the investigator lose her  objective stance in 

observing and recording a s  c lear ly  and honestly a s  possible,  but only 

that she not l imit  herself  to the computer-like pa r t  of her  capabilities 

nor  r ega rd  her  subject "as  i f"  i t  were  something that it i s  not - -  there  

i s  no place for  ceter ibus paribus in the study of human interaction. She 

m u s t  consider the subjective a s  well a s  the measurable  aspec ts  of her  

subject and use  her  subjective experience and empathetic abili t ies to 

deepen her  view and g r a s p  the meaning of what she observes .  

In discussing the selection of c a s e s  for study, SeIItiz, et  - al.  - 

point out the usefulness of selecting thee ex t reme o r  "pure" case ,  the 

logic being that such cases  display m o r e  fea tures ,  in a m o r e  noticeable 

form, of the phenomena of in te res t  than m o r e  "normal" cases  a r e  likely 

to do.6 Since exploratory studies a r e  not designed to prove anything about 

the phenomenon but only to explore i t s  nature,  pure cases  that delineate 

i t  m o s t  c lear ly a r e  useful. I 'd id not, however, follow Sellt iz 's  advice 

and deliberately choose an  ext reme case  for  study. There  was no need, 

as all the c a s e s  I looked a t  provided a r i c h  variety of the phenomenon to 

be examined and I wished to avoid the b ia ses  that can operate  in del iberate  

selection. I therefore depended upon accident to select  the case  for in- 

tensive study. 

Becoming Deviant. op. c i t . ,  p. 8. 

Resea rch  Methods, op. cit . ,  p. 62. 



In a sense,  a l l  the cases  to which1 had access  were  extreme 

in that they were  deteriorating famil ies  in danger of having children 

apprehended o r  f rom which children had a l ready been apprehended. 
7 

They were  selected by the Child Protect ion Worker to participate in a 

new p rogram on the bas is  of that fact. However, there  a r e  a grea t  many 

other  famil ies  in the same situation which the experimental  p rogram can- 

not accommodate,  and in any case  i t  is just  such famil ies  that multi- 

problem family r e s e a r c h  concentrates  upon in i t s  s ea rch  for  causal 

fac tors  in their  lack of improvement.  Any insights gained through this 

study should therefore be useful to this body of r e sea rch .  

I gained access  to the fiIe s of the agency as an outside 

evaluator of the new program.  Information on the group involved in the 

program was part icular ly useful for my own purposes.  a s  changes 

occur red  in these famil ies  af ter  their  involvement in the new program that 

provide a contrast  to their  condition during the previous y e a r s  of inter-  

action with the agency. Indeed, i t  was the observation of these changes 

that sparked m y  in teres t  in investigating agency attitudes, a s  the new 
, 

program involves little m o r e  than the opportunity to work with people 

whose att i tudes differ f rom those of the worke r s  with whom the famil ies  

were  previously involved. I shall  d i scuss  these differences briefly in 

the chapter on the new program. 

The agency involved is a Provincial  Social Welfare agency 

responsible for dispensing social  ass i s tance ,  providing case-work s e r -  

Deteriorating famil ies  a r e  those whose problems not only a r e  not being 
solved, but a i e  getting p rogress ive lymore  acute and/or  numerous.  



vices,  and implementing the Children 's  Protect ion Act. It has  access  

to the se rv ices  of psychiatr is ts  and other worke r s  in the helping profes- 

sions,  who for the purposes of this study will be considered an a r m  of 

the agency. That  i s ,  their  att i tudes will be considered in conjunction 

with those of agency personnel proper ,  a s  they a r e  inextricably in te r -  

twined together and a r e  imposed on clients in the same manner .  Clients 

do not choose which m e m b e r s  of these professions they will interact  

with, o r  whether o r  not to interact  with them, any m o r e  than they choose 

their  social  workers  f rom the agency. 

I formally interviewed the workers  and ten of the clients in- 

volved in the new p rogram in addition to talking with them informally on 

severa l  occasions and attending their  group meetings.  I also r ead  their  

f i les.  One client could not be interviewed a s  she had left the agency 

before the interviews began, and I used this accident to select  for  m e  the 

c a s e  for intensive study. Information about her  interaction with the 

agency i s  derived almost  exclusively f r o m  agency files. These  r e c o r d s  

te l l  u s  what agency workers  believed was relevant  and appropriate  to 

record .  What they put on file is not a ma t t e r  of individual preference.  

T h e r e  a r e  s tandard fo rms  and understandings about what kinds of infor- 

mation should be there and how i t  should be recorded.  Moreover ,  the 

r eco rds  a r e  not mere ly  factual. They were  not writ ten a s  data for the 

sociologist who comes  af ter .  They a r e  a r e c o r d  of information leading 

up to and justifying decisions about agency intervention. They a r e  r e -  

cords  of what decisions were  made,  of what interventions were  c a r r i e d  



out and how the client "responded" to them. Making r ecords  involves 

transposing what has  actually gone on between client and worker  into the 

f o r m s  which a r e  recognizable to i t s  "official" r e a d e r s  (whether super  - 
v i so r s  o r  other  workers )  a s  proper  to client-worker interactions.  

Obviously, we can't know f rom these r e c o r d s  what actually 

went on. Obviously, a g rea t  deal gets  left out. Mistakes that workers  

hide a r e  left out a s  well a s  vindictive, impatient, o r  power-tripping forms 

of interaction. Such f o r m s  a r e  bet ter  studied through extensive client 

interviews. Yet study of the f i les  alone yields evidence of attitudes built 

into the ord inary  and socially sanctioned prac t ices  of agency workers .  

The r ecords  tell  u s  what workers  believe is relevant to the r eco rd ;  they 

tell u s  what s o r t s  of things they focus on in evaluating the client 's  situa- 

tion, and the connections they see  between what the agency, through them, 

may  do and what they judge to be the client's response to their  intervention. 

Thei r  att i tudes a r e  implicit  in the r eco rds ,  though the workers  themselves 

a r e  not necessar i ly  aware of them. 

One assumption made throughout the fi les i s  that agency inter-  

vention i s  helpful. Workers  do not appear ,  so  f a r  a s  the r e c o r d s  a r e  con- 

cerned,  to recognize the possibility that their  intervention m a y  have 

negative r a the r  than positive effects. "Negative" o r  "unco -operat ivet t  

responses  a r e  attributed to the client 's  psychological o r  m o r a l  deviation. 

They a r e  not represented  a s  a possible outcome of agency intervention. 

The labeling theory of deviance d i r ec t s  our  attention to how such att i tudes 

m a y  themselves produce the "negative" outcomes the r e c o r d s  descr ibe.  



Of course we cannot know in this case  how such att i tudes 

were  communicated to the client in interaction between he r  and the 

worker .  We can see  very plainly f rom the r eco rds  that cer tain att i tudes 

were  there and went into making up her  official record .  However, a 

worker ' s  negative repor t  i s  not just expressing a myster ious attitude in 

his  o r  her  head. It i s  p a r t  of the agency's process  of policy-making for 

that client. Negative r epor t s  justify negative cour ses  of action. The 

worker may o r  may  not have made  his o r  he r  disapproval about how the 

client was caring for her  children obvious to the client. What was ce r -  

tainly obvious, however, was the " threat t t  of taking the children away 

unless  she "improved". What was obvious was the insistence that she 

admit her  incompetence by agreeing to accept the se rv ices  of homemakers ,  

psychiatr is ts ,  social  workers ,  o r  whatever the agency deemed appro- 

priate.  The r e c o r d s  r eco rd  the agency's actions through the worker  and 

those of themselves communicate to the client how the agency "thinks" 

about her .  

The case  selected for intensive study, the A family, appears  in 

the light of the other client f i les  and discussions of multi-problem famil ies  

in the l i te ra ture  to be fair ly  typical. Examples of problems that this  

family does not have and agency response to such problems will occa- 

sionally be drawn f rom the interviews with other  clients. 

The formal  interviews and informal meetings with workers  and 

clients other than  Jennifer A provided m e  with insights into the p rocesses  

of agency-client interaction and into the feelings and everyday problems 



of clients. Though most  of the information about Jennifer and m y  inter-  

pretations of her  documented responses  to agency intervention can be - 
derived f rom her  file alone, cer tainly my  d i rec t  experience with women 

in situations very like h e r s  helped m e  to under stand the ma te r i a l  con- 

tained in the file and to a r r i v e  a t  the interpretat ions I did come to make. 

The formal  interviews were  taped and the questions open- 

ended. In replying to m y  questions about the new program and the people 

involved in i t ,  the worke r s  provided m e  with information about agency 

administration and with cr i t iques of their  own ro les  and behavior in r ega rd  

to their  cIients in a somewhat inadvertent and therefore unguarded manner .  

F o r  example, in discussing how and why the new program came into 

being, they had to talk about the inadequacies of the old procedures  and 

the clifficulties involved in getting administrat ive approval for the change 

in method. Being asked d i rec t  questions about agency administration 

and  att i tudes might have been unnerving for people economica1ly dependent 

upon the organization. I do not mean that they would not like the t ruth 

t o  come out, but only that d i rec t  questions would have made them m o r e  
, 

conscious and, therefore,  m o r e  careful  of the impress ion  they were  

creat ing in r ega rd  to the agency. S imi la r ly ,  asking clients about their  

experiences in the new program elicited cont ras t s  with their  previous 

experiences with the agency without making them feel carping and sym- 

pathy- seeking. 

F o r  r easons  of agency confidentiality, I was unable to tell  

clients that I had their  h is tor ies  f r o m  other  sources  ( their  f i les).  This  



had the incidental effect of providing 

objectivity. Unfortunately, I had no 

as they knew that I was interviewing 

a check on their  memor ies  and 

such check on agency personnel,  

their c l ients ,  However, a major  

purpose of the self-help group in which al l  my  interviewees a r e  involved 

is the achievement of honest relating and understanding of themselves 

and o thers .  By accepting m e  into this group during the months in which 

I was collecting my data, they allowed m e  to participate in and witness 

interactions unencumbered by the n o r m s  of polite discourse.  In o r d e r  

to disguise the identities of both agency personnel  and clients,  I have 

changed names  and places mentioned and have been quite unclear about 

the dates  of par t icular  events. Since the f i les  and interview t ranscr ip ts  

f rom which I have quoted a r e  confidential, this ma te r i a l  can be  obtained 

only through special  a r rangements  with the author. 

In presenting this study, I shal l  follow the format  designed by 

Dorothy Smith in "K i s  MentalIy 111, the Anatomy of a Factual  Account". 

In that paper she says  of the account that she is analyzing: 

It i s  not just a r ecord  of events a s  they happened, but 
of events a s  they were  seen a s  relevant to reaching a 
decision about the charac ter  of those events. This  i s  
a common feature of the kinds of r eco rds ,  etc.  with 
which the social  scient is t  in the field of deviant behavior 
is concerned. The various agencies of social  control 
have institutionalized procedures  for assembling, pro- 
cessing and testing information about the behavior of 
individuals so that i t  can be matched against the para-  
digms which provide the working c r i t e r i a  of c lass -  
member  ship, whether as juvenile delinquent, mentally 
i l l  o r  the like. These procedures ,  both formal  and 
in fo rma l ,  a r e  a regular  pa r t  of the business  of police, 
the courts ,  psychia t r i s t s  and other  like agencies. A 
full description of the organizational pract ice of such 



agencies in these r e spec t s  would be a description of 
one type of procedure by which a se t  of original and 
actual events i s  t ransformed into the cur rency  of 
fact. 8 

I a m  interested in one aspect  of the procedure by means of which an 

original s e t  of events i s  " t ransformed into the currency of fact" and r e s -  

ponded to in t e r m s  of that transformation. For  example, cer tain events 

and behaviors were  selected f rom Jennifer A's life and t ransformed in a 

psychiatr ic  r epor t  into the fact of schizophrenia. Her workers  thereaf ter  

tended to re la te ,  not to her  whole self and situation, but to her  schizo- 

phrenia and other documentary facts.  I will be discussing the adequacy 

of the data  upon which these facts  a r e  based in addition to the att i tudes 

which a r e  an integral par t  of their  t ransformation into facts.  

The r epor t s  themselves will be presented f i r s t ,  followed by an 

analysis of the r epor t s  in t e r m s  of the att i tudes that they reveal .  In 

making the analysis ,  I reveal  m y  own perspective on the reported facts 

and my  own attitudes. I do not present  these a s  "correct"  vis-a-vis the 

"incorrect" views of the social  workers ,  but only a s  an alternative way 

of viewing the A family situation. An alternative view leads to a different 

set  of responses  to a situation and therefore has  pract ical  consequences. 

Whether the consequences of the al ternat ive view presented here  would 

fur ther  agency a ims  m o r e  than i t s  own view does cannot be established 

certainly a t  this time. The li t t le evidence available to me on the prac-  

tical consequences of an al ternat ive se t  of responses  i s  presented in 

8 
M. Atkinson and J. Coulter,  eds., Ethnographics, London, Mart in  
Robertson Ltd., in p res s .  



Chapter V, which d iscusses  the new program being c a r r i e d  out by two 

of the workers  in the agency and a smal l  group of their  clients. 



111. 'THE A FAMILY F I L E  

Jennifer A applied for social  ass i s tance  near  the end of 

1960. By the f i r s t  of the following yea r ,  she was in a mental  hospital. 

She was in her  mid-twenties, had been m a r r i e d  for s ix  yea r s ,  and had 

just been delivered of her  fifth child. The f i r s t  r epor t  that we have of 

he r  is a psychiatric repor t ,  followed by r e p o r t s  of social  workers  which 

somet imes  incorporate the r e p o r t s  of Public Health Nurses  and other 

extra-agency workers .  F o r  purposes of brevity,  anonymity, and avoid- 

ing redundancy, I shall  condense and paraphrase  the ma te r i a l  in the fi le,  

quoting in full only when there i s  some chance of misrepresent ing  the 

"tone" of the communication o r  when I wish to draw attention to a particu- 

l a r  way of presenting evidence o r  to a part icular  attitude. A11 ma te r i a l  

in quotes i s  f rom the A family file unless  otherwise cited. 

1 .  T~ 

(A) Social History 

(i) Fami ly  History 

The patient's birth-date and sibling position a r e  given. 

Next, "The patient i s  descr ibed a s  being a very  quiet child requir ing a 

g rea t  deal of attention. The parents  were  divorced when the patient was 

a little gir l  and because of her  inability to get along with the mother ,  the 

patient went to live with her  father.  The  other  children remained  with 

the mother ,  "which upset the patient considerably,  making he r  feel un- 



wanted. The mother  visited the patient regular ly,  despite her  hostile 

feelings. 

( i i )  Pe r sona l  History 

In her  ear ly  teens,  the patient re turned  to the home of her  

mother  and step-father.  The mother  thinks she disciplined the chiIdren 

equally to the bes t  of her  ability. The family was not well-off but had 

enough of the necessi t ies .  The patient was good in school, but had a 

baby before completing high school. She had known the father for some 

time but had not considered m a r r i a g e  to him. She stayed home and he r  

mother  is caring for the child. 

( i i i)  Mari ta l  History 

The patient worked in an office but l'because of her  work 

h is tory  and boyfriends hanging around the offices, caused her  to lose 

9 
two jobs. " She m a r r i e d  af te r  shor t  acquaintance with her  husband, 

against  her  mother ' s  wishes but with he r  father 's  consent. The r epor t  

descr ibes  M r .  A. a s  a good-looking man with "a way with women". He 

i s  f rom a well-to-do family but has  not adjusted to "ordinary life". He 

has  some university education and anunstable work history.  He drinks 

heavily and i s  believed to be  living in Skid Row. The couple lived with 

he r  mother  for a year .  The m a r r i a g e  seemed unsatisfactory f rom the 

Because many of the r epor t s  a r e  dashed off by hand without much con- 
ce rn  fo r  grammat ica l  construction and the use  of "sic" too frequently 
is i r r i ta t ing,  I shall  r e s e r v e  i t  for spelling e r r o r s  that might otherwise 
be mistaken for printing e r r o r s .  



beginning. They had four children in five y e a r s ,  "and it s e e m s  each 

time the patient became pregnant, he r  husband left home taking al l  avail-  

able money with him but the patient never complained. " Mr.  A says  that 

the children a r e  not his, but the patient's s tep-father 's  -- "however, the 

children look like Mr .  A. " 

The couple left town and Mr .  A was working in the new 

place, but her  mother learned that the patient was without food and sent 

he r  food parce ls .  They came back to town and the patient became in- 

creasingly worse.  

The patient often went to see  he r  landlady late  a t  night, 

"stating her  gr ievance  and her  g rea t  love for h e r  husband, and his  un- 

willingness to live with her .  I '  She felt that her  family was interfering. 

The landlady thought that when M r .  A came home in need of money he gave 

the patient some drugs.  The patient had fainting spel ls  when her  husband 

was leaving he r ,  but she "believes this was only an attention-getting 

device. " 

"It would appear  that M r .  A himself i s  not too well adjusted. I '  

( a )  P r i o r  to Admission 

The patient's mother  felt  that she had been showing signs 

of maladjustment for the l a s t  four yea r s ,  "letting herself  go. " Her family 

felt that M r .  A had been cruel ,  physically and mentally, constantly nag- 

ging and crit icizing without apparent cause,  "although, the patient didn't 

admit  this. " He spent much time away f rom home and when he did come 



spent the family's money for  his  own p leasures ,  "to which Mrs .  A had 

never objected, feeling that i t  was her  husband's right to spend the family 

money a s  he wishes.  I '  

"It appears  that the patient had shown poor adjustment for 

m o s t  of he r  life and she became increasingly worse  a f te r  re turning to 

town. She appeared confused and had been unable to look af te r  the chil- 

dren  o r  do her  household chores ,  since he r  separat ion f rom he r  husband." 

The psychiatrist  diagnosed schizophrenia and advised Mrs .  

A that if she would not go to the mental  hospital voluntarily he would have 

he r  committed. She went voluntarily. 

(b)  Social Worker s t  and Admini s t ra tor  s '  Reports  and Memos 

M r s .  A's s i s t e r  phoned to get help for he r ,  a s  she had 

gallstones. She was advised to cal l  her  doctor,  who sent  her  to the psy- 

chiatr is t .  Her  uncle phoned too, a s  he was worr ied  about the children. 

"He a lso  stated that M r s .  A was very  s c a r e d  that the Social Welfare would 

take the children away f rom he r  and therefore,  she didn't want to contact 

us.  Her  doctor was away on holiday, so his substitute was asked to hu r ry  

her  appointment with a psychiatrist .  

When Mrs .  A was committed to the mental  hospital, two 

famil ies  of relat ives  took the children. They had no clothes so the re la -  

t ives outfitted them. They then applied to the agency for financial a s s i s t -  

ance for them, which requi red  a complete breakdown of their  budgets. 

"Mrs.  K feels  finances a r e  the family's own private affair and Mr.  K 



gave the information about finance without his  wife's knowledge. 'I They 

had two children of their  own. The budget of the other family, which 

earned $300 a month and a lso  had two children, was given too. 

A month o r  so la te r ,  the two famil ies  found the children 

too much for  them and they were  " re-ar rangedf '  again. "The re la t ives  

were  dis turbed by Millie's masturbat ion and i t s  effect on their own child- 

ren." Another woman took two of the children and wanted to take Millie, 

but she was not able to support them without help. The agency could not 

grant  her  ass i s tance  for  thembecause she was not related to them. Mr .  A 

was unemployed, separa ted  f rom his  wife, and hadnot supported his  family 

for  some time. The children, aged four, two and a half, one and a half, 

and a couple of months, were  d ispersed  among another se t  of relat ives .  

They were  re turned  to Mrs .  A the day she got out of the hospital. The agency 

sent a reques t  to headquarters  for a housekeeper for her for one month. 

(All r eques t s  for funds, no ma t t e r  how smal l  in amount, a r e  supposed to 

go f rom the client to her  social  worker  to the local adminis trator  to the 

regional adminis trator .  Occasionally, a s  in this  instance, the f i r s t  s t e p i s  

omitted). Though ready for discharge, M r s .  A "would be unable initially to 

take full responsibil i ty,  including the physical work involved, for h e r  four 

children without help. ' I  A r a t e  "not to exceed$5.00 pe r  day, 7 days a week 

total about $1 50.00 pe r  month" was requested. The request  was approved, 

but no housekeeper showed up. Mrs .  A was granted $168.60 a month for  

the maintenance of herself  and he r  four children. 

A social  work visited Mrs .  A immediately and was a s s u r e d  



that she was doing fine. "I told Mrs .  A that if a t  any t ime she  felt that 

looking af ter  the children and keeping c a r e  of the house was becoming 

too much for her to get in touch with us.  

Some t ime la te r ,  "Mrs.  A phoned to say  that her  husband 

had gotten hold of her  address .  She left her  house yesterday immediately 

she was aware that her  husband knew where she was living. She stayed 

with her parents  l a s t  night. Wanting to know her  r ights ,  she was r e -  

f e r r e d  to the RCMP. "Mrs.  A i s  quite prepared  to a r r ange  visiting by 

her  husband with the children a s  long a s  i t  is not in the home. ' I  

Of a visit  a month l a t e r ,  the worker  says ,  "Mrs.  A appears  

to be getting along quite well; she has  a comfortable,  well-kept l i t t le cot- 

tage and rece ives  much support in her  day-to-day problems f rom he r  

re la t ives ,  par t icular ly her  father.  " M r .  A had not been back to bother 

h e r ,  which was he r  main  concern. "She is anxious to be  left on he r  own 

with the children and claims she i s  managing adequately on her  S. A. " 

Some months la te r ,  Mr .  A requested social  ass i s tance  for 

himself. The fi le does not indicate that i t  was granted. In the s a m e  

month, Mrs .  A's relat ives  phoned again, worr ied  about he r  mental  state. 

The house was filthy and she had not le t  anyone in for three weeks. They 

thought she would have to allow a social  worker  in. Two male  workers  

were  dispatched. They repor ted  the house a shambles ,  no shee ts  on the 

beds,  etc.  "I have advised Mrs .  A that she had to do something about this 

and we would have to decide what we were  going to do." The relat ives  

were  phoned, but none were  willing to help except her  mother .  Conditions 



were  a bit be t te r  when the worker  re turned  that night, so  he left the 

children there,  including the baby. 

The next day the house had improved even m o r e ,  though 

sti l l  "totally disorganized". The worker  notes,  "Mr s . A spoke harshly 

to the children, her  voice r i s ing  to a shr i l l  pitch, she seemed almost  a t  

the end of her  teather ( s ic ) .  The children appeared used to this method 

of t rea tment  and obeyed reluctantly and within three  o r  four minutes 

seemed to forget a l l  about i t  and also what they were  told to do. They a r e  

pleasant,  a t t ract ive l i t t le children but lacking in training. " He mentioned 

foster  home placement. When he re turned  next day, no one was  home. 

"There was a line full of washing and dir ty  dishes s t i l l  on the table. " The 

family was s t i l l  away when he went back in the afternoon. He phoned Mrs .  

A's mother .  She sa id  the family was there ,  "as M r s .  A had no money 

for  oi l  o r  food and the house was cold. I '  Mrs .  A sa id  she would come 

back home to see  him that evening, but he told her  to make i t  af ter  the 

weekend. When he returned Monday, she s t i l l  was not there.  On Tuesday, 

"under threat  of the chi ldren 's  removal ,  " Mr.  A went home. He promised 

to have the place clean by the next day. 

The worker had, a conference with both parents ,  listening 

to their  complaints about each other ,  and then talked to Mrs .  A alone. 

He pointed out to he r  that the children l istened to their  fa ther ,  "they ob- 

viously respec t  him." Mrs .  A said that was because "he uses  the belt  

too freely.  " The worker repl ied that he wouldn't take the children if 

things improved. 



A female worker  visited a couple of weeks l a t e r  and noted 

that things were  untidy but not dirty. "Upstairs was clean and there was 

bedding on the beds but this s e e m s  ve ry  s c a r c e  and hardly adequate. I '  

She saw Mr .  A a s  the s t ronger  of the two, "but he feels  he can't work, 

do housework and look af te r  the children. If the children a r e  to be taken 

away he i s  a f ra id  the wife will b reak  down again. " 

A few weeks la te r ,  the worker  called just before supper 

and found the children playing ups ta i r s  a s  they wouldn't s tay in the yard, 

which was unfenced. "The road  on which they play is a dead-end and 

ve ry  l i t t le traffic comes  up; however, Mrs .  A s e e m s  to feel that this is 

par t  of being a good mother  and she must  keep the children where she 

te l l s  them to stay.. . . the living room was again covered with piles of 

clothes but they were  a l l  clean. When I inquired about putting them away 

Mrs .  A said that she did not put them away until she had ironed them a s  they 

took up l e s s  space. . . . The house was w a r m  and quite clean. " 

On the next visit ,  Mr.  A complained that "she was going 

over a l l  the clothing the children had, cutting them up and remaking them 

and would work well on into the night, what t ime she came to bed he sa id  

he didn't know and he also said he has  no idea how long this will las t .  ' I  

He claimed responsibil i ty for the improved house. "This I think i s  

fa ir ly  t rue.  " 

Before the next visit ,  Mr.  A had left home again. Mrs .  A 

kept up the housekeeping s tandards for  a couple of months; then, "The 

house was not as clean as i t  had been and incredibly untidy. I t  Though 



Mrs .  A didn't mention i t ,  she was discovered to be pregnant again. In 

explaining to the worker  "how i t  happened, " she said she had t r ied  to 

contact he r  husband af ter  the visit  by the two ma le  workers .  She was 

told he was taking drugs.  "Either by just asking him or  telling him that 

there  was danger of the children being taken f rom her  she did succeed 

in getting him home and she c la ims  i t  was during this period that she got 

him off drugs.  He was in bed about four days. He remained home and 

during this period the home situation improved noticeably. He took off 

again a t  (date),  taking a11 the money he could lay his  hands on. I t  It was 

noted that while he was there,  Mrs .  A took an in teres t  in  the home, 

painting, fixing, cleaning, etc.  

The workers  held a conference, deciding the children should 

be taken "with the possibiIity of adoption in the future". Mr .  A was in 

pr ison (another fact Mrs .  A failed to mention) and would not b e  re leased  

until a f te r  the baby was born. The worke r s  decided to a s k  M r s .  A to go 

back to the mental  hospital for a s ses smen t  and possible t reatment .  "She 

seems  incapable a t  the moment  of assimilat ing any suggestions with r e -  
, 

gard  to the children and although she has  a superficial  attachment to the 

children I do not feel i t  goes ve ry  deep. She s e e m s  quite detached and 

realt ively ( s i c )  unconcerned about the muddle her  house i s  in and although 

a t  the moment  we have no grounds for  apprehending the children i t  s e e m s  

advisable to keep this move in mind especially in view of the fact that she 

is having a fifth child. Should this child be apprehended a t  b i r th?"  David 

(the baby) rocks himself in bed. "The other  children look quite bright 



and s e e m  to ac t  a s  normal  youngsters but a r e  quite undisciplined and 

/ 
a r e  receiving very l i t t le training in any way. The lack of concern on 

the p a r t  of Mrs .  A i s  what concerns u s  most .  I '  

Mr .  A's compensation cheque went to his  family while he 

was in pr ison and the ass i s tance  cheque was reduced accordingly. While 

he was home, the claim was reclassif ied as "employable" and thus r e -  

newable one month a t  a time. 

A month before the new baby was due, a worker  reported,  

"Visits a r e  maintained on the average of once a week to this family but the 

situation does not improve greatly.  Mrs .  A is working under difficulties 

which a r e  too much for her  to cope with on her  own. Some of the children 

a r e  s t i l l  enuret ic  and this necess i ta tes  a tremendous amount of washing. 

According to Mrs .  A she cannot keep plast ic  undersheets  on any of the 

beds a s  the children play with them and sooner o r  l a t e r  they get torn. " 

Good discipline in the home was  s t i l l  lacking, but "During a recent  visit  

the little g i r l s  were  wearing at t ract ive outfits of cinnamon brown slacks 

with matching tops. A11 had their  hair  washed and waved and looked very 

at t ract ive.  David i s  a lso a v'ery at t ract ive l i t t le boy. He i s  a lmost  

walking alone. There  was constantly washing on the line and in the tub 

waiting to be done. Mrs .  A's washing machine broke down "completely" 

and she had to have another,  which pleased her .  "The house is s t i l l  

m e s s y  and indifferently clean, but recent ly s ince Mrs .  A senior has  

been  staying with he r ,  things have great ly  improved." She had to have 

mos t  of her  teeth out. "Her mouth was badly abscessed. .  . .New ones 



will not be put in until a la te r  date. I '  The worker finally talked her  into 

going for an a s sessmen t  a t  the mental hospital, but before she went the 

woman there  suggested that, since she ,wanted help with the children "as 

to how to bring them up properly" but didn't know how to get it,  why not 

put a housekeeper in for a few months "to rea l ly  give Mrs .  A some help. 

If she couldn't cope af ter  that, then s e e  about taking the children into 

c a r e .  "It will give Mrs .  A a chance to show whether o r  not she  can 

accept and use help, " the worker added. 

Mrs .  A phoned her  worker on the way to the hospital. "She 

had made  good and adequate plans ent i rely on he r  own without the help 

of our department.  I f  She had a lso  made  plans for coming home, gotten 

the necessa ry  equipment, etc. "She has been keeping her  husband com- 

pletely in the dark  a s  to what is going on a t  home and I pointed out to her  

that this was a mistake as  i t  was increasing his anxiety and he should be 

kept in the picture  a s  things developed. Not knowing what was happening 

was  only increasing his anxiety a s  he had not got very much to do and a 

lot of t ime on his hands with which to think. She agreed  to keep him m o r e  

informed and done ( s i c )  this with r ega rd  to the b i r th  of the baby and a lso  

is leaving the choice of name to him. She had already begun to put into 

pract ice suggestions made by the woman a t  the mental hospital, which 

were  helping in the home. The worker was going to r e fe r  her  to the 

mental  health clinic "and in a l l  probability she m a y  be able to use  much 

of the counselling which i s  given her .  " 

In reporting on a post-hospital visit ,  the worker  said that 



Mrs.  A spoke of going to the clinic to see  what could be  done about he r  

andBob (Mr.  A), though both their  fami l ies  were  against  their  trying i t  

again "and a r e  doing their  bes t  to b reak  down what IittIe i s  left of this 

mar r i age .  She seemed to have m o r e  s t rength and i s  determined to do what 

she can to make a good home for the children even to the extent of refusing 

to see  her  own family. " The worker told her  she real ized how hard  i t  was 

to get along on social  ass i s tance  and asked i f  she would like help in getting 

Ia rge  i t e m s  like m a t t r e s s e s  and chests  for the children's clothes. "Her 

relief was very  obvious and she does admit that i t  is difficult to make both 

ends meet .  I t  Asked about clothing for the children, M r s .  A seemed to think 

she had a l l  they needed for the summer .  M r s .  A was in  the middle of 

washing and waxing floors when the worker  a r r ived .  "The home was s t i l l  

d i r ty  and very untidy and the children clothed in just anything that came 

handy, " The worker told her  to dispose of unuseable clothing and clean 

the place up. 

In the departmental memo requesting money for the house- 

keeper  and blankets and m a t t r e s s e s ,  the administrator  said,  "In the long 

run  i t  will be  a g rea t  saving a s  to take five children into ca re  will prove 

a ve ry  costly business.  " The housekeeper stayed s ix  weeks, af ter  

which Bob came home again. He spent the f i r s t  24 hours  getting drunk 

and the f i r  s t  week running through $100 that h is  mother  had given him. 

He and M r s .  A were  asked to account for what he had done with it. M r s .  

A got her  teeth. "When seen today she looked rea l ly  at t ract ive."  

Mr. A came into the office, ve ry  annoyed about his com- 



pensation cheque going to his  wife in l ieu of social  ass i s tance .  He had 

hoped the money would be  waiting for him to tide him over  until he found 

work. His mother was trying to get him a job out of town. "He does not 

want to go without Jennifer and the children a s  he feeIs she m a y  not 

follow him later .  He said that she  i s  showing signs of reluctance to 

leave the securi ty  of the well-known setting of he r  present  home and en- 

vironment and to branch  out into the unknown where i t  is ve ry  isolated. " 

He wanted to know how long they had to prove themselves with the chil- 

dren.  She said i t  was not a question of a t ime limit ,  "but i t  was entirely 

up to them. " Mr.  A feared  that Jennifer couldn't cope without him. "He 

i s  wondering whether Jennifer might not be  be t te r  able to cope i f  they 

were  fa r  away f rom their respect ive families.  He hoped that the job 

would come through and Jennifer would go. He had kicked drugs but felt 

he might go back if p r e s s u r e  built.  

Of the homemaker ,  sent to teach Jennifer and to help he r ,  

the worker  reported,  "The children loved he r ,  Jennifer resented  her .  " 

There  was no cleaning equipment in the home. Sponge, mop, pail, 

ironing board, towe1 s ,  bedding, "were supplied and received neglectful 

and h a r s h  treatment.  " While the homemaker was there Jennifer was 

able to keep dentist, doctor, and mental  health clinic appointments, but 

kept the la t te r  reluctantly and somet imes  failed to go a t  all. "All this 

has  failed to produce any change and improvement.  Unfortunately, i t  has 

pointed up he r  own inadequacy and that of Bob in failing to provide these 

necess i t ies  and in  consequence increased  her  feeling of hostility. It has  



been noted that af ter  clinic appointments and any interview with m e  when 

anything m o r e  than surface topics were  discussed,  she would r e tu rn  home 

in a bad mood and take i t  out on the children by strapping them quite un- 

mercifully.  The housekeeper saw her  s t r ike  David a c r o s s  the face with 

her  hand twice for next to nothing. . . . On reviewing this situation in r e -  

t rospect ,  i t  would have been wiser  to have made  m o r e  effort  to find out 

what she wanted than to give her  what we thought she needed.. . .She s e e m s  
7 - 

incapable of accepting any form of help f rom the department in the form 

of intangibles, and whenever any i s  suggested o r  offered there  i s  aIways 

a refusal ."  The worker added that she thought Jennifer 's  attitude wouId 

prevent her  and Bob from being able to make  a home. 

The worker visited the A's together and reported,  "The 

thing that is bothering them both and hampering their  p rogress  a t  the 

present  moment i s  lack of money. " She pointed out that the l i t t le Bob 

earned was deducted f rom the family's cheque and the money i t  cost  him 

to e a r n  i t  was an ex t ra  burden. She added that they were  not spending 

"too wisely" and could be helped to buy bet ter  and m o r e  nutri t ious food 

than the "fill-up" kind. She told them she would a sk  the Public Health 

Nurse  to advise them - i f  they would accept that. "Bob i s  quite ready to 

accept i t  but Jennifer said that she would be  glad to receive the suggest- 

ions and i f  the budget would allow she would t r y  and buy these things. 

She is s t i l l  reluctant to accept any help offered but Bob i s  m o r e  recep-  

tive." Bob wanted her  to tell  Jennifer how close she came to losing the 

children while he was away, which she did. Bob said he wanted to move 



to a bet ter  place but feared to exceed the ren t  allowance. She a s su red  

him that he could a s  long a s  he could afford i t  and the family was clothed 

and "as well fed a s  possible". She pointed out that the house was not well 

built,  very cold in winter and expensive in  oil, etc. 

That  fall,  Millie s t a r t ed  school. The principal phoned the 

agency to complain that she came to school adequately clothed but un- 

kempt and dirty.  He and the worker  decided to send her  home when she 

came dir ty  and to tell  Jennifer that the Fami ly  Allowance would be in- 

formed if the child didn't get to school. Jennifer told him she would be  

taking Millie out of school and leaving town with her  husband. The 

principal phoned again to say  that the neighbours were  "up in a r m s  on 

behalf of the children and their  future care".  He was su re  the same 

situation would go on in the new place. The  worker a s s u r e d  him that the 

family would be supervised there  too. She explained that Bob "is genuinely 

fond of h is  children but Jennifer 's  affection for the children, I feel, is 

superf icial  and she i s  a very  dis turbed g i r l  herself ."  She mentioned in 

h e r  r epor t  the difficulty that Jennifer had managing to feed her  family "a 

balanced diet" while on social  ass i s tance  and hoped that i t  would be  e a s i e r  

on Bob's increased  salary.  In any case ,  the family would be "closely 

supervised". The file was t r ans fe r red  to the new pIace. 

Sometime af te r  the move, a preacher  in the new place 

phoned the agency there  to say that Jennifer had told him Mr.  A was not 

supporting the family. He had said that he was willing to, but that she 

couldn't keep the place up. They were  not living together, both com- 



plaining of sexual difficulties. Mr .  A had a problem with narcot ics  a t  

t ime s . 
In 1964, Jennifer applied once m o r e  for social  assis tance.  

A note on the application says,  "She wants to work and h i re  a housekeeper 

if possibIe. She s t i l l  has  tendencies towards fantasy in that she doesn't 

rea l ly  rea l ize  the difficulty in finding employment, especially a s  she has  

l i t t le experience. Other than this,  however, she s e e m s  to be fine. The 

house is not the cleanest,  but the children look happy and she s e e m s  quite 

devoted to them. She does not want to go on SA, a s  she did before,  and 

would r a the r  work. " 

The next r epor t  says  that Jennifer couldn't get into the town 

in which the agency was located a s  the c a r  didn't work. It continues, 

"Despite the housekeeping, however, Mrs .  A s e e m s  to enjoy a very  good 

relationship with her  children. She has  not hea rd  f rom her  husband yet 

and has  had no income since he r  las t  grant.  " 

The third r epor t  in this s e r i e s  s ta tes  that Mr .  A wanted a 

reconciliation but Mrs .  A did not. However, she said she would ask the 

children. She did so, and they decided against it.  "Mrs. A told u s  that 

when she was a child, her  parents  always consulted her  when plans were  

being made. Therefore,  i t  i s  not unnatural that she should consult he r  

children about their  fa ther 's  re turn .  " The worker defined this child 

ra i s ing  method a s  "non-directive", and pointed out that i t  accounted for 

the lack of discipline. He discounted the idea that he r  housekeeping might 

ref lect  s imi lar  pat terns  in he r  childhood home by noting her  apologetic 



attitude when worke r s  cal l  on h e r ;  she says  she was busy and that is 

why the house i s  a m e s s .  The Public Health Nurse  sa id  the children's 

health was good despite the lax housekeeping and discipline, but that 

she would keep checking. Mrs .  A r e i t e ra t ed  he r  wanting work, but the 

worker  doubted if she could find a job o r  a baby-sit ter.  His Assessment :  

"Mrs.  A s e e m s  to be a ve ry  unrea l i s t ic  person.  She always s e e m s  to 

feel that the solution to he r  problem i s  just around the corner .  However, 

the problem never  s e e m s  to be solved. She s e e m s  to feel that a l l  she 

needs is m o r e  money to improve the conditions of the house. However, 

there  i s  no reason  why the house cannot be  clean and neat. .  . .She tends 

to blame ei ther  her  husband o r  society for a11 of the problems she has. 

Th i s  t r a i t  has  been noticed many t imes  before,  in the his tory of this 

case.  And so  on. His Plan: Reconciliation was not advisable. She - 
was hosti le to him. He planned to support his  family. They should sup- 

port  her  but i t  was hard  when she couldn't d i scuss  her  problems.  "The 

home situation should be checked quite often to ensure  that there  a r e  no 

signs of neglect. F r o m  what we know of M r s .  A, i t  is possible that she 

could lose in te res t  in the home, and c i rcumstances  could deter iorate  

even m o r e  . 
A l e t te r  in  the file f r o m  the Public  Health Nurse  s a y s  that 

the family's health was fair ly  good but that David had two operable con- 

genital deformities.  Her description indicates that the operations were  

requi red  for functional as opposed to cosmetic  reasons ,  though the defor- 

mi t ies  would be disfiguring a s  well. 



Mrs.  A repor ted  receiving some income she earned  house- 

keeping. Her cheque was reduced accordingly. 

By the next repor t ,  the husband had sti l l  not made contact. 

The landlord repor ted  that M r s .  A was one month behind on the rent.  

She was put on ren t  vouchers.  She was hoping that her  mother  would 

come up a s  she needed a gallbIadder operation. 

A preacher  came in to complain about dir t .  The worker sug- 

gested a housekeeper. He said he would look for a suitable person  af ter  

considering the suggestion. 

On his next visit,  the worker told Mrs .  A about the "com- 

plaints". She couldn't understand why anyone would complain. She said 

h e r  children were  never unsupervised and that she kept them a s  clean a s  

possible. She bathed them al l  on Saturday night and washed their  cIothes 

on Sunday. "This is very  difficult a s  she doesn't have a proper  bath tub, 

nor  does she have a washing machine. Also, she has a l imited amount 

of water .  Mrs .  A said the children were  a l l  washed before going to 

school, though she didn't always have t ime to check the older  ones. The 

house was cleaner  than usual. The worker warned her  to ca re  for the 

children adequately. "The children were  a l l  wearing old clothes, and 

they looked a little dirty.  However, there  did not s e e m  to be anything in 

the way of neglect." She told him Bob might be coming back. He had 

been trying to communicate with her  through Millie. "She s e e m s  m o r e  

accepting of him. l 1  The worker said she was defensive about the neglect 

repor t ,  that she was rationalizing, and that she had little awareness  of 



her  predicament,  "a long standing problem..  . .She appears  to r e s i s t  

complication, and p r e f e r s  to converse on a superficial  level. " A close 

check should be maintained until Mr .  A came home. 

Mrs .  A was given a voucher for oil, a s  she was right out. 

The amount was deducted f rom the next month's cheque. Mr .  A was 

back in jail,  where she was instructed to wri te  him. She said she had 

written,  but didn't know his pr ison number so  her  le t ter  was returned.  

In a le t te r  to her  social  worker regarding the operation she 

requi red ,  M r s .  A says ,  "I would r a the r  t ry  to put the operation off until 

I can pay for i t  myself o r  until Bob has  a steady job. I 'm getting quite 

t i r ed  of living on Welfare, and a s  I told you on (date) I would go back to 

(place) to t r y  to find work and where m y  s i s t e r  can help with the children." 

At the end of the yea r ,  Mr .  A came home. Mrs .  A didn't 

want the landlord to know. A couple of months l a t e r ,  the case  was  closed. 

It was re-opened when Bob got fired, "erroneously accord-  

ing to him." A couple of months a f te r  that, a worker reported that Mrs .  

A "took off in a taxi", leaving a baby s i t te r  with the children. The s i t te r  

took them to her  mother ,  who. phoned the agency. A week la te r ,  the 

worker  went out to investigate. He found a11 the children sleeping in the 

one bedroom, with no bedding. Mrs .  A slept on the chesterfield.  The 

house was not insulated and had one heater .  Mrs .  A now had an apar t -  

ment  s ized washing machine and a bigger hot water heater ,  so she 

bathed the children twice a week. She had grandiose ideas about the 

future. "I advised Mrs .  A that i t  was absolutely essent ial  that she get 



bedding and suggested that I would see  what the Welfare Department 

could do to help her  situation. She wants to tend to this herself ,  how- 

ever .  " 

The baby s i t t e r ' s  mother  phoned again to say  that she had 

t r ied  to get David into he r  kindergarten but Jennifer wouldn't send him. 

She wanted his eye (one of the congenital deformit ies)  fixed f i r s t  and had 

saved $9.00 toward the cost of taking him to the city. Her husband was 

now working. M r s .  A sa id  she too was concerned about the s tate  of the 

house for winter and that she would use  the worker ' s  concern to p r e s s u r e  

her  husband into a t  least  insulating the bedroom. In his next repor t ,  the 

worker says ,  "She simply te l ls  her  husband that the social  worker has  

sa id  that cer tain things have to be done and he will then do them for her .  

I certainly do not like this  turn of events." Mrs .  A said that she would 

have the operation she needed the next summer ,  when she went to the 

city for the two operations that David needed. She had sent to her  father- 

in-law for money for beds and a s s u r e d  the worker  that she could control 

the situation quite well. A month la te r ,  however, there  were  s t i l l  no 

beds and Mrs .  had stopped saying "next week". Maybe by Chr is tmas  -- 

insulation, too. 

On the next visit ,  a f te r  Chr is tmas ,  a new worker found 

Mrs .  A doing the laundry. She did three  a r t i c l e s  a t  a t ime, a s  the 

washing machine would not handle m o r e  than that. She had to s tay  right 

a t  the machine to turn the agitator by hand each time i t  stopped. She 

sa id  she would not move again no ma t t e r  what her  husband did, as moving 



had damaged her and she wouId not do that to her  children. She said 

i t  wouldn't hurt  them if the home were  not broken, but Bob probably 

would be going back to the girlfriend, "whom he has  lived with since she 

m a r r i e d  him", when she got out of jail. She said she no longer responded 

to him when he got mad, o r  ca red  what he did. She said she wouldn't 

get emotionally involved - -  "it doesn't pay". In the next repor t ,  the 

worker commented that she was impressed  with Jennifer 's  knowledge of 

a r t  and music .  She said Jennifer was beginning to t rus t  her .  

By Spring, Bob was driving a new c a r ,  but there  were  s t i l l  

no d r e s s e r s  o r  beds. They were  going to get one each  pay day. On this 

visit,  Jennifer was just getting over  the 'flu'. The house was a mess .  

She expected Millie to look af te r  the other children instead of expecting 

them to look af ter  themselves.  

A month la te r  Bob had left ,  supposedly to get another job, 

but was found to be staying with a woman in (place). Jennifer said she 

would go back to the city to get a job, leaving the children with relat ives  

if Bob was not working. She was looking forward to her  mother ' s  coming 
I 

up and taking David back with her ,  but she never  came. Shortly a f te r ,  

Bob got a job and was "making up for his  neglect of the children, which , 

Jennifer says  won't l a s t  m o r e  than two o r  three  months". The 'worker  

sa id  she thought Jennifer spent "much m o r e  t ime than rea l ly  necessa ry  

doing laundry. She may  be overly thorough with wash, and m a y  wash a l l  

clothing af ter  each use  i t  gets.  Most clothing i s  in poor condition. ' I  - 
On the next visit ,  Jennifer talked about not liking to leave 



the children with Bob, a s  he went to s leep and didn't hear  them. She 

re la ted  an experience Millie had had, of waking up alone and walking 

outside in the snow to look for he r  mother ,  a s  she couldn't a rouse  any- 

one with her  calls.  She said her  own mother  used to disappear for days 

o r  weeks a t  a t ime,  and that she would never  leave her  children. "They 

need a m o r e  sett led life. I '  A while l a t e r ,  the worker noted that Jennifer 

was pregnant again. She found her  planting the garden. She said that Bob 

would never  fix the house. She thought her  f i r s t  daughter (the one stay- 

ing with her  mother )  might come up for the summer .  

A month before the new baby was due, the worker dropped 

in  on Jennifer and found her  scrubbing f loors ,  walls,  ceilings, and fur- 

ni ture .  She scrubbed the cha i r s  once a week. The house was "an un- 

bearable  mess".  She couldn't find a housekeeper,  so  planned to have the 

baby a t  home. One of the o thers  had been born  a t  home. During the 

worker ' s  visit ,  two of the children "kicked up the most  horr ible  fuss  for 

ten o r  fifteen minutes screaming,  kicking, beating one another,  in bed. 

Mrs .  A s ta tes  they always do until they fall asleep. David needs an 

operation (involving plast ic  surgery)  before age seven, o r  he won't be  

able to father children. Es t imated  cost  $3000, not covered by MSA. 

David i s  to see  an eye special is t  a t  the Travelling Clinic (date)." 

Jennifer had heard  from Bob, who had left ostensibly to find work. The 

le t te r  said he would not work and send money. She was about to lay a 

charge,  but he wrote again "soft-soaping" her .  She had previously r e -  

fused the offer of a housekeeper,  but requested two weeks social 



assis tance.  

When the baby came,  "Five children, the oldest of which 

i s  nine, were  left to fend for themselves.  ' I  The agency had been unable 

to find neighbours o r  friends who could c a r e  for the family until Mrs .  A 

got out of the hospital. They brought: in a housekeeper. 

The next year ,  a new worker reported that no assis tance 

was required as Bob was working, and that Mrs .  A tended to r e s i s t  

help. She took David to the city for  his  operation. There  were  no more  

social worker r epor t s  for another yea r ,  but Public Health had apparently 

been involved with the family in the meantime. Another psychiatric 

a s sessment  appears  in the file: "The mother.  . . s e e m s  to be suffering 

f rom some evidence of Chronic Schizophrenia. She has a ra ther  flat affect 

with poverty of affect and a r a the r  rigid limited personality. She has  no 

g ross  thought disorder  o r  perceptual distortion but he r  thoughts a r e  ex- 

t remely  repetit ive,  vague and profoundly ambivolent (s ic) .  She con- 

tinually gives double messages  and contradictory messages  when com- 

menting on any subject o r  giving her  opinions and feelings on any parti-  

cular problem. She i s  d ressed  in such a way that would indicate she i s  

an extremely negligent and dis interested housewife and mother.  I do not 

think this i s  a willful1 (s ic )  process ,  but I 'm s u r e  that this is a resul t  of 

the Mental Il lness that she s e e m s  to suffer from. The mar r i age  relation- 

ship i s  a particularly poor one a s  the husband i s  seldom at  home and 

when he is a t  home he doesn't get involved in his  relationship with his 

wife o r  children, The other m e m b e r s  of the family a r e  g i r l s  except for 



one infant and i t  s e e m s  that David has lived in this  extremely chaotic, 

nonsupportive, frightening environment for many y e a r s  with no s t rong 

supportive ma le  o r  other adult to identify with. The boy's school behavior 

is m o s t  i r r a t i c  ( s i c )  and he was descr ibed as undisciplined, negativistic, 

ignoring a l l  instruction and suggestions and continually testing his  teacher  

and al l  school regulations.  The boy i s  present ly in Grade 2 and has  been 

a ser ious  disciplinary and behavior problem throughout his school 

c a r e e r . .  . . He i s  a pleasant young lad who re l a t e s  easi ly  and warmly to 

the interview situation and who certainly responds to s t ruc ture ,  definite 

l imi ts  and lots of support. .  . . I  think when she is being visited by the 

nur se  and any o thers ,  they mus t  be ve ry  s t r i c t  with he r ,  force her  to 

s tay in real i ty ,  force her  to l imit  he r  comments  and observations and 

make  her  t r y  and develop consistent,  useful real i ty  or iented daily habits. 

This  would mean consistent and f i r m  visiting and instruction. I think the 

father should be encouraged to get m o r e  involved with his son if possible,  

and i f  not possible I think the volunteer organizations and/or  a big 

bro ther  movement should be mobilized to get to know David, help him 

with money if need be for  hockey equipment and get him involved in male  

peer  activit ies outside the home where he ge ts  a good adult ma le  identifi- 

cation and support." If that doesn't work, take him away. 

Consequent to this a s ses smen t ,  a conference was held con- 

sist ing of the psychiatr is t ,  the social  worker ,  the Public  Health Nurse,  

the elementary school superv isor ,  the principal,  and the teacher .  T h e  

conference r epor t  states: "Father s e e m s  to be a grea t  s tabi l izer  in the 



home although he i s  unaware that he has  this effect on the family. He 

wants to be away f rom home a s  much a s  possible and when he does 

leave Mrs .  A should use t ranquiI izers  a s  suggested by Dr.  (name).  

David was said to be improving in school and a t  home and enjoying 

Cubs. 

Recommendations: 

(1) Continue regular  home v is i t s  by the Public  Health Nurse.  

(2) When father leaves t r y  to get a m a l e  figure for  David to re la te  to. 

( 3 )  Encourage David to continue with Cubs. 

(4) Mother should be encouraged to get out of the home a s  much a s  

possible.  

(5) Continue with previous suggestions. 

P r o c e s s  notes: 

"If the mother  could possibly get out of the house and get 

m o r e  activity and have m o r e  in t e res t s ,  I think her  level of anxiety might 

go down and she might improve. As fa r  a s  the school work i s  concerned, 

I think he just needs f i r m  consistent l imi ts  and a lot of reward  for positive 

behavior.  'I 

In a memo f rom ' the Public  Health Nurse  to the Mental 

Health Clinic, reporting on the conference, she says  that David s tays out 

a t  night and refuses  to come home. "Mr. A is working a t  (place) and i s  

home every  night. He probably helps to stabilize the home some,  but he 

is very  unstable himself. He keeps a gun under his  pillow a t  night and 



has  shel ls  marked  'his '  and 'hers1.  Sometimes a t  night he will pull the 

gun f rom under his pillow and threaten his wife; he pulls the t r igger  and 

when the gun clicks on empty he s a y s  'you a r e  lucky this time1. Once he 

actually loaded the gun and threatened his  wife with it. She was able to 

call  the police and he was fined for  this." A newspaper clipping attached 

to the memo s a y s  the fine was $100. The nur se  recommended that David 

be  placed in a foster  home. 

The nur se  a l so  sent a memo to the social  welfare agency, 

stating that she was concerned about David and explaining why: "Mrs.  A 

appears  to be a very  nervous upset person  and incapable of coping with 

her  children. The  house is always a m e s s  and she is rea l ly  not interested 

in  seeing a social  worker and I do not feel that there i s  too much a social  

worker can do for Mrs .  A. " She wanted the agency to take David into 

c a r e  and ac t  upon Millie's "instability". 

The "care t '  r epor t  consequent to the nur se ' s  recommenda- 

tion noted that David had been hit by a c a r  and was sti l l  in the hospital. 

Millie was badly disturbed. Bob lost  his job "after he t r i ed  to shoot his 

family. I t  David was much worse  "since his father has  been in the home 

regular ly.  I f  Mrs .  A was a l so  a very disturbed person. She had too high 

expectations of what the children could do for themselves a t  any part i -  

cular  age. They refused to go to bed before doing the dishes.  She 

"never" instructed them on what o r  how to do what she expected. At the 

t ime of the nu r se ' s  visit ,  "Mrs. A was a lmost  out of her  mind because 

of David's accident. She was not very  c lear  on anything." The agency 



was looking for  a home for David. They would have to pay e x t r a  r a t e s  

because he was a bed-wetter and rough. The r epor t  re i te ra ted  the 

previous information regarding the "filthy" house, the s tay in a mental  

hospital, the illegitimate child. "She i s  unable to benefit f rom any help 

o r  involve herself  in any form of t reatment .  ' I  Mr .  A's  drug and jail 

connections were  mentioned. The r epor t  concluded by noting that s ix  

y e a r s  before,  "It was pret ty  evident that in five to ten y e a r s  the children 

will be showing signs of definite disturbance and in a l l  probability will 

be excessively difficult to handle with no training o r  discipline. " 

In a r epor t  dated la te r  that fall,  the worker  sa id  that a new 

Public  Health Nurse  had repor ted  that David was doing "0. K. " a t  home 

and school, that there was no need of a foster  home, and that she would 

speak to the psychiatr is t  who had abetted the previous nur se ' s  decision. 

The A's were  called in for an interview on the subject. Mrs .  A did mos t  

of the talking; Mr. A came in la te r .  They claimed improvement.  Mr.  A 

sa id  they should move if he couldn't find work, though their  house was 

almost  paid for according to Mrs .  A. "The rea l ly  amazing thing during 

this  interview was that a t  no t ime did ei ther  one o r  the other  cr i t ic ize 

each other .  I' The repor t  concludes, "As we have no foster  home avail- 

able  anyway perhaps i t  is bes t  to let  the family c a r r y  on and let  Public 

Health Nurse  follow it up. '' 

T h e r e  a r e  two m o r e  i t ems  in this section of the file, one 

dated s ix  months l a t e r  and one a year  la te r .  The f i r s t  is a memo f rom 

the Health Unit to the Mental Health Clinic: "A home visit  was made on 



(date),  and the family was eating a good ea r ly  supper.  . . . Mrs.  A was 

ca lm and pleasant and receptive to the visit.  Was she putting on a 

f ront?  M r s .  A did not appreciate  the help given by the Mental Health 

Clinic, saying that he was worse  af ter  being seen  by them. She believed 

that recommendations of m o r e  m a l e  companionship and taking p a r t  in 

scouts,  did not help. She said she wouId take David to a private psychia- 

t r i s t  in (the city) asking a doctor there to r e f e r  him. " The second i tem 

is a t ransfer r ing  summary  f r o m  one local office of the agency to another. 

I t  says  that the A's had been off social  ass i s tance  for  a number of years .  

M r s .  A had taken off (to the city to which the file was being t r ans fe r red )  

with al l  her  children but David while Mr .  A was a t  work. She had left 

David with a f r iend who was to call  his  father in the pub af ter  work to 

come and get him. The father pIaced him around in different homes and 

schools,  where he was a r e a l  problem. He finally shipped him to Mrs .  A. 

"I have no idea where the father i s  living o r  working.. . .At no time did the 

father o r  Mrs .  A contact any member  of the Department concerning the 

plans for separat ion o r  to d iscuss  their  problems. " 

This  summary  was sent  in response  to a new application 

for  social  ass i s tance  made  in the city. M r s .  A requested temporary  

ass i s tance ,  asking for ren t  for a week. She had only one child with her .  

A month la te r  she had to a sk  fo r  aid again, a s  three m o r e  of her  

children were  back with her .  In rep ly  to the Department 's  reques t  to 

Mr.  A for  maintenance, he sa id  that there  was no problem, they could 

come back but they wouldn't, he couldn't support two homes,  he wasn't 



working. The school principal phoned about David, who had recent ly 

left father for mother .  

Jennifer came in to see  about the cheque. It had not been 

sent out because the worker  could not t tcatch"her a t  home when she 

called. She explained that she had been out helping her  s i s t e r ,  who was 

ill. The David situation had deter iorated.  The agency's Child Pro tec-  

tion Worker (hereinafter  called Jan)  was called in. (She and the new 

social  worker ,  Susan, were  subsequently involved in the new procedure 

to be discussed in Chapter V). 

Jan ' s  r epor t  stated that David had been placed in a foster 

home on the recommendation of the psychiatr is t  who would be consulting 

on the case .  Jennifer had agreed  not to see  him until he had had a 

chance to set t le  down. The  r e s t  of the r epor t  detailed some of the prob- 

l e m s  Jennifer had had with him. She thought he was worse  af ter  the c a r  

accident. Jan thought that was her  imagination. 

David was reportedly doing fine in the foster  home, though 

the special  teacher  who had promised  to help him had not come. The 

pr incipal  did not feel he could make i t  in a school setting. The problems 

he had had in school were  listed. Jennifer was not given his address .  

Millie had complained to Jan  about the "indifferent m e a l s t t  her  mother  

made.  They never  got meat ,  o r  anything fas t  for  breakfast .  She sa id  

she couldn't concentrate in school. J an  r e a d  a l l  the old r epor t s  and 

decided talking was hopeless,  but she would t ry ,  and would a lso  t r y  to 

get medication f rom the mental  health clinic. "It would be unwise to 



apprehend the children, a s  there a r e  a g rea t  number.  " 

Jennifer had r eg i s t e red  with Manpower a s  soon a s  she  

a r r i v e d  in the city, according to the dates  on the documents in. the file. 

A Department of Rehabilitation Assessment  fo rm i s  on file: 

"Would you and your family move to another a r e a  if a job 

w e r e  available the re?  

!'No. " 

"If not, why? " 

"We spent seven y e a r s  in the north and a r e  just beginning 

to thaw out. " 

"Do you have any difficulty o r  problem which makes  i t  

difficult for you to take a job?" 

to ge t?"  

"Not a s  long a s  the re ' s  a day-care center  around. 

"Is there  any part icular  skil l  o r  training you would like 

"Yes, anything. As Iong a s  i t  would pay enough to take 

c a r e  of the children reasonably well." 

She requested no other  serv ices .  

A le t ter  f rom Jennifer to the Minister  of Health and Welfare 

is a l so  on file: 

Dear  S i r :  

I should very much like to be removed f rom your payroll l ist .  F o r  that 

r eason  this le t te r  i s  to a sk  if there  is some way I could get financing to 



s t a r t  m y  own business.  F o r  that I would like to have a knitting machine 

and a ve ry  la rge  supply of different wools and ya rns ,  etc. 

I would ve ry  much prefer  to support my  family myself,  and af te r  taking 

almost  a year  to look around and examine eve ry  possibility up to and 

including Adult Re-education which was a waste  of m y  t ime and theirs ,  

this i s  the only alternative I have. This  way I could make money and be 

with m y  children a s  well. I ve ry  much dislike the idea of them coming 

home to an empty house. I want to be there  when they cal l  whether in 

anger  a t  each other ,  o r  anyone e lse ,  o r  c r y  because they a r e  hurt  o r  

scared ,  o r  just  to r e a s s u r e  themselves that I a m  h e r e  always. My 

family would have liked to help but they do not have enough money and 

they also have their  own previous commitments  to handle. They do not 

know anyone capable of advancing the financing, shor t  of Finance Com- 

panies which a r e  out of the question. AII of which makes  it impossible 

for them to even co-sign a loan. 

So to a s k  again is there  some one o r  way the backing could be given. 

Thanking you very  much for  reading this  le t te r  and any consideration you 

m a y  give it. 

Yours  truly, 

(s ignature)  

P.S. I believe I forgot to sign the f i r s t  le t ter .  Sorry.  J .A.  

The reply was a routing s l ip  to the local agency: "This does 

not sound too pract ical ,  but would you let  u s  have a br ief  r epor t  a s  to 



what you see  in this situation, for the purpose of follow-up. I '  The local 

agency replied: "We have medical a s ses smen t s  on file which indicate 

that Mrs .  A is a chronic schizophrenic. We a lso  have concurring 

r epor t s  f rom the Child Welfare Worker who s e e s  Mrs .  A on a regular  

bas is .  M r s .  A has  proven incapable of the mos t  minor housekeeping 

tasks  and we feel that she is totally-incapable of running her  own business.  

Thank you for your in te res t  in this ma t t e r . "  

A couple of months l a t e r ,  a reques t  for a homemaker was 

approved. Jan  put Brenda into the home (the therapeutic homemaker 

discussed in the chapter on the new procedure) ,  advising her  super iors  

I 

that she was a special is t  in dealing with emotional problems ra the r  than 

a housekeeper,  though that was her  title. Jennifer was "resistive",  but 

Brenda managed to gain some 

requested a washing machine, 

s tore  for a reasonable pr ice.  

of her  confidence. Shortly af ter ,  Jennifer 

which she had found in a second-hand 
1 1  
I 

The memo relaying the reques t  to head- 11 

quar t e r s  said,  "Mrs. A. . . . was not aware until recent ly that help was 1 

available for the purchase of necessa ry  i tems.  " 

Headquarters  replied, "No budget info. shown. Will approve 

if cost  of shel ter  exceeds our ren ta l  provision. If a t  a l l  possible we ex- 

pect pa r t  o r  a l l  if possible of this kind of cost  to be m e t  by self help. " 

The local adminis trator  sent a budget breakdown: Rent $1 50. Food $125. 

Hydro and Heat $40. Miscellaneous $2. "She therefore has  no money 

a t  a l l  with which to purchase a washing machine, and we reques t  $40 

Emergency Health Aid on this basis .  Also, i t  has  come to our  attention 



that Mrs .  A does not have a fridge e i ther  and has  never  had a fridge. 

This  comes  to light because she has  a Tra ined  Homemaker living with 

he r  who has  repor ted  this  and who i s  making good s t r ides  in getting 

Mrs .  A motivated to take c a r e  of her  four (the oldest children were  away 

a t  this t ime)  Iittle children. The Homemaker has  pr iced fr idges and 

has  found one for $60. We reques t  your approval for this Emergency 

Health Aid overage in addition to the $40 for  the washing machine. " A11 

this took two and a half months. In the meantime,  Brenda bought the 

machines and was re imbursed .  Her s a l a r y  for the month (184 hours)  

was  $294.40. 

A while la te r ,  J an  repor ted  that the house was cleaner ,  

papered and painted. Jennifer 's  personal  appearance was not much 

improved, but she was m o r e  cheerful and honest. She was s t i l l  fearful 

of outside contacts, her  appearance, and the mother-role .  She was able 

to admit that the children r a n  c i r c l e s  around her .  She said she was 

t rying to work on that and on outside contacts. She accepted Brenda a s  

a fr iend and was a l i t t le m o r e  trusting of authori t ies ,  but st i l l  feared 

Jan. The school repor ted  improved appearance of the children and eas i e r  

dealings with Mrs .  A, as did the Public  Health Nurse.  

Mrs .  A was able to cal l  her  worker  about clothes. Brenda 

wanted a clothing allowance for her  so she could look for work. "She 

had no underwear ,  no shoes,  and one pa i r  of jeans and two men 's  shir ts .  I '  

J a n  added, "Surprisingly enough the children have adequate clothing and 

Mrs .  A is learning to c a r e  for them." In Susan's r epor t  dated that fall,  



she said that M r s .  A was looking ttexceptionaIly well and appears  to be 

taking good c a r e  of herself .  She has lost  weight and now takes some 

pride in he r  appearance. " 

At the end of the yea r  Jan  repor ted  that David was making 

li t t le p rogress  in his  foster  home and that the fos te r  parents  wanted him 

removed. A conference was held with the mental  health clinic people, 

who thought a t reatment  center  would be  bes t  for him. He had been 

thrown out of schools, including The Maples (for disturbed children).  

T h e r e  were ,  however, no vacancies. Since Jennifer had improved so  

much, Jan  thought that with Brenda there to help her  he might be  sent  

home. "She isn' t  too rea l i s t ic  about he r  ability to handIe David saying 

she has  no trouble with him but only t ime will tell ."  MiIIie hitch-hiked 

up to see  her  father ,  taking two of the other  children with her .  Jennifer 

thought: that might be bes t  for awhile, a s  David would be needing s o  much 

I, 

attention. "The growth in Mrs .  A's personality is tremendous. Brenda 's  
1, 

continuing to work with the family would be  reviewed when the approved 
1,, 

t ime was up. Mr .  A was being contacted for financial help. 

Jennifer got a p a r t  t ime job a s  a kitchen helper.  She 

ea rned  under $1 00, so  there  was no change in  the recommendation for 

ass i s tance .  The next month she earned  over  $100. One of the children 

re turned  f rom Mr.  A's place. 

Near  the beginning of the next yea r  (1972 ) ,  a place in  a 

t rea tment  center  was found for David. "We explained that David was 

doing pre t ty  well a t  home; he had made  considerable p rogress  s o  that 



the school board had agreed  to le t  him go into (place).  . . . to see  i f  he  

could make out there . .  . . if David didn't he should be withdrawn.. . . 1 1  

The  t rea tment  center  would then be considered. (Jan told m e  that a 

place a t  the center costs  $1000 pe r  month). David was beginning to take 

responsibil i ty and not ac t  out so much, to stand up for himself with his 

s i s t e r s ,  and to respond to r eward  and punishment. "Mrs.  A on the other .,. 

hand has  had some difficulty adjusting to the work situation. She's 

tended to let her  home go but there  have been sess ions  with (Brenda)  

with the family over this and Mrs .  A i s  beginning to improve in this 

department again." A few months l a t e r ,  Brenda was withdrawn f rom the 

case.  ItMrs. A has  made  tremendous p rogress . .  . .and i s  now able to 

manage on her  own.. . . " 
Jennifer enrolled in the Employment Orientation Class .  

(On the bottom of the Opportunity Incentive P r o g r a m  fo rm is printed: 

P r iva te  and Privi leged Information - -  not to be  divulged to clients).  

Each  month, her  allowable expenses ( fa res ,  fees)  had to be requested 

f rom the regional office by the local office. Jennifer 's  c l a s s  standing 

was  number one, her  suitability for t rade number two. In the final 

reques t  for expenses,  the local adminis trator  repor ted  that she had done 

"extremely well". 

At the same time that she enrolled in the c lass ,  another 

Emergency Health Aid request  appeared in the file. The regional office 

replied: "The goods she has pr iced a r e  reasonable.  In view of the pas t  

information we have on file concerning her  mental  condition, and in view 



of the budget breakdown submitted, we would approve the request.  Do 

you think i t  would be a good idea to a sk  that she contribute a smal l  

amount per  month to meet  pa r t  of the cost,  in o r d e r  that she will feel 

involved a t  leas t  par t ia l ly  in  soIving her  problem? This  might build on 

the work done in the past ,  par t icular ly by the t rained homemaker ,  to 

a s s i s t  Mrs .  A in becoming m o r e  responsible financially and a s  a mother .  

(The reques t  was for beds,  bedding, etc.  a t  a cos t  of $80.)  

In a Summing U p  repor t ,  Jan  sa id  that there was "noticeable 

progress"  in the A family a f te r  Brenda began to work with it. However, 

many difficulties remained. F i r s t ,  Jennifer had begun to discover  that 

she had capacities herself  and she wanted to work on these,  e.  g. ,  she 

went to school to Upgrading c l a s ses ,  she discovered she had a facility 

for  log scaling and she was very  anxious to complete her  education and 

take that training, forgetting, however, that she had many family prob- 

l e m s  to cope with. Second, her  children kept coming and going between 

herself ,  her  mother  and her  ex-husband; this had caused difficulties that 

she had sti l l  to s o r t  out and handle. Third,  she had a deep-rooted dis- 

l ike of the opposite sex  and she had not come to t e r m s  with that. Jan 

went on to descr ibe in detail these difficulties, par t icular ly a s  they 

re la ted  to David. A male  worker attached to the group that Brenda and 

Jan  had s ta r ted  (par t  of the new procedure,  of which therapeutic home- 

making was a l so  a par t )  began working closely with David and making some 

progress .  Jennifer enrolled in the Canada Manpower Training P r o g r a m  

and went off social  assis tance.  Her  case  was closed. 



IV. THE A FAMILY FILE REVISITED 

The psychiatr ic  r epor t  with which the A family file begins 

is an interest ing example of Dorothy Smith's "Social Construction of 

Documentary Reality. "' Such constructions a r e  not viewed a s  such by 

the people who make  and use  them; decisions that radical ly  affected 

Jennifer 's  life-chances, against  he r  will, were  based  upon this r epor t  

quite a s  though i t  contained a l l  the 'information a s t r ange r  would need to 

make life decisions for her .  Yet i t  provides no means  by which anyone 

could judge the way significant e lements  of h e r  life were  selected for 

inclusion in  the repor t ,  nor  the validity of those e lements  that were  

included. "The patient is described" without noting who did the des- 

cribing o r  evaluating his reliabili ty a s  a witness. Whoever i t  was,  i t  i s  

impossible to tell whether the r epor t ' s  assumptions a r e  his,  he r s ,  o r  the 

psychiatr is t ' s .  In any case ,  they a r e  unquestioned and undifferentiated 

f r o m  statements  of (supposed) fact. F o r  example,  the statement that 

mother  and smal l  daughter did not get along contains the assumption that 

this was due to the child's "inability" to get along with her  mother .  It 

would s e e m  to be important to know who said was going to live with her  

father  made  Jennifer feel unwanted; her  mother  may  have had own ego 

reasons  for believing i t  - -  what were  the psychiatr is t ' s  r e a s o n s ?  He 

s e e m s  to think that feeling unwanted because of living with one parent  

Unpublished paper presented a t  the meet ings of the Canadian Sociologi- 
ca l  and Anthropological Association, Kingston, 1973. 



r a the r  than the other requi res  no explanation; why didn't Jennifer  view 

he r  siblings a s  unwanted by their  fa ther?  Her mother  visited her  des-  

pite "her hostile feelings" -- whose hostile feelings, mother ' s  o r  

daughter 's?  Knowing which of them recognized her  own o r  the o ther ' s  

feelings a s  hostile would seem to be important to a judgment of Jennifer 's  

g rasp  of reali ty.  Or  does this information come f rom someone e l se?  

There  a r e  many things that can be told about anyone's life 

and many different ways of putting them together. The image that emerges  

f r o m  any biography is a product of the framework used to organize and 

assemble  i t s  pieces.  The same  i s  t rue of a case-history.  Jennifer 's  

i l legitimate pregnancy i s  her f i r s t  recorded  ac t  of "deviance". The I 
1 1  

image projected by means  of this information then influences subsequent 

selection of i tems for her his tory - -  the process  of stigmatization that, 

according to the neo-Chicagoans, removes  such an ac t  f rom the category 

of "incident" and welds i t  to a person 's  identity has  already begun. The 

1 11 ll* 

event chosen to begin the next section of the repor t ,  Jennifer 's  "Marital 
4 1 

History", i s  an event connected to that image. It is not in any way con- 

nected to her  mar r i age  o r  to her  mar i t a l  problems.  Jenni fer  was never 

accused by the most  cr i t ical  of her  worke r s  of being an "unfaithful" wife. 

In fact, h e r  dislike of men  came to be seen a s  one of her  major  prob- 

lems.  Yet out of he r  en t i re  p re -mar i t a l  life, the author of this initial 

r epor t  chooses her  losing two jobs because of "boy fr iends hanging 

around the office" to se t  the tone of the section on he r  mar r i age .  His 

feeling the need to note that Jennifer 's  children look like her husband 



a lso  i l lus t ra tes  this process .  What can one suppose his  opinion about 

their paternity would have been had i t  not been for this fortuitous 

genetic c ircumstance ? 

An alternative to this  picture of a woman whose m o r a l s  a r e  

suspect,  and who therefore might be expected to be suffering f rom 

internal sources  of guilt, can be drawn even f rom the scanty ma te r i a l s  
. . 

available in the report .  It is a picture of a young woman in an  apparently 

unhappy home situation who was therefore probably m o r e  prone than 

m o s t  to girl-hood d reams  of romantic  escape.  In any case ,  she m a r r i e d  

the stereotypical dream,  a handsome s t ranger  f rom a well- to- do family 

who has  a university education and a "way with women". Instead of 

carrying her  off on a white charger  (or in a black CadiIlac, to up-date 

the d ream) ,  he moved in to her  unhappy home situation with her  and im-  

pregnated her  four t imes  in five yea r s ,  abandoning he r  each  time and 

taking a l l  their  money with him. Jennifer 's  mother  r e l a t e s  he r  daughter 's  

L * 
"maladjustment" to this picture  of a great ly  disappointed young woman, 

I1 

dating i t  f rom four y e a r s  before and blaming the husband's cruelty.  The 

psychiatr is t  however s ta tes  simply that Jennifer had shown poor adjust- 

ment  for mos t  of her  life and was getting worse.  That she "appeared 

confused" i s  in te rpre ted  a s  a symptom of i l lness.  It i s  not re lated to her 

c ircumstances,  in which a f t e r  a l l  she  mus t  have experienced ve ry  con- 

fusing conflict between expectation and reali ty.  Similarly,  he r  inability 

to manage her  home and children when her  husband left i s  t rea ted  a s  

symptomatic of i l lness  r a the r  than re la ted  to the problems of car ing for 



four children under five y e a r s  of age without help o r  money. The c i r -  

cumstances of he r  life become her  "symptoms". 

The possibility that Jennifer 's  o r  her  husband's famil ies  

might be interfering in their  m a r r i a g e  i s  mentioned m o r e  than once in the 

file. When i t  i s ,  i t  i s  mentioned without comment a s  i t  i s  in this r epor t  

o r  in tones of mora l  outrage. The agency itself  interfered continuously 

in the mar r i age .  I ts  m o r a l  outrage s t ems  not f rom the fact of in te r -  

ference but f rom the belief that the famil ies  were  trying to b reak  the 

m a r r i a g e  up r a the r  than hold i t  together.  At no point do any of the r epor t s  

r a i s e  the possibility that such effor ts  might be  encouraged, that improve- 

ment  for the A family might be contingent upon the parents '  escaping their  

obviously destructive relationship. 

The landlady's contribution to the information in the r epor t  

i s  presented without benefit of the psychiatr is t ' s  professional opinion. 

Were Jenni fer ' s  fainting spel ls  due to drugs o r  were  they "an attention- 

getting device?" If the la t te r ,  does that mean the patient was being sel-  
111 

fishly exploitive o r  mere ly  that she desperately needed some attention? 

The mother ' s  s ta tements  a re '  a l so  presented without comment. The only 

r e a l  c lues  we have to the psychiatr is t ' s  opinion about the source of his  

patient's problem i s  his belief that she had shown maladjustment for 

mos t  of her  life, which gives a very different impression f rom saying 

that she had been in unhappy c i rcumstances  for m o s t  of he r  life, and his 

a c t  of committing he r  to a mental  hospital. We do not know what his 

motives in committing her  may  have been. He may  even have been con- 



cerned  to remove her  f rom a pathogenic situation. But both these clues 

to his  opinion authorize the view of he r  a s  internally r a the r  than ex- ' 

ternally disturbed; they establ ish the source of the problem a s  in her  

psyche r a the r  than in her  situation. Subsequent workers  continued to 

view her  f r o m  this perspective.  When she encountered fur ther  difficulty, 

the question of re-hospitalization o r  t reatment  was ra i sed;  her  c i r  cum- 

s tances were  largely ignored a s  a source  of the difficulty. No r e a l  

attempt was  ever  made to lighten her  ever- increasing load o r  prevent i t s  

increasing. Even the homemakers  were  sent in to "teachtt  her  how to 

cope, r a the r  than to give her  a much-needed holiday. 

Though there  i s  no evidence that the psychiatr is t  paid any 

part icular  attention to Jennifer 's  attitudes in relation to her problems,  

i t  is important  for our  purposes to do so  a s  i t  i s  the interaction between 

he r  att i tudes and those of the people who t r ied  to help her  that i s  signifi- 

cant. The  r epor t  makes  Jennifer 's  submissive attitude to her  husband 
1 I 

apparent.  It s e e m s  to be taken for granted by agency workers  and by the 
'1 I 

psychiatr is t ,  who sure ly  mus t  be aware of the mental health problems 

crea ted  by feelings of inferiority and submissiveness  in generaI. Yet 

somehow these problems a r e  not seen a s  relevant  in the context of mar i t a l  

sex-role  s. Such submissive att i tudes a r e  the cultural  no rm in the woman's 

relat ion to the man in m a r r i a g e  and a r e  therefore difficult to see  a s  prob- 

lematic. There  i s  no indication that Jennifer was encouraged to overcome 

feelings of inferiority o r  that any attempt was made  to mobilize her  quite 

formidable s t rength and pr ide a s  the therapeutic homemaker was la te r  able 



to do. According to Brenda 's  r epor t s ,  she very  readily abandoned 

these self-destructive att i tudes a s  soon a s  she was shown a different - 
way of viewing herself  and the world. 

In t e r m s  of the theory of secondary deviance, worker  r e -  

inforcement of any client att i tudes that m a y  be a contributing factor in 

a family's problems itself becomes a contributing factor.  I a m  not sug- 

gesting that Jennifer 's  view of a wife's proper  role was imposed upon 

he r  by the workers .  It is a genera l  cul tural  norm,  though seldom so 

blatantly expressed,  that she a l ready shared. In taking i t  for granted, 

however, while a t  the same  time encouraging her  to "make her m a r r i a g e  

work", they indirectly encouraged her  to be m o r e  submissive than ever .  

"Making her  m a r r i a g e  work" implied playing the wife's ro le  a s  well as 

she  knew how, and he r  conception of the wife 's  ro le  was already on 

record .  In the context of her par t icu lar  mar r i age ,  with a husband often 

on drugs,  a frequent dese r t e r  who used the family's money Iffor his own 

pleasures" ,  a violent man who ei ther  did not know o r  did not ca re  about 

birth-control,  her  attempt to play out her  conceptions of the wife's sub- 

miss ive  ro le  was disastrous.  

In other words,  I do not mean to imply that workers '  att i-  

tudes a r e  intrinsically destructive (though they well may  be)  but only 

2 
P r i m a r y  deviance r e f e r s  to the initial deviant act  o r  acts .  Having a 
schizoid breakdown o r  an i l legitimate pregnancy a r e  examples  of such 
"acts". Playing the ro le  of % schizophrenicff o r  !'a loose woman" con- 
s t i tutes  secondary deviance, whether one is cas t  in the role  involun- 
tar i ly  o r  simply accepts  i t  a s  a r e su l t  of the self-image aligning itself 
with the part icular  m a s t e r  s ta tus  t r a i t  society has  assigned the indivi- 
dual. 



that they become so  when thoughtlessly applied to situations that c lear ly  

demand very  different o r  even opposing att i tudes if people's problems 

a r e  to be c lear ly  formulated, let  alone solved. The n o r m s  of social  r e -  

lations in mar r i age  a r e  compatible ( there  i s  some doubt even about this) 

only with definite economic and social  c i rcumstances.  Attempts to en- 

force them in contradictory c i rcumstances  c rea te  binds such as Jennifer 

found herse l f  in. Her  situation clear ly demanded a radical  b reak  with 

traditional wisdom, a b reak  which none of the worke r s  who compiled her  

file thought of making. At a l l  events none of them mention discus sing 

her  ro le-se t  with her  o r  advising he r  that she had a right to stand up for 

herself  and her  children o r  that she should consider herself  the head of 

the household, a s  she effectively was. On the contrary,  no ma t t e r  how 

much the situation demands that the ego-strength and confidence of the 

effective family head b e  built up. i f  that effective head i s  a woman, workers  

a r e  likely to encourage he r  to become even m o r e  subservient to her  hus- 

band e r r a n t  than she a l ready i s ,  in o r d e r  to build up his - ego and self- 

es teem, on the theory that he will then be able to assume his  duties a s  - 
head of the household. In other  words,  they don't use the mater ia l  a t  

hand in the bes t  possible way, but attempt to mold ma te r i a l  that i s  defi- 

nitely not a t  hand, in  the case  of deser t ing husbands, to fit their  concep- 

tions of which sex  a family head should belong to. This  puts unnecessary 

This  par t icular  social  work attitude. a t tes ted to in most  of the inter-  
views and fi les,  that a husband should be  head of the household and the 
self-esteem he needs for the job i s  somehow dependent upon his wife's 
subservience to him, probably - is intrinsically destructive.  It i s  gratui-  
tously insulting to husbands a s  well as discouraging to the development 
of full potential in  wives. 



and usually quite use le s s  p r e s s u r e  on husbands who can't o r  don't want 

to assume the role  of family head. They become belligerent and guilty 

and l e s s  able to use the abili t ies they do have in the peripheral  family 

role  that suits them best .  It a l so  has  the effect of giving clients hope 

in patently hopeless situations and increasing their  guilt and confusion. 

Obviously, if they a r e  able to improve their  husbands' performances by 

increased  deference o r  by any other means ,  i t  must  be their  fault i f  

their  husbands do not improve. 

Whether o r  not the psychiatr is t  did t r y  to t r ea t  Jennifer in 

the light of her  actual life-situation i s  impossible to say. There  is no 

evidence of i t  in h is  report .  In any case ,  h is  t reatment  and her  st int  in 

the mental  hospitaI do not appear to have improved he r  self-image, att i-  

tudes,  o r  situation. A11 her  old problems were  s t i l l  waiting for he r  a t  

home, with a new one added; an official version of he r  past  and her  

personality s t ruc ture  were  now on file, a version which subsequent workers  

I* I 

took to bean on-going reali ty.  Year s  l a t e r ,  he r  problems were sti l l  being 

viewed through the p r i s m  of he r  schizophrenia (the official diagnosis), 

and not subjected to even the mos t  e lementary  analysis in t e r m s  of he r  

situation. Any such analysis that Jennifer attempted to make was con- 

s idered  "defensiveff o r  "a rationalizationtf,  a symptom of her  disturbance. 

She was discredited a s  a witness in her  own case.  

The psychiatric repor t ,  wri t ten by a highly trained profes- 

sional in pr-oblem-solving for the guidance of the people who would be  

continuing to work with his  patient, gives them no clue as to the tack they 



might take with her .  The doctor doesn't r a i s e  a s  a problem the possi-  

bility of seve re  ego-damage occasioned by her  having to go on social  

ass i s tance  and admit publicly that her  husband would not support his  

family. (The grea t  difficulty Jennifer had with this is at tested to by the 

fact that she was left penniless and pregnant four time s before being able 

to br ing he r  self to 

to the psychiatr is t  

d i scuss  the a s s e t s  

a s k  for assis tance.  Even then, she "would not admit" 

the things he r  family said about Mr.  A). He doesn't 

Jennifer had that could be developed. He doesn't 

mention the t r auma  of perennial child-birth, par t icular ly under ve ry  

insecure  financial and emotional conditions, nor suggest providing her  

with bir th-  control information and equipment, nor  advise he r  workers  

about methods of building her ego-strength to the point where she would 

be  able to demand and use it. Nor does he consider the problem of her  

coming straight out of the hospital into a house full of pre-schoolers  with 

no one to help her .  (The bas i s  for  his diagnosis is unclear - -  could his 

1 I 

fai lure  to mention these conditions indicate that his view of her  "malad- 
I 

justment" r e s t s  on the belief that any sane person  should be able to adjust  
, 

to t h e m ? )  
4 

Jennifer 's  worker did recognize the la t ter  a s  a problem, but 

Les t  i t  be thought that the general  u se le s sness  of the psychiatric r epor t  
on Jennifer means  that i t  i s  atypically sloppy, I r e fe r  you to Scheffls 
study of involuntary commitment procedures  (Being Mentally Ill, op. 
cit). The psychiatric interviews in his study, upon which r epor t s  to the 
judge were  based, las ted f rom 5 to 1 7  minutes,  averaging 10. 2 minutes 
(p. 144). The judges, depending on these r epor t s ,  averaged 1 .6  minutes 
pe r  hearing (p. 135). The r epor t  quoted herein appears  to be atypical 
only in being m o r e  thorough than is usual. 



was unable to secure  a homemaker  for the family. This  m a y  have had 

something to do with the fact that the r a t e  offered was $150 a month for 

a seven-day week. That works out to one dollar per  day per  child with 

no coffee o r  lunch breaks  (unless  al l  the children happen to fall as leep  

a t  the s a m e  t ime).  What the Department  expects for  i t s  money i s  

implied in the form in Appendix A. Considered in conjunction with the 

r a t e s  paid the psychiatr is t  and what was expected of him, i t  provides an 

interest ing i l lustration of society's att i tudes to the people assigned the 

task of rear ing  i t s  cit izens vis-a-vis a lmost  any other job category. 

The agency mere ly  s h a r e s  in these societal  att i tudes; i t  didn't initiate 

them. Administrative att i tudes in the "helping" profession of social  work 
I I 

1 I 

a r e  fur ther  revealed in the excuse the local office felt called upon to make  I 

in applying for even this picayune sum 

run  i t  will be a grea t  saving a s  to take 

a very costly business .  " 

for  a homemaker:  "In the long 

five children into c a r e  will prove 

Jennifer,  however, managed without help. Breaking down, 

if indeed she did b reak  down, had not rel ieved her  of her  burden; suicide 

was the next logical s tep  in the s e a r c h  for r e s t ,  a s tep attempted by 

severa l  of m y  interviewees.  Jennifer did not take i t ,  nor did she break  

5 
I a m  not he re  trying to devise a new theory of psychiatric d i so rde r s  
and suicide at tempts  in one sex-tence, but only following where the 
phenomena lead, a s  Matza advises .  During m y  conversations with 
clients,  I received a strong impress ion  of both phenomena a s  desperate  
t r i e s  for resp i te ,  not a s  conscious t r i e s  for  these part icular  fo rms ,  
but a s  t r i e s  resulting in these part icular  f o r m s  when no other  f o r m s  
of r e s t  were  available. This  is not to say  that internal  reasons  for 
suicide and break-down do not exist ,  but only that among the people I 



down again. She kept he r  family together and did the bes t  she could. 

Nowhere in her  file i s  any r e fe rence  made  to the supreme effort she 

made  a t  this time o r  subsequently to c a r e  for he r  family, though every  

other page complains of how poorly she did it.  This  cr i t ical  o r  "correct-  

ive" attitude, a s  Matza ca l l s  i t  when discussing the l i te ra ture  on social  

problems in general ,  ref lects  the societal  attitude to "women's work" 

that i s  bas ic  to the problems encountered by multi-problem, indeed 

most ,  families.  Child-rearing and other domestic duties a r e  considered 

important enough to draw the correct ive and demeaning attention of public 

health nu r ses ,  school principals,  police, and social  workers  when im-  

properly done, but not important enough to command a d i rec t  s a l a ry  o r  

a degree of s ta tus  compatible with mental  health when they a r e  well done. 

(Studies connecting depression,  pill-popping, poor seIf-image, passivity, 

and other  aspec ts  of the Housewife Syndrome with her  low status  and 

economic dependency a r e  increasing rapidly. Several examples  of such 

studies,  by both psychologists and sociologists,  can be found in Gornick 

and Moran l s  book of readings on the subject. Bernard ,  in that volume, 

d iscusses  Broverman l s  study of "Sex-Role Stereotypes and Clinical Judg- 

ments  of Mental Health, ' I  which uncovered the dichotomy between clini- 

studied the reasons  seemed to consist  mainly of intolerable external 
p res su re .  In such cases ,  labeling a person  "mentally illJ '  and working 
on her  psyche r a the r  than on her  environment s e e m s  worse  than use le s s  
- - worse ,  because i t  adds one m o r e  p res su re ,  d i rec ts  her  energ ies  away 
f r o m  the r ea l  problem, and substi tutes a s ick for a healthy self-image. 

In Becoming Deviant, op. cit. 



cians '  definitions of the "mature healthy woman" and the "mature 

healthy adult". Clinicians, so  accustomed to t r a i t s  in women that a r e  

considered unhealthy in "ad'ult s", have apparently p re fe r red  to change 

the definition of health for half the adult population r a the r  than examine 

the social  context in which these t r a i t s  a r e  fostered.  As Chesler  points 

out, this puts women in r a the r  a double-bind; if they overcome their 

socialization to the point of becoming "mature healthy adults", they no 

longer fit the definition of "mature healthy women" and must  therefore 

be defined a s  immature  o r  unhealthy women. Catch-22. In this paper ,  

I shall  a s sume  that the definition of "mature healthy adult" covers  adult 

women and discuss  worker s t  att i tudes in relation to that definition. 

Jennifer came to the attention of the psychiatr is t  when she 

was r e f e r r e d  by a doctor to whom she was sent  because she had gall- 

stones. (What her actual physical condition was we cannot be su re ,  but 

we do know that y e a r s  la te r  she was s t i l l  in need of and, in fact, underwent 

some kind of operation involving the gall-bladder).  She was r e f e r r e d  to 

this  doctor by the agency, whom he r  s i s t e r  had called for help a s  

Jennifer would'not call  herself .  ". . . . Mrs .  A was very sca red  that the 

Social Welfare would take the children away f r o m  her  and therefore,  she 

Inge K. Broverman,  e t  a l . ,  "Sex-Role Stereotypes and Clinical Judg- 
ments  of Mental Health", (Journal  of Consulting and Clinical Psycho- 
logy 34:6 Feb. 1970) discussed in J e s s i e  Bernard ,  "The Paradox of 
the Happy Marriage",  found in Woman in Sexist Society: Studies in 
Power and Power lessness ,  edited by Vivian Gornick and Barba ra  K. 
Moran, N..Y., Basic  Books, Inc. ,  1971. 

Women and Madness,  op. cit.  



didn't want to contact us.  " This  quote i s  f r o m  page one of the file. The 

agency knew f rom the ve ry  beginning about this fear  of Jennifer 's ;  

r a the r  than r e a s s u r e  he r ,  the workers  consistently used it in their  

effor ts  to make her  improve her  performance.  

There  i s  no evidence in the file that the pain and impai r -  

ment  of function occasioned by a gall-bladder condition was ever  con- 

s idered  by the workers  a s  related to Jennifer 's  performance.  Her con- 

dition i s  not r e f e r r e d  to again until 1964, when she wrote to say  that she 

wanted to take c a r e  of the mat te r  herself  but would need to move to the 

city, where her  s i s t e r  could help her  with the children. By 1966, she 

s t i l l  had not been enabled to do this -- during her  seventh confinement 
I 

she had no one with whom to leave the children. (She had previously told 

the worker  that she could not find a housekeeper and would have to have 

the baby a t  home. Pe rhaps  a t  the l a s t  moment  her  doctor would not allow 

that). 

The disposition of the A children during their  mother ' s  in- 

carcerat ion in the mental hospital revea l  s a r b i t r a r y  attitudes among 

policy-maker s that even the local adminis t ra tors  appear to find quite 

sense less .  There  i s  a distinctly wistful note in the interdepartmental  

memo assur ing  co-operation between the different offices now responsible 

for the sca t te red  children, in which our  office mus t  inform the other that 

ass i s tance  cannot be  extended to the family with whom two of the children 

were  happily placed, a s  they were  not re la ted  to this family. There  

was,  however, no feeling that they regarded  a s  sense less  the recorded  



reason  why another child had to be moved; her  relat ives  were  "disturbed 

by her  masturbat ion and i t s  effect on their  own children". The child a t  

this  t ime was four y e a r s  old. 

The people with whom the children were  placed had to 

outfit them, a s  they had no cIothes. This  information too i s  on the f i r s t  

page of the file and available to a l l  the subsequent workers ,  who in any 

c a s e  were  sufficiently aware of the fact  to complain constantly about 

Jennifer 's  "lack of concern" about the children's and even m o r e  about 

her  own appearance. Yet not untiI the advent of the therapeutic home- 

maker  m o r e  than ten yea r s  la te r  was Jennifer informed about the exis t -  

ence of the clothing and other allowances necessa ry  to supplement the 

basic  food and ren t  welfare cheque. U p  until then she was not told she 

was entitled to them. The very  few "extras"  her  family got a r e  represent -  

ed in the r eco rd  a s  special  favors  her  workers  had to grant her  because 

she was such a poor manager .  

In o rde r  to receive financial ass i s tance  for the children 

they were  looking af ter  during the months Jennifer  was in the hospital, 

the re la t ives  had to submit a complete budget breakdown of their  ea rn -  

ings and expenses. One of the famil ies  had an income of $300 pe r  month 

and two children of i t s  own; the wife refused to submit to this invasion of 

he r  privacy. Pe rhaps  she thought their  inability to support m o r e  children 

was obvious without listing what they spent their  money on; perhaps she 

could see  no r eason  why they should be expected to both c a r e  for and 

support these children evzn if they could afford to do so.  In any case ,  her  



feelings were  not respected.  The information was obtained f rom he r  

husband without her  knowledge. No question i s  r a i sed  in the r eco rd  

about the propriety of this procedure.  In a couple of months, the mothe r s  

of these two famil ies  found the burden of four o r  five children in the house 

too much to cope with and they had to be "rearranged" again. On the day 

Jennifer got out of the mental  hospital, they were  sent back to her .  She 

was  granted $1 68.60 a month for the maintenance of the family and no 

other  fo rm of ass i s tance  but the dubious "helptt of vis i ts  f rom he r  social  

worker .  

On his f i r s t  visit  a f te r  Jennifer got home, the worker kindly 

told her  to be su re  to get in touch with him if a t  any time she felt that 

looking af ter  the house and children were  becoming too much for her .  

He does not, however, mention r eassu r ing  her  that such an admission 

o r  call  for help would not resu l t  in her losing her  children o r  in being 

locked up again. Her l a s t  admission of difficulty had led to ve ry  un- 

pleasant  r e su l t s  indeed for  he r  and her  children. Jennifer a s s u r e d  him - 
that she was doing just fine. 

I 

At this t ime she seemed indeed to be doing fine. "She 

has  a comfortable,  well-kept l i t t le cottage and rece ives  much support 

in her  day- to-day problems f rom her  relat ives ,  par t icular ly her father.  " 

She was anxious to be left on her  own with the children. 

During the summer ,  Jennifer  "left he r  house immediately" 

upon learning that Mr .  A had gotten hold of he r  address .  F o r  the f i r s t  

t ime,  she wanted to know her  r ights .  Instead of following through on the 



offer of "help a t  any time" and discussing various possible cour ses  of 

action with her ,  the agency r e f e r r e d  he r  to the RCMP. 

A shor t  t ime la te r ,  Jennifer 's  re lat ives  phoned again, 

worr ied  about her  mental  state.  The house was filthy and she  had not 

allowed anyone in for three  weeks. They reasoned that she would have 

to let  in  the workers .  Two male  social  worke r s  went out and found the 

house "a shambles ,  no sheets  on the bed. I '  (They didn't check to see  i f  

she had any sheets) .  "1 advised M r s .  A that she had to do something 

about this and we would have to decide what to do. " 

Despite the fa i r ly  obvious connection between Jennifer 's  

s ta te  and her  husband's possession of her  address ,  this connection was 

not made by the workers .  In fact, they threatened him with taking the I #  I! 

children into ca re  if he did not r e tu rn  home to help his wife. l o  As he was 

That there  were  two and that they were  men  a r e  important considera- 
tions injudging their  effect on Jennifer. Men in this society a r e  much 
m o r e  likely to be seen a s  authority f igures  than women a r e ,  and a s  
much "heavier" authority figures.  To women like Jennifer,  who have 

I 

been severe ly  punished for  their  heterosexuality,  even men  who do not 
have power over them a r e  fear-inducing. That  is pa r t  of the r eason  
for the submissiveness  by means  of which they a r e  punished fur ther ,  
and so on around again. Knowing their  s ex  a lso  helps explain their  
a lmost  incomprehensible .(considering the fact that they were  t rained 
social  worke r s )  Iack of perception of the rea l i t ies  of Jennifer 's  life 
and of what could reasonably be expected of her  and the children and 
of the destructive effects they were  having on her .  This  i s  not to say  
that many women a r e  not s imi lar ly  lacking in empathetic ability, but 
if they a r e  mothers  they a t  least  know that superhuman capabili t ies 
a r e  not magically bestowed upon them a s  an adjunct to that status.  

l o  Lack of adequate communication betweenone social  worker and the 
next assigned to a par t icular  case  is par t  of the problem. Jennifer 's  
next worker believed that she had been the one to get he r  husband to 
re turn .  Jennifer 's  fear  of admitting that she did not want him back, 
in face of the fact that his presence  was necessa ry fo r  "improvement" 
to take place, probably contributed to the workers '  misunderstanding of 
he r  position. 



"employable" if not employed, Jennifer 's  cheque was issued "for this 

pay only", despite c lear  evidence that Mr .  A would not support his  

family for long if he were  employed, but appropriated Jennifer 's  cheque 

when he was home. Even the minimal  securi ty  of knowing that she would 

have food and rent  money every  month was taken away f rom her  through 

the workers '  efforts to improve her  situation. 

On the day af te r  the worke r s t  s inis ter  "we would have to 

decide what to do", one of them went back and found the situation much 

improved though s t i l l  "to talIy disorganized". Jennifer "spoke harshly 

to the children, her  voice r is ing to a sh r i l l  pitch, she seemed a lmost  a t  

the end of her  teather ( s ic ) .  I t  (There  is no hint up to this point, in he r  
I 

H 

history o r  in the workers '  r epor t s ,  of any unkindness on Jennifer 's  p a r t  
I 

toward her  children. The r eade r  may  think this worker very peculiar 

for viewing the situation as "improved" under this new circumstance,  but 

there  is evidence throughout the file that the c r i te r ion  for  judging improve- 

i 

ment o r  deterioration i s ,  f i r s t  and foremost ,  the appearance of the house 

and children and how well-disciplined they a r e ) .  He continues, "The 

children appeared to be used to this method of t reatment  and obeyed r e -  

luctantly and within 3 o r  4 minutes seemed to forget a l l  about i t  and a lso  

what they were  told to do. " One wonders how much experience he has  

had with children aged one, two, three ,  and four, a s  the A children were  

a t  this t ime,  who have not been used to this method of treatment.  Do - 
they obey with a lacr i ty  and have Longer attention spans ? He descr ibes  

the chi ldren a s  pleasant and at t ract ive "but lacking in training". (What 



m o r e  could training accomplish a t  these a g e s ? )  Apparently, on the 

bas i s  of this lack, he "mentioned foster  home placement". When he 

re turned  next day, no one was home, morning o r  afternoon. Again, the 

worker makes  no connection between his "mention" of foster  homes and 

Jennifer 's  disappearance. Dutifully helpful a s  always, he t racked her  

down a t  her mother ' s  house and accepted h e r  excuse for  being there ,  

that she had no money for oil and the house was cold. No doubt that was 

t rue  a s  well; in any case  he did nothing about i t  but doggedly pursued his 

original intention to get back into the house in o rde r  to check the house- 

keeping. Jennifer promised  to go back and he made  an  appointment for 

Monday, but she s t i l l  was not there.  On Tuesday she capitulated. She 

re turned  home and her  husband moved back in. According to the 

r eco rd ,  both parents  were  given the impress ionon severa l  different 

occasions that there was no other  way to save. the children. 

The worker talked to the A's and listened to their  accusa-  

tions and counter-accusations. (At long las t ,  Jennifer was beginning to 

complain openly). He then took Jennifer as ide  and pointed out to her  

that the children l istened to their  fa ther ,  "they obviously respec t  him". 

Jennifer explained the chi ldren 's  respec t  - -  "he uses  the belt  too 

freely". I a m  s u r e  the worker  would deny that he ever  a t  any time 

threatened the A's and probably believes that he never did. What he did 

say  was that he would not take the children away i f  things improved. 

Anyone who has  t r ied i t  knows quite well that i t  is impossible to ade- 

quately c a r e  for a home and four smal l  children alone, on 24-hour duty, 



without money for  baby-si t ters ,  bus fa re ,  outings, o r  any fo rm of r e -  

creation o r  chance to be alone. Jennifer knew what h is  s tandards of 

improvement were  and that she could not come close to achieving them 

by herself .  She gave in and t r ied  once m o r e  to make the m a r r i a g e  work. 

Nine months la te r  she was del ivered of her  sixth child. Long before this 

M r .  A had absconded once m o r e  with the funds. 

The r eade r  will have no difficulty seeing the m o r e  g r o s s  

fo rms  of damage and abuse occasioned by the t reatment  and follow-up of 

this "schizophrenic" woman and her  children. Jus t  the physical r e su l t s  

of being denied anything like adequate a c c e s s  to the r e s o u r c e s  of he r  

country were  bad enough - -  untreated gall-stones,  a mouth s o  abscessed  

she lost  a l l  her  teeth, increasing obesity ( s t a rch  foods a r e  cheap) and 

perennial child-bearing (effective bir th-control  is not cheap, though ob- 

viously ego-damage i s  a lso a factor here) .  Dilapidated housing and in- 

sufficient furnishings, housekeeping equipment, and play space aIso con- 

t r ibute  to physicaI exhaustion and general  debility. The att i tudes of top- 

level policy-makers regarding r e source  distribution a r e  basically r e s -  

ponsible for  Jennifer 's  poverty, but the agency failed to provide this 

family with even those things i t  has  a mandate to provide. Jennifer was 

on the bottom rung (along with eight of the other  nine multi-problem 

famil ies  I interviewed) of society's lowest hierarchy,  the welfare- 

mothers .  This  failure had something to do with the absurdly difficult 

and time-consuming method of authorizing the purchase of necess i t ies  

these famil ies  a r e  a1Iowed to apply for  (i tself  a r e su l t  of bureaucrat ic  



atti tudes) but i s  very likely a l so  a r e su l t  of misinterpret ing Jennifer 's  

pr ide and fear  of asking for anything and her  self-protective m a s k  a s  

lack of concern on her  par t .  

This  par t icular  agency attitude, that lack of concern on the 

p a r t  of a client somehow rat ional izes  depriving he r  family of a l l  the 

concrete  help the agency can provide, i s  difficult to understand. Most 

rationalizations a r e  rational in that they implicitly r e fe r  to some socially - 
accepted value o r  other ,  even if that value is not itself very sensible o r  

based on any s o r t  of reali ty.  F o r  example,  the belief o r  feeling that 

m a r r i a g e  is sac red  i s  a commonly valued sentiment, despite the fact that 

the bes t  ones a r e  distinctly ear thy and the wors t  a r e  hellish, and the 

worke r s1  at tempts  to keep the A's together can b e  seen a s  rational in 

t e r m s  of that sentiment. But how does one explain depriving children of 

necess i t ies  because their  mother  lacks concern for them? Of course  i t  

i s  not put that way in the repor ts ,  o r  the worke r s  would be able to see i t s  

absurdity.  They don't admit anywhere that children a r e  being deprived 

of necess i t ies  by their  not informing mothe r s  of the existence of supple- 

mental  allowances and how to go about applying for them. It i s  agency 

policy to grant  these allowances only to women who demand them,  l 1  ob- 

viously so  that high-level adminis t ra tors  will be impressed  with i t s  

budgetary efficiency, but the rationale for this selective granting s e e m s  

to be that if a woman applies for them on he r  own, i t  shows that she 

11 
Worker Interview # 3 ,  April  20, 1973 (Susan). 



c a r e s  and has  initiative. It would s e e m  reasonable to suppose that the 

children of a woman who didn't c a r e  and had no initiative would be a s  

much in need of concrete help f rom the agency a s  any o thers .  Often a 

worker will make su re  a family gets  what it needs i f  the mother  shows 

concern, even if he doesn't tell her  about the allowances (i t 's  the old 

business  of c r y  if you want something, baby) and sometimes in t ruly des-  

pera te  c i rcumstances  (by no means  always) he will get something for a 

woman who doesn't know how to play that game; that's a11 quite under- 

standable in t e r m s  of role  and game-playing -- what i s  difficult to under- 

stand is how this rationalization s e r v e s  the purposes of a rationalization. 

Considering our societal  attitude to begging, i t  would s e e m  m o r e  likely 
H 11 

that the women too proud to a s k  would be  the ones considered mos t  

"deserving" of help. 

The emotional s t r e s s  of constant c r i t ic i sm and demands that 

she pe r fo rm an impossible task is damage of a different so r t  than the 

purely physical, though equally obvious. Even the bes t  equipped and 

roomies t  house containing seve ra l  sma l l  children i s  likely to look like 

a d isas te r  a r e a  a t  any part icular  t ime. The bes t  organized mothe r s  in 

the country would be nervous wrecks  i f  their  homes could be  examined 

without notice a t  any time by people with the power to deprive them of 

their  children on the bas is  of how well they kept house. The dichotomy 

between what was expected of Jennifer and what she was able to do and 

the complete lack of p ra i se  and support for what she was able to do mus t  

have crea ted  debilitating guilt. She could not know that what she was 



expected to do was impossible.  The other  women t rea ted  in this  manner  

usually came to feel that they were  just no good. Of al l  the women I 

interviewed, only one knew that i t  was impossible.  Two months af ter  

losing her  husband she phoned the agency to ei ther  give her some effect- 

ive help o r  come and get her two children. "Because, I said,  I cannot 

do this by myself.  . . . I've lost  m y  husband. . . . I don't - -  I won't take the 

responsibil i ty for these children. Because I just can't do it.  I cannot 

12  
do it. " The agency immediately got her  a decent apartment ,  adequate 

furnishings and household equipment, and put her  in touch with the thera-  

peutic homemaker.  Brenda a s su red  her  that she was doing a fine job, 

that everyone needed the help and support of o the r s  and that her  family 

had a right to help. This i s  quite different f rom. "Call us  - if you need 

help and we'll know by that you can't  do the job and take your children", 

which was the impress ion  gained by all  the women who did not know that 

the job was impossible and did not know that the last  thing the agency 

wanted was the trouble and expense of taking children into ca re .  Despite 

F r o m  client interview #6, April  25, 1973 (Lynn). 

F r o m  Lynn's interview and worker  interview # 2 ,  April  17, 1973 
(Brenda).  Les t  i t  be thought that the agency rea l ly  considered Lynn 
m o r e  "deserving" of help than the o thers ,  I should add that her worker  
thought her  "a manipulative bitch". (Worker interview #3) .  So much 
for the rationalization. Whether she was calling the agency's bluff o r  
was in genuine despair  I can't be  su re ,  but if she were  manipulating 
the worke r s  she c a r r i e d  i t  r a the r  f a r ;  she experimented with escape 
through drugs and attempted suicide before telling them to come and 
get the children. (I  do not mean to imply that the therapeutic home- 
maker  her  self discr iminate  s the "deserving" f rom the "undeserving" 
poor, but she is called in by the agency only when there i s  danger that 
the children may  have to be taken into care) .  



the constant threa ts ,  the agency apprehended only one of Jennifer 's  

children ( y e a r s  la te r  and not for long), though her  situation and co r re l a -  

tive ability to cope with i t  continued to worsen a s  her  offspring and the 

cost of living increased.  

But a m o r e  subtle f o r m  of damage than these obvious 

physical and mental  abuses was gradually beginning to manifest  itself. 

It is well known that people in heightened emotional s ta tes ,  par t icular ly 

f ea r  s ta tes ,  a r e  unusually suggestible. Jennifer had been hearing over 

and over  again that improvement meant  a cleaner  house and be t te r  t ra ined 

children. There  is no evidence that anyone emphasized o r  even men- 

tioned that happier and healthier children were  reasonable goals, though 
I f  11 

occasionally a r epor t  notes with amazement  that the children seem happy 

and healthy. (It is difficult for middle-class  adults to imagine being 

happy and healthy in dir ty  and disorganized surroundings,  though many 

a s  children mus t  have experienced some discomfort a t  having to submit 

to o the r s  organizing their  t ime and trying to keep them clean). In her  

situation, Jennifer could not both ca re  for the children properly and keep 

he r  housework consistently done. It was obvious that the workers  

believed that having children ca red  for "with a belt" was preferable  to 

their  living in a m e s s y  house; they forced the family to accept the be l te r  

so  that the work could get done. Indeed, the emphas is  upon discipline 

and training gives the impress ion ,  not that that type of c a r e  was the 

l e s s e r  of two evils,  but that i t  was intr insical ly  good for  the children. 

Not that I think the workers  believed that beatings were  good for  them, 



quite the contrary,  but this emphasis  gives the impress ion  that 

children must  be disciplined and obedient however i t  can be  done. They 

didn't advise her  about o r  t ra in  her  in techniques, though she picked 

some up la te r  f rom the woman a t  the mental  hospital and f rom Brenda. 

And this par t icular  worker implied, whether he meant  to o r  not, that the 

beIt technique grants  one "respect". If Jennifer was s ta rved  for any- 

thing, i t  was respect .  In the very  next r epor t  the worker  had something 

new to complain about. Jennifer had taken to belting the kids. 

Pregnant ,  i l l ,  and poorer  than ever  af ter  her  husband left 

again, Jennifer 's  housekeeping abili ty deter iorated once more .  This  t ime 

h e r  husband could not be brought back a s  he was in jail. The workers  

held a conference and decided the children should be taken "with the pos- 
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s ibil i ty of adoption in the future.  " Jennifer was to be advised to r e tu rn  

to the mental  hospital for  a s ses smen t  and possible t reatment .  Apparently 

the only r eason  they could imagine why she couldn't keep her  house and 

child-training up to their  s tandards was that she was crazy.  "She s e e m s  

incapable a t  the moment of assimilat ing any suggestions with r ega rd  to 

the children..  . . " The only suggestions regarding the chiIdren mentioned 

in the r epor t s  were  to keep them in line and keep them clean. These  sug- 

gestions were  phrased in seve ra l  different ways, which m a y  have given 

the worke r s  the impress ion  there  were  seve ra l  different suggestions. 

Whether any of their  suggestions about anything were  not ass imi la ted  out 

of incapability o r  rage ,  o r  whether they were  not assimilated o r  simply 

not possible to c a r r y  out, i t  is doubtful if the worke r s  a t  this incredible 



conference had any idea. They gave no r easons  for their  feeling that 

Jennifer 's  attachment to her  children was "superficial", except to say 

that she seemed detached and "unconcerned about the muddle her  home 

i s  in". In view of the previous r e su l t  of getting ve ry  upset (her  incar-  

cerat ion in a mental  hospital), i t  should hardly have been surpr i s ing  if 

Jennifer t r ied  to keep cool in front of the workers .  They didn't wonder 

why, if her  attachment was superficial ,  she  was willing to go through 

the physical and emotional ordea l  of trying to r a i s e  children alone with 

g ross ly  inadequate r e sources ,  in the face of constant derogation for  he r  

effor ts ,  o r  why she was willing to put up with the pain of gall-stones 

r a the r  than call  the agency for  help out of fear  that they would take her  

children. Despite having "no grounds for apprehending the children", 

they ser iously enquired of each  other  whether Jennifer 's  new baby 

shouldn't be apprehended a s  soon a s  it was born. They didn't enquire of 

each  other  whether they m a y  have been mistaken in forcing Mr.  A to 

r e t u r n  home and convincing M r s .  A to "make her  m a r r i a g e  work", o r  

whether providing birth-control information and equipment might be  a 

be t te r  solution to this par t icular  problem than apprehending babies  as 

they a r e  born. They noted that the other - children seemed bright and 

normal ,  but David, a year  old a t  the t ime, rocked himself to sleep. 

They didn't explain the significance they attached to this behavior. P e r -  

haps they felt i t s  s ta tus  a s  a symptom of abnormality was self-evident, 

o r  perhaps they considered i t  m e r e l y  a s  evidence of his lack of discip- 

line. Whatever i t  was, in conjunction with the lack of discipline in the 



other pre-schoolers  and the muddIed house, i t  was considered suffi- 

ciently ser ious  for the workers  to keep the apprehension of the children a s  

an imminent and ever -present  possibility. According to the r epor t s ,  

Jennifer was also kept apprised of this possibility in the course  of their  

weekly visits.  Yet the tone of these r epor t s  indicates su rp r i se  that, 

despite their  effort  in making these visits,  the situation did not seem to 

improve! The woman mus t  simply be  "ineducable". 

Shortly before the new baby was due, a female worker  was 

assigned to the case  who rea l ized  that Jennifer was working under diffi- 

culties too grea t  for  her  to cope with. (She didn't quite m a k e i t  to the next 

s tep and rea l ize  they were  too g rea t  for anyone to cope with). She knew, 
1 1  I '  Ill 
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for example,  that children sti l l  young enough to be enuret ic  necessi ta ted 

a huge amount of washing, a bi t  of insight quite outstanding in the his tory 

of agency intervention in this case.  Her understanding of these obvious 

difficulties mus t  have won Jennifer 's  hear t ;  she confided to her  other 

related problems, such as the fact  that she could not keep plast ic  sheets  

on the beds a s  "sooner o r  la te r  they get torn". But even this worker did 

not tell  Jennifer that she and the children had a right to aIIowances for 

replacing sheets  and other furnishings occasionally. She ar ranged he r -  

self ,  in the form of a personal favor,  to have the agency replace 

Jennifer 's  "completely broken-downt1 washing 'machine and get h e r  some 

m a t t r e s s e s  and chests  for the chi ldren 's  clothes. (None of the previous 

worke r s  who nagged her  about clothes s t rewn a11 over the place r eco rd  

having noticed that she had no chests  to put them in). This  worker ' s  



mention of positive a s  well a s  negative things is a happy innovation in 

the file, even if her  in te res ts  do seem to be ra ther  superficial: ". . . . 
the little g i r l s  were  wearing at t ract ive outfits of cinnamon brown.. . . " 

This  worker a l so  noted that Jennifer had made "good and 

adequate plans" for the children during her  confinement and had gotten 

together the necessa ry  equipment "entirely on her  own without the help 

of our  department.  " (Emphasis  mine).  Unless she suddenly took up 

prostitution, unlikely in view of the fact that a l l  her  teeth had been pulled 

and not replaced for some months,  Jennifer must  have gotten help f rom 

somebody, probably her  long-suffering relat ives .  The completely i r r a -  

tional idea that if prople a r e  responsible enough they can somehow manage 

to supply their  famil ies '  needs without having the opportunity to make 

any money appears  quite frequently in the agency fi les.  (See the memo 

f rom head office regarding the washing machine, for example). Even 

seemingly intelligent and compassionate workers  such a s  this one don't 

appear  to sense the absurdity of this position, o r  the way i t  mus t  influence 

their  perception of clients who can't manage to scrounge what they need 

f r o m  extra-agency sources.  

The human warmth and sympathy this worker extended to 

Jennifer proved double-edged; she was able to persuade her to get  in 

touch with M r .  A again, pointing out that her  keeping him in the da rk  

was a mis take  and only increased  his  anxiety. She does not say  where 

she got the idea that he was anxious about his family. Jennifer,  no doubt 

weak with grati tude for the washing machine and a little understanding, 



a lso  agreed  to attend a clinic to see  i f  anything could be done about her  

mar r i age .  Again, since i t  i s  she who is advised to seek t reatment ,  the 

implication i s  that she is the main source of difficulty in the mar r i age .  - 
The worker s'ounds a s  though she were  shocked to discover that both 

famil ies  were  against  the A's trying i t  again "and a r e  doing their  bes t  to 

break  down what little i s  left of this mar r i age .  " Jennifer,  "determined 

to do what she can to make  a good home for the children", even agreed to 

s top  seeing her  own family, the only source of help and human contact 

she had outside the agency, on the advice of this worker .  

She also talked Jennifer into going to the mental hospital for 

assessment .  The woman she saw there quite reasonably suggested, 

since Jennifer wanted help in ra i s ing  the children properly,  that a house- 

keeper  be put in her  home for a few months "to rea l ly  give Mrs .  A some 

help. I f  This  novel idea was m e t  with g rea t  enthusiasm. "It will give 

Mrs .  A chance to show whether o r  not she can accept and use help. " 

(Emphas is  he r s ) .  

Alas,  Mrs .  A could not. "The children loved her .  Mrs .  A 

resented  her .  I f  The housekeeper,  "sent to teach Mrs .  A and help her"  

(and incidently to spy on her ) ,  was supplied with al l  the equipment 

Jennifer had never been able to afford -- "sponge, mop, pail, ironing 

board,  towels, bedding. . . . " The worker was su rp r i sed  and hurt  to s e e  

that Jennifer accorded the se  things 'heglectful and ha r sh  t reatment .  " 

Jennifer was ab le  to keep dentist ,  doctor,  and mental  health clinic 

appointments while the housekeeper was there,  but didn't s e e m  to show 



any proper  appreciation of the la t ter .  She went reIuctantIy when she 

went a t  all .  Her eager  effor ts  to be helpful proving vain, the worker 

showed a bi t  of resentment  herself:  "All this has  failed to produce any 

change and improvement.  Unfortunately, i t  has  pointed up her  own 

inadequacy and that of Mr.  A in failing to provide these necess i t ies  and 

in consequence increased  her  feeling of hostility. " That  Jennifer s t i l l  

felt  responsible for Mr.  A's inadequacies was largely a r e su l t  of the 

worker ' s  own valiant efforts.  Since no society in the world expects i t s  

mothe r s  to be ent i rely responsible for  both the c a r e  and the support of 

i t s  children, l4 the worker ' s  view that Jennifer 's  inability to provide 

these necess i t ies  revea ls  her  inadequacy s e e m s  ra the r  deviant itseIf; 
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I 11 surpris ingly,  however, i t  is a fair ly  common view in North Amer ica  and 

partially accounts for  the stigmatization of poverty here .  Also surpr i s ing  

i s  the fact that this worker ,  who displayed much bet ter  understanding 

than most ,  did not s e e  the agency a s  inadequate. Though able to provide 

workers ,  a t  a cost pe r  worker approximately four t imes  a s  high a s  the 

cost of maintaining Jennifer 's  ent i re  family, to go out and h a r a s s  her  

about her  dir ty  house, i t  failed to provide the equipment needed to clean 

it. (The bas ic  food and ren t  cheque is hardly adequate to cover those 

two i tems,  even if the woman happens to be  a superlative nutri t ionist ,  

l 4  Why anyone in his right mind would even think of trying to do s o  r e -  
mains  an interesting psycho-sociological question; since many ap- 
parently mature  and healthy women in this society do t ry ,  however, 
posing this question may  indicate a possible explanation for the p re -  
viously mentioned dichotomy between the definition of "mature healthy 
adults" and "mature healthy women", namely, that women who fit this 
cul ture 's  definition of "mature healthy women" a r e  in fact out of their  
minds  . 



shopper,  and cook who knows a l l  the t r icks  of food-buying and p repa ra -  

tion and has  t ransportat ion and lots of t ime; the allowance lags fa r  

behind the cost of living increases .  Any other i tem purchased i s  bought 

with food, a l ready insufficient, that the family needs).  
15  

The housekeeper repor ted  that Jennifer re turned  f rom 

mental  health clinic appointments and appointments with her  social  

worker  "when anything m o r e  than surface topics were  discussed" in a 

ve ry  bad mood. It i s  likely that the l a s t  of her  t rus t  in her "helpers" 

(and with it much of her  bewilderment and passivity) were  destroyed by  

bi t ter  disappointment in  this worker .  F r o m  this point on, the file con- 

tains complaints of Jennifer 's  lack of co-operation, her  unwillingness 

to accept any m o r e  "help". "She s e e m s  incapable of accepting any form 

of help f rom the department in the form of intangibles, and whenever 

any is suggested o r  offered there i s  always a refusal.  " (Emphas is  mine).  

The worker believed that this attitude of Jennifer 's  would prevent her  and 

h e r  husband f rom being able to "make a home". This  generalization 

- - - 
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See Modisane's autobiographyof a black African childhood for a full 
discussion of the food-other needs di lemma common to the poor every-  
where.  He s a y s  that black South Africans a r e  cr i t ic ized for starving 
their  children, but food i s  the only i tem that can be decreased:  
housing, f a re s ,  etc.  a r e  fixed. "And yet a l l  too frequently I am 
forced to rea l ize  that behind the s t ruc ture  of the Native wages, the 
discr iminatory poll tax, is the a r rogant  dir ty  joke that Africans 
should be taught co r rec t  dieting habits, and over this I a m  confronted 
with the Chris t ian chari ty  of a Chris t ian Government which exposes 
people to starvation and then boasts  of a million-pound hospital, to 
- - 

t r e a t  malnutri t ion cases." (Bloke Modisane, Blame M e  On History, 
London, Thomas and Hudson, 1963, p. 97 ff). We don't need ami l l ion  
dollar hospital for this purpose; our  poor a r e  muchfewer.  They come 
in one by one and unnoticed. But he re  too the emphasis  is on the nutr i -  
tional ignorance of the poor,  not on their lack of money for proper  food. 



indicates that she fee ls  the attitude to be an intr insic  pa r t  of Jennifer 's  

charac ter  , whether new, newly uncovered, o r  always apparent,  r a the r  

than a response to reali ty.  It might be e i ther ,  but the automatic 

assumption, evident throughout the file, that such attitudes a r e  an inte- 

g ra l  pa r t  of Jennifer prevents the worke r s  f rom examining the rea l i t ies  

of he r  situation and their  own p a r t  in the formation of such attitudes. 

The  worker also failed to consider Mr.  A's p a r t  in their  inability to make 

a home. The exclusive concentration on the client 's  p a r t  in significant 

interaction p rocesses  is partially responsible for both clients1 and 

workers1  feeling that their  situation i s  their  own fault. This  worker ,  

however, came c loser  than any other ,  psychiatr ic  o r  social, to catching I 
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a glimpse of one basic  problem: "On reviewing this situation in r e t r o s -  
I 

pect, i t  would have been wiser  to have made  m o r e  effort to find out what 

she wanted than to give her  what we thought she needed.. . . " - - 
This  worker  was a l so  brave  enough to r epor t  (or  astute 

enough to s e e )  that lack of money was "hampering progress"  in this 

family, par t icular  Iy a f te r  she succeeded in getting the A's back together 

again upon Mr.  A 's  r e l ease  f rom prison. She apparently felt i t  necessa ry  

to add that Jennifer was not spending "too wisely" and should be  taught 

to buy m o r e  nutri t ious foods and l e s s  of the "fill-up" kind, though she 

m u s t  have known that s t a rch  foods a r e  much cheaper than nutri t ious 

foods. She wanted the Public Health Nurse  to teach them, "if - they would 

accept this. I t  She sa id  that Mr .  A was ready to accept help, "but 

Jennifer said that she would be  glad to receive the suggestions that the 



Public  Health Nurse  made  and if the budget would allow she  would t ry  

and buy these things. She is s t i l l  reluctant to accept any help offered 

but M r .  A i s  m o r e  receptive.  " Apparently she did not hear  what she 

repor ted  Jennifer a s  saying. She continued to r ep resen t  he r  a s  reluct-  

ant to accept help r a the r  than a s  examining the practicali ty of the help 

offered. She saw Mr.  A a s  "more receptive" r a the r  than a s  simply m o r e  

naive, both a s  a welfare recipient and a s  a housekeeper,  and does not 

r a i s e  the possibility that he was playing games  with the agency and with 

his family. Despite a11 the evidence of his lack of concern and responsi-  

bility and the s tatements  made  about him by both Jennifer 's  family and 

h i s  own, his  s inceri ty  i s  never  questioned by the agency. When he asked - 
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her  worker  to warn Jennifer about how close she came to losing the 
, 

children when he was away, she did so. Entering into this mar i t a l  power- 

play apparently didn't s t r ike  her  as anything that ought to be kept out of 

the r eco rd  a s  incompatible with good agency pract ice.  When M r .  A ex- 

p r e s s e d  fear  of moving to a be t te r  place in case  the r e n t  allowance were  

exceeded, she r eassu red  him, making i t  c lear  that she thought him quite 

capable of making the decision himself. She explained in her  r epor t  that 

the house was poorly built, very  cold in winter and expensive to heat. 

She didn't mention these things in explanation of Jennifer 's  difficulties 

when living there  alone with the children. In general,  when Jennifer 

mentions such problems, they a r e  ignored o r  t reated a s  rationalizations 

for  her  inability to cope. The workers  never  hesitated to take decisions 

out of her  hands, f rom whether the washing should be put away before o r  



after  ironing to whether she could keep her  babies. 

This  very  common bias ,  that "Father Knows Best" and 

speaks f rom rational motives while mother ' s  motives and judgment a r e  

automatically suspect,  appeared to cause m o r e  problems for my  in ter -  

viewees than any other prejudice they encountered, including the bias  

against  the poor itself. They did not general ize the problem a s  I have 

done here ;  indeed, one of the mos t  damaging aspec ts  of this b ias  is that 

i t  makes  the women feel demeaned and not taken ser iously as individuals. 

They as sume  i t  must  be their fault and spend y e a r s  in f ru i t less  efforts to 

"smar ten  up" in o rde r  to gain the r e spec t  and s tatus  they requi re  to 

manage their  families '  affairs .  They told m e  many incidents in which 
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their  authority and legitimacy were  undermined with their  famil ies ,  land- 

lords,  professionals and o the r s  with whom they must  authoritatively deal 

a s  the responsible heads of their  famil ies  if they a r e  to manage success-  

fully. In other  words,  they a r e  given a job without being given the status 

(o r  the income) needed to per form it ,  and any dawning realization that that 

might be  p a r t  of the problem i s  explained away a s  defensive rationaliza- 

tion on their  par t .  Consequently, they feel f rus t ra ted ,  anxious, misunder-  

stood, bewildered, incompetent and out of touch with reali ty.  (Their  

words a r e  responded to a s  symptoms of underlying pathology ra the r  than 

in t e r m s  of their  content; the disorienting effect of such devious response 

on perfectly "normal" prople i s  discussed in D. L. Rosenhanls "On Being 

Sane in Insane Places .  ") 
16 
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The contrast  in agency att i tudes regarding husbands and 

wives i s  par t icular ly evident in the worker ' s  unquestioning acceptance 

of Mr.  A's stated motives for enlisting their  a id in getting Jennifer to 

leave town with him. He said he felt she would be able to cope bet ter  

"if they were  fa r  away f rom their  respect ive families". It i s  difficult 

to imagine how Jennifer coped a t  a l l  while away f rom their famil ies;  

though the workers  could not know what the family was to endure during 

i t s  sojourn, they mus t  have known that neither the agency nor Mr. A was 

providing anything like the degree of ma te r i a l  and emotional support r e -  

quired to keep a family functioning. If anyone was, i t  had to be  a relative.  

What made M r .  A change his  mind about wanting to be  with Jennifer i s  a 
I I I '  
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question they didn't go into. It could have been no m o r e  than a sadis t ic  

response  to her  no longer wanting to be with him. Sufficient evidence of 

cruel ty  exis ts  in the file, long before he " t r ied to shoot his family", to 

provide at leas t  some b a s i s  for suspecting his  motives in wanting to get 

her  away f rom a l l  sources  of support. If that weren't  enough, the ob- 

viously manipulative threat  implied in his doubt about being able to stay 

off drugs  i f  he didn't get his own way might have given them a clue. (In 

drawing attention to this contrast ,  I do not mean to imply that workers  

should be a s  suspicious and demanding of husbands a s  they a r e  of wives; 

heaven forbid everyone should suffer f rom devious response and impossible 

expectations. The point i s  that their  "tendencies towards fantasy" a r e  

positive in the case  of fathers  and negative in the case  of mothers .  More 

r ea l i s t i c  response to both would be  m o r e  useful, and perhaps reduce the 



level of f rustrat ion among mothe r s  to a tolerable level). 

When Millie s ta r ted  school, Jennifer was subjected to 

ha ras smen t  f rom yet another source.  The child was not up to middle- 

c l a s s  s tandards in appearance;  the principal and worker got their  heads 

together and decided to send he r  home eve ry  t ime she came "unkempt 

o r  dirty" and to tell Jennifer that Fami ly  Allowance would be  informed 

if she were  kept home. When they del ivered their  ult imatum, Jennifer 

gave in once m o r e  and decided to go with he r  husband. She knew she 

could not send the children to school in an acceptable condition on Social 

Assis tance,  nor even continue to feed them without the help of their  

Fami ly  Allowance cheque. She told the principal they were  moving and I 

took the child out of school. 

The principal 's  react ion was indignant. He claimed the 

s a m e  situation would obtain in the new place.  He was r e a s s u r e d  by the 

worker  that the family would continue to b e  supervised wherever i t  went 

and that Mr.  A, a t  least ,  "is genuinely fond of h is  childrent ' .  T rue ,  

Jennifer 's  affection was superficial  and she was "a very  disturbed 

girl", but she would be closety watched. Her file was t ransfer red .  

There  would be  no s tar t ing over with a clean s late  for the A family. 
1 7  

Jennifer managed to s tay off Welfare for over  a yea r ,  

though during that t ime a preacher  phoned the agency's office in the new 

place to enl is t  their  aid, a s  Mr.  A was not supporting his family and 

l 7  P e r h a p s  one reason  for  Brenda 's  success  with "impossiblett  famil ies  
(at tes ted to by the famil ies  and the workers  interviewed) i s  that she 
r e fuses  to r ead  clients '  files. She told m e  she feared i t  would pre-  
judice her perception of the situation. 



"has a problem with narcot ics  a t  times". The A's a t  this point were 

living apa r t  again, "complaining of sexual difficulties". (The difficulty 

m a y  have been that Jennifer re fused  sex  altogether;  she didn't get preg- 

nant that year ) .  When Jennifer did have to go back on Social Assistance, 

she envisaged it as temporary,  evidence to the agency that she was s t i l l  

not quite right in the head. "She wants to work and h i re  a housekeeper 

i f  possible. She s t i l l  has  tendencies towards fantasy.. . . The repor t  

of this visit ,  the f i r s t  in over a yea r ,  descr ibes  a much be t te r  home 

situation than previous repor ts .  It isn't possible to determine whether 

the holiday f r o m  agency interaction was responsible  for the improve- 

ment ,  but i t  is an interesting coincidence. The r epor t  mentions the 

"very good relationship" Jennifer s e e m s  to enjoy with her  children, 

"despite the housekeeping". (The  correlat ion that many workers  appear  

to draw between good housekeeping and good child-parent relat ions may  

account for previous opinions that Jennifer 's  feelings for her  children 

were  superficial .  This  is the f i r s t  t ime a worker  has  observed that the 

relationship i s  good "despite the housekeeping. ") 

When Jennifer went back on Social Assistance and had an 

income again, Mr.  A decided he wanted a reconciliation. Mrs .  A did 

not, but promised  to a sk  the children about it. The worker ' s  feeling 

that this r equ i re s  explanation indicates the difference between agency 

att i tudes to children's r ights  and Jennifer 's  attitudes. This  difference 

part ia l ly  accounts for the agency's lack of appreciation for  Jennifer 's  

child-raising methods. Her  "non-directive" approach is held account- 



able for  the lack of discipline, which i s  in turn  held accountable for 

any difficulties the children encountered. In David's case ,  for example, 

there  i s  no consideration given in the r eco rd  to the s t ruc ture  of the 

schools, l 8  the demeaningof h i smothe r ,  the violence of his father,  the 

designation of "welfare bra t"  which inevitably follows such children 

through school, the periodic hunger and cold he suffered, the lack of 

stimulating play- things, his inability to drop  in for a coke o r  see  a 

movie o r  do anything e lse  with his  p e e r s  that cost  any money, a s  fac tors  

in his problems a t  school. ". . . . no training no discipline" i s  the c rux  

of the mat te r .  In blaming his mother  and trying to fit he r  into an autho- 

r i t a r i an  mold against her  feelings and beliefs,  the workers  engendered 

the guilt, f rustrat ion,  and despera te  effor ts  to force the children to 

behave a s  o thers  wanted that a r e  often responsible for parents '  striking 

and yelling a t  their  children. The problems that that leads to were  then 

taken a s  fur ther  evidence of her  inadequacy a s  a mother .  

The worker discounted the idea that Jennifer 's  housekeep- 

ing might ref lect  s imi lar  pat terns  in her  childhood home by noting her  

apologetic attitude about i t .  She u s e s  "excuses", such a s  being too busy, 

to account for the m e s s y  house when they drop  in. The agency's syste-  

mat ic  guilting procedures  a r e  not mentioned a s  a possible factor in 

Jennifer 's  apologetic attitude, if indeed i t  i s  apologetic and not just 

reasonably explanatory. The Public Health Nurse  reported that the 

children's health was good, again "despite the lax housekeeping and 

discipline". The trouble the Nurse had in being able to believe that i s  

- - - -- - - - - 

l 8  See Paul  Goodman's Growing Up Absurd for a discussion of the problems 
our  school sys  tern c rea te s  for children in general.  (N. Y. Random House, 
1960). 



ref lected in her  assurance  to the agency that she would keep checking. 

The Assessment  f o r m  attached to the new application for 

Social Assis tance re f lec ts  the effect of pre-formed att i tudes and p r io r  

information on worker  abiIity to consider a l l  aspects  of a situation. 

' I . .  . . a ve ry  unreal is t ic  person. .  . . always s e e m s  to feel that the solution 

to her  problem is just  around the corner .  However, the problem never  

s e e m s  to be solved. She s e e m s  to feel that a l l  she needs is m o r e  money 

to improve the conditions of the house. However, there  i s  no reason  the 

house cannot be clean and neat . .  . . t ends  to blame ei ther  her  husband o r  

society for a l l  of the problems she has.  This  t ra i t  has  been noticed 

many t imes  before,  in the his tory of this case.  " The designation of 

Jennifer 's  complaint against  her  husband and her  society a s  an internal  

"trait" of h e r s  prevents  the worker  f rom investigating the external  

r ea l i t i e s  of which she complains. How much trouble has  her  husband 

o r  her  society caused h e r ?  How much of the blame at taches to them 

and how much to h e r ?  That i s ,  how much of her  problem can she indeed 

solve by changing her  se l f?  And if he believes that nothing and no one 

e l se  i s  to blame,  why does he consider her  unreal is t ic  for believing the 

problem will be solved? Certainly she wants to solve i t ;  why can't she,  

if nothing i s  stopping her  ? Why i s  she considered unreal is t ic  to continue 

hoping and struggling against a l l  odds, given that when she s tops she 

wilI be hopeless,  which is defined a s  depressed,  which i s  defined a s  a 

neurotic o r  psychotic symptom, which means  one is out of touch with 

rea l i ty?  Why i s  she unreal is t ic  to feel money would improve the con- 



dition of the house? Money means  housekeeping equipment like a wash- 

ing machine that works,  a babysitter sometimes,  be t te r  food and some 

le i sure  and some privacy and some pleasure,  re-creation of energy and 

resolve.  That the workers  s e e  no r eason  why a house with seve ra l  pre-  

schoolers  and one "very disturbed" adult cannot be clean and neat anytime 

they drop  in poses another question: Who i s  out of touch with everday 

rea l i ty?  Who in this case i s  schizophrenic? 

The agency's "plans" pose a lmost  a s  many questions a s  

i t s  "Assessment". Though the workers  finally real ized that "reconcilia- 

tion is not advisable", they based this decision on Jennifer 's  "hostility". 

Again, the impress ion  is that this i s  a t r a i t  of h e r s  r a the r  than a response 
1 m r  

// 

to reali ty.  They pointed out that Mr.  A planned to support his  family. 

There  is no indication that they considered this plan a l i t t le unreal is t ic  

given his  history,  o r  that i t  might have been unreal is t ic  on their  pa r t  to - 
believe him. They felt  they should support Jennifer,  but that i t  was hard  

when she could not d iscuss  he r  problems. No connection was made bet- 

ween her  "inability" to d iscuss  he r  problems and their  previous respon-  

s e s  to her effor ts  to do so. In this fourth yea r  of agency intervention in  

the a f fa i r s  of the A family, i t s  plans s t i l l  amount to keeping a close check 

on the home situation "to ensure  that there a r e  no s igns of neglect." 

At this  t ime, the Public Health Nurse repor ted  that David 

had two operable congenital deformities.  And Jennifer stilI needed a 

gall-bladder operation. 

Jennifer got behind in the r en t  one month and was put on 



r en t  vouchers.  This  par t icular ly degrading form of Welfare announces 

that the client is considered completely i r responsible;  this despite the 

y e a r s  Jennifer had managed somehow to support herself  and four child- 

r e n  on $168.60 a month. F r o m  then on, Jennifer had no control what- 

e v e r  over  the landlord. He no longer got his money f rom her  and didn't 

need to respond to any complaints she might have about the property.  

A shor t  time la te r ,  a preacher  came in to complain to the agency "about 

d i r t t t .  The worker  suggested, quite reasonably, that a housekeeper 

might be  needed and the preacher  sa id  he would look for  someone suit- 

able a f te r  considering the suggestion. Whether he considered it a poor 

suggestion o r  simply lost  i n t e re s t  when asked to get involved in a solu- 

tion to his complaint we don't know. Neither he nor the suggestion were  

mentioned again while Jennifer lived there.  

The worker passed the word along to Jennifer in the form 

of a complaint about neglect a s  well a s  dir t .  "Mrs. A could not under- 

stand why anyone would complain. She says  her  children a r e  never  un- 

supervised, and that she keeps them a s  clean a s  possible. . . . " He ex- 

plained in his r epor t  about the inadequate water supply and the lack of 

cleaning equipment like a bathtub and washing machine and noted that 

the house was cleaner  than usual,  but what he reported communicating 

to Jennifer was a warning to c a r e  for  the children properly.  Again his 

approach i s  negative and cr i t ica l  r a the r  than supportive and encouraging. 

Workers  in general  s e e m  to feel i t  their  duty to pass  on anything negative 

they hear  even before investigating i t s  authenticity, whiIe refraining 



f rom mentioning anything positive. Pe rhaps  workers  believe that a 

little p ra i se  and respec t ,  o r  even acknowledgement of valid explanations, 

would make clients " res t  on their  laurels"  and that only continuous nega- 

tive prodding motivates them to improve their  performance.  The worker 

noted that the children were  wearing old clothes that looked a l i t t le 

dirty. "However, there  did not s e e m  to b e  anything in the way of ne- 

glect. I '  He did not include in his r epor t  a reques t  for a clothing o r  

equipment allowance. He did give Jennifer a voucher for  oil, a s  she 

was right out, deducting the amount f r o m  her  next cheque. 

Jennifer 's  response to the worker ' s  warning, a s  usual, 

was to tell him that she would take her  husband back. "She s e e m s  m o r e  
C 

accepting of him." This  amazing statement is made  in explanation of 

h e r  change of heart .  He did not recognize the change a s  a response to 

his  warning. He went on to r epor t  on h e r  "defensiveness1' about the 

neglect complaint (which he himself had just indicated was unfounded), 

he r  rationalizations,  her  lack of awareness  of her  predicament.  He 

descr ibed  these att i tudes of h e r s  a s  "a long standing problem", saying 

that she appeared to r e s i s t  complication and p re fe r red  to converse on a 

superficial  level. This r epor t  i s  a typical example of the double-bind 

clients like Jennifer find themselves in. Thei r  explanations a r e  labeled 

"defensive" and "rationalizing" while the rea l i t ies  upon which they a r e  

based,  such a s  lack of a washing machine, hot water and so forth,  a r e  

ignored a s  significant factors  in the situation. (The worker neither 

supplied these things nor  acknowledged to Jennifer that they a t  a l l  ex- 



plained her  difficulty in keeping the children clean). When the client 

thereupon stops discussing real i ty ,  she is labeled superficial  and 

unable to rea l ize  her  predicament.  It is a s  though the workers '  inability 

to r ea l i ze  the predicament and thereupon dea l  with i t  sensibly a r e  pro- 

jected onto the client. She, obviously, cannot keep the house and 

children clean without the facil i t ies to do so;  the worker apparently 

believes that what she needs in o r d e r  to do so i s  one m o r e  warning and 

continued "clo s e  supervision until her  husband come s home". 

The agency's belief that a husband-father in the home will 

solve a family's problems,  o r  i s  somehow "right" r ega rd le s s  of c i r -  

cumstances,  s e e m s  to be the m o s t  unshakable of a l l  i t s  att i tudes; i t  

did not respond to the mos t  cont rary  evidence f rom the r e a l  world. 

There  is never  any indication that anyone questioned thisbdief o r  the 

agency's right to exer t  a l l  necessa ry  p r e s s u r e  on Jennifer to make her 

live with Mr. A. He a t  this t ime was in jail again. Jennifer was in- 

s t ruc ted  to write him there.  Her  reluctance, evident in he r  excuse that 

she did not know his pr ison number,  went unremarked. Mr.  A re turned  

once m o r e  to the bosom of his family and the close supervision ceased. 

Several  months la te r ,  on the complaint of a neighbour 

that Jennifer would not send her  son to her  kindergarten af te r  she  had 

been so  kind a s  to offer him a place until he had an eye operation, a 

worker  called on the A's again. (The need for the operation had been 

brought to the agency's attention by the Public Health Nurse  the year  

before.  Since then, Jennifer had managed to save $9.00 towards the 



cost of taking him to the city for the operation). The worker  found that 

a l l  the children were  sleeping in the one bedroom with no bedding. The 

house was not insulated. As winter was approaching, the worker said 

the family had to have bedding and beds and she would see  what she 

could do. Jennifer told her  she p re fe r red  to attend to the ma t t e r  he r -  

self. She too was concerned about winterizing the house and sa id  she 

would use  the worker ' s  concern to p r e s s u r e  he r  husband into doing some- 

thing about it. This  plan appeared to upset the worker:  "She simply 

te l ls  he r  husband that the social  worker  has  sa id  that cer ta in  things 

have to be done and he will then do them for  her .  I certainly do not like 

this  turn of events." (The attitude that he is doing something for her  in 
Ill 

supplying his family's needs i s  a lso quite comlnon). 

The worker need not have been so  concerned about p res -  

sur ing Mr.  A. He was  nowworking and driving a new c a r ,  but by Chris t -  

m a s  t ime had not supplied beds o r  d r e s s e r s  for  his family nor insulated 

the house. Jennifer had been assur ing  the worker  that she had everything 

under control, l 9  but a s  winter gripped harder  the worker noticed that 

she had stopped saying "next weekr'. She had a lso  stopped responding 

to Mr.  A's anger,  o r  caring what he did, o r  getting emotionally involved 

with him --  "it doesn't pay". She believed that he would go back to a 

l 9  Jennifer 's  ex t reme reluctance to becoming (or  remaining) dependent 
on the agency i s  evident throughout the fi le;  i t  is consistently inter-  
pre ted  in t e r m s  of her  lack of r ea l i sm,  co-operation, o r  concern for 
he r  family r a the r  than a s  the normal  react ion of a proud person o r  a s  
a react ion to the form agency intervention with her  takes. 



gir l f r iend he had lived with since they were  m a r r i e d  a s  soon as she got 

out of jail. This  information about Jennifer 's  feelings and thoughts was 

obtained by a new worker  who said she was impressed  with Jennifer 's  

knowledge of a r t  and music .  She a lso  said Jennifer was beginning to 

t rus t  her .  Again, the fact that Jennifer was capable of responding in  a 

non-superficial  way to a worker who saw something of the rea l i t ies  of 

he r  situation and her as an individual was put on r ecord  for a l l  subse- 

quent workers  to read.  She stayed around long enough to observe  Jennifer 

a t  work, pointing out that the tiny washing machine she had a t  Iast  managed 

to acquire  would handle about three a r t i c l e s  a t  a t ime, and that the agitator 

had to be turned by hand. She said Jennifer scrubbed the cha i rs  once a 

week and the floors,  table, walls,  and ceiling. Despite her  effor ts ,  

however, the house was an unbearable m e s s .  She descr ibed the fighting , 

and genera1 chaos c rea ted  by the children. It was already on r e c o r d  that 

they were  a l l  sleeping in one cold room and presumably played in the other 

while Jennifer was trying to work. Though she didn't say so directly,  

this worker  implied that Jennifer  was doing the bes t  anyone could under 

the circumstances,  but the c i rcumstances  were  bad. She couldn't keep 

ahead of the job. 

The worker  wanted to get Jennifer a housekeeper during 

the Iast  of her  pregnancy and to help when she came home with her  

seventh baby. Jennifer refused the offer,  though she admitted she 

didn't like leaving the children with M r .  A. She planned to have the 

baby a t  home if she couldn't find anyone to take over  for  her.  The worker 



mentioned again that David's operation (not the eye operation --  David 

had two operable deformit ies)  had to take place in the nea r  future if 

he were  not to be permanently disabled, but there is no mention of him 

again until he s ta r ted  school and brought himself to the attention of the 

authorit ies there.  In the meantime,  Jennifer was able to take him back 

to the city her  self for the operation, whether with the aid of h e r  family 

o r  her husband i s  not recorded.  Jennifer was not on Social Assistance 

during this period and the file is sketchy. (The agency's continuing in- 

volvement was based on i t s  mandate to implement the Child Protect ion 

Act) . 
During David's second school yea r ,  another conference 

was held to d iscuss  the A family. In the Public  Health Nurse ' s  memo 

f rom this conference to the health clinic, she says  that Mr. A "probably" 

has  a stabilizing influence on the home. ~t the s a m e  time, she in- 

cludes the account of his activit ies with the gun and appropriate news 

clippings to back i t  up. The r epor t  of the conference itself is even m o r e  

sur rea l i s t ic :  "Father  s e e m s  to be  a g rea t  s tabi l izer  in the home al-  

though he i s  unaware that he has  this effect upon the family. He wants 

to be away f rom home a s  much a s  possible and when he does leave Mrs .  

A should use t ranqui l izers  a s  suggested by Dr.  B. " 

The conference, attended by a psychiatrist ,  a social  

worker ,  a public health nurse ,  a teacher ,  a principal,  and an elemen- 

t a ry  school superv isor ,  a l l  of whom had been in various ways involved 

with this  multi-problem family and f rom a l l  of whom Jennifer had to take 



advice and o r d e r s ,  came up with the following recommendations : 

(1)  Continue regular  home visits by the Public Health Nurse.  

( 2 )  When father leaves t r y  to get a male  figure for David to 

re la te  to. 

( 3 )  Encourage David to continue with Cubs. 

(4) Mother should be encouraged to get out of the home a s  much 

a s  possible. 

( 5 )  Continue with previous suggestions. 

Examining one by one these ex t remely  high-priced recommendations,  we 

find that: 

(1) T h e r e  was no evaluation of the y e a r s  of regular  home vis i ts  this 

family had already received. Although the Public  Health Nurse  did dis- 

cover some things of importance, namely that David urgently needed an 

operation to avoid permanent impai rment  a s  well a s  an eye operation and 

that Jennifer needed an operation for a painful condition of long standing, 

he r  findings were  not acted upon. What purpose were  fur ther  discoveries  

supposed to s e r v e ?  
I 

(2) Since Jennifer to this day avoids any contact with "male figures" 

that is not forced on he r ,  I have had to glean m y  information on this 

point f rom other  fi les.  In two cases ,  c a r s  parked in front of clients '  

houses were  checked with the Provincial  Motor Vehicles Branch to find 

out whether they belonged to men, and to which men, as the clients 

would not "admit" to having a ma le  guest. In another case ,  a client was 

able to afford reasonably decent housing for her  family by boarding a 



friend. When her  female fr iend 's  brother  sub-let the room while his 

s i s t e r  was away, the client was told by her  worker that that a r rangement  

"would not do". She could find no one e l se  willing to put up with the 

somewhat meagre  accommodations and had to move to even poorer  

quar te rs .  F r o m  talking to worke r s  and clients,  I gather that a woman 

who has  a steady o r  even an overnight relationship with a m a n  runs  the 

r i s k  of being cut off welfare,  while the man  runs  the r i s k  of being ex- 

pected to support her  children. This  sys t em makes  i t  a bit  difficult for 

a welfare mother  to find a "male figure" willing to re la te  to her  sons 

o r  to her  either.  It helps account for the social  isolation of these fami- 

l ies ,  a frequently mentioned problem in the l i te ra ture ,  a s  usually only 

ma le  fr iends a r e  both willing and able to take them on outings, i t  i s  

socially acceptable for them to do so,  and the women cannot afford to do 

so  themselves.  The children a r e  thus deprived by this sys tem not only 

of outings and male  relationships,  but of healthy female relationships a s  

well, since the social  and sexual deprivation of these women d is tor t s  

their  relationships with their  children. 

( 3 )  If David already enjoys Cubs, he will no doubt continue without 

encouragement f rom a social  worker .  

(4) This  recommendation hardly requi re  s comment. I s  Jennifer to 

take her  many smal l  children with her  when she goes out?  Where could 

she possibly afford to take them? How could she afford to leave them 

with a s i t t e r ?  Where wouldshe find the t ime, when she can't begin to 

keep up with her  work a s  i t  i s ?  Do these people rea l ly  believe that a 



person  stuck in a tiny house with young children a l l  day every  day needs 

to be encouraged to get out if there  i s  any possible way to do s o ? 2 0  Yet 

this  is the recommendation that i s  expounded upon -- the conference 

appears  to have a lot of faith in i t ;  "If the mother  could possibly get out 

of the house and get m o r e  activity and have m o r e  in te res ts ,  I think her 

level of anxiety might go down and she might improve. " She might 

indeed, had the conference thought of a way to make it possible. 

(5) There  is no indication what these suggestions were  that subsequent 

worke r s  were  supposed to continue, except for the astounding suggestion 

that Jennifer should take t ranqui l izers  when her  husband left. If the - 
re ference  i s  to suggestions made by previous workers ,  the correlat ion 

between them and the continuing deterioration in the A family could not 

have been noted, much l e s s  examined. Since the conference was called 

to halt the deterioration, a recommendation to continue with previous 

suggestions without careful  examination of their  effects s e e m s  unworthy 

of a l l  the expensive taIent the conference brought to bear  on the problem. 

As for the suggestions concerning David, who has  been "acting outt1 in 

school and refusing to go home to his gun-totin' papa whom the agency 

ins i s t s  he live with because of his stabilizing influence, "he just needs 

f i r m  consistent l imits  and a lot of reward  for positive behavior." 

20 I rea l ize  that people diagnosed a s  schizophrenic a r e  somet imes  
agoraphobic, but Jennifer escaped f rom the house immediately the op- 
portunity presented itself. Jan complained that she became - too 
interested in an outside c a r e e r  a s  soon a s  she had the chance to enter  
training. Even if she were  - agoraphobic, being encouraged to get 
out without being provided any means  to do so  would not likely r e -  
duce the frustrat ion and anxiety underlying agoraphobia. 



This  conference based  i t s  work on another psychiatric 

a s ses smen t  of Jennifer and he r  son. ". . . . tendency to Chronic Schizo- 

phrenia. .  . .poverty of affect (no mention of effect of poverty). . . . r igid 

personality.  . . . profoundly ambivolent (s ic) .  . . . continually gives double 

messages  and contradictory messages . .  . . That he might be a s  r e s -  

ponsible for this communicative, o r  non-communicative, situation a s  

the other  par ty involved in the interaction did not occur  to the psychia- 

t r i s t ,  yet his  unreal is t ic  interpretat ions of things he had a l l  the data to 

s e e  c lear ly  must  have bewildered and angered his patient. F o r  example,  

"She i s  d r e s s e d  in such a way that would indicate she is an extremely 

negligent and dis interested housewife and mother .  I do not think this i s  
1 

a wiIIfuI1 ( s i c )  process ,  but I 'm su re  that this is the resu l t  of the Mental 
I 
I 

Ill1 
I 

I l lness  that she s e e m s  to suffer f rom. " Brenda repor ted  that Jennifer 

possessed  ' I . .  . . no underwear,  no shoes,  and one pair of jeans and two 

men 's  sh i r t s .  " Where did the psychiatr is t  imagine Jennifer would get 

the money to d r e s s  up for  him, to buy make-up, to get a good ha i r -cu t?  

Would she have been considered a l e s s  negligent mother had she s ta rved  

her  children to buy herself  clothes ? The g rea t  significance he attached 

to this  point might have led him to check whether o r  not she received a 

clothing allowance. The typically facile a s  sumption that he has plumbed 

the depths of this woman's psyche when he could not see  the m o s t  ob- 

vious rea l i t ies  of her  life mus t  have outraged his patient, had she not 

been too frightened of losing he r  children and her  l iberty to da re  to be. 

"Ambivalent (s ic ) .  . . . r igid. .  . .poverty of affect.. . . double messages . .  . . 



contradictory. . . . I '  -- how do you respond to an uncomprehending mad- - 
m a n  with the power to take away your whole life just by signing his 

name ? 2 1 

The ~ s ~ c h i a t r i s t ' s  recommendations concerning the parents  

in this family betray some of the typical att i tudes that make i t  so diffi- 

cult for women to receive f a i r ,  never  mind helpful, t reatment  when they 

a r e  in need of it. I shal l  underline the words mos t  indicative of these 

attitudes: "I think when she i s  being visited by the nur se  and any others ,  

they m u s t  be very  s t r i c t  with he r ,  force her  to l imit  her  comments and 

observat ions and make he r  t ry  and develop consistent,  useful reali ty- 

or iented daily habits. This  would mean consistent and f i r m  visiting - 
and instruction. I think the father shouId be encouraged to get m o r e  in- 

volved with his son if possible.. . . " The as sessmen t  has  a lighter i f  

no l e s s  grotesque side when he i s  discussing David: "The boy. . . . has  

been a ser ious  disciplinary and behavior problem throughout his school 

c a r e e r .  David a t  the t ime was in Grade Two. He too, of course ,  needs 

"definite limits", but unlike his mother  he a l so  needs "lots of support". 

The psychiatr is t  descr ibes  him a s  "a pleasant  young lad who re l a t e s  

easi ly  and warmly to the interyiew situation.. . . No doubt he was l e s s  

aware  than his  mother  that his  fate r e s t e d  in this s t range man's  hands. 

I a m  not suggesting that the psychiatr is t  i s  actually mad.  He i s ,  
a las ,  quite normal ,  o r  a t  leas t  usual,  while in command of a supra-  
normal  amount of power over  others .  I a m  trying to see  him through 
Jennifer 's  eyes  in o rde r  to "feel" his effect on her ,  using what I 
learned of her f rom her  file and he r  workers .  Note that these 
sources  were  available to him too. 



During the summer ,  a worker  was finally brought to con- 

clude that David was much worse  "since his  father has  been in the home 

regu1arIy1'. In the same repor t  i s  the unelaborated statement that Mr .  A 

lost  his  job "after he t r ied  to shoot his  family". Apparently i t  takes 

quite a bit  of evidence to make the agency lose i t s  faith in fatherhood. 22 

The worker hasti ly added, of course ,  that M r s .  A too was a ve ry  dis- 

turbed person. Certainly she was very  disturbed a t  the t ime of this 

visit.  David had just been hit by a ca r .  "Mrs.  A was almost  out of her  

mind because of David's accident. .  . .She was not very  c lear  on anything. I '  

After this, the discussion about whether o r  not to remove 

David f r o m  his home intensified. Mr .  A's drug and jail connections 

were  a t  Iast  brought into the discussion a s  fac tors  for  consideration, 

aIong with al l  the old stuff on Jennifer -- her  i l legitimate child, her  

st int  in the mental  hospital, her  d i r ty  house, and most  importantly, i f  

one can judge f rom constant rei terat ion,  her  inability "to benefit f rom 

any help o r  involve herself  in any fo rm of treatment.  " (Apparently, 

she was so c a r e l e s s  of her  mental  health that she wouldn't go back to the 

psychiatr is t ) .  David a t  this t ime had been in the hospital a month, but 

h i s  o r  Jennifer 's  feelings about this separat ion f rom his  home, o r  his 

react ion to i t ,  were  not investigated. Pe rhaps  they were not considered 

22 Jennifer never had another child af ter  the agency stopped enjoining 
her  to "make her  m a r r i a g e  workt t .  The enormous problems of 
health, housing, and management that a large one-parent family en- 
ta i ls  might have been avoided had the agency hired m o r e  workers  
who could s e e  that "it would have been wiser  to have made m o r e  ef- 
for t  to find out what she wanted than to give her  what we thought she - - 
needed.. . . I 1  



relevant  to the decision. 

In the fall a new Public Health Nurse  a r r ived  on the scene, 

the third person to be involved with the A family in eight y e a r s  whose 

r epor t s  run counter to the general trend. She said that David w a s  doing 

fine in school and a t  home since coming out of the hospital and that she 

would speak to the psychiatr is t  who had abetted the fo rmer  nurse ' s  

decision that he should be taken. At this, the agency decided to inter-  

view the A's and called them into the office to discuss  placement for 

David. "The real ly  amazing thing during this interview was that a t  no 

t ime did either one o r  the other cr i t ic ize each  other.  ' I  Considering the 

s takes ,  perhaps the worker ' s  amazement  is the rea l ly  amazing thing. 

Having kept the family in acute suspense since the conference the previous 

fall, the agency reached i t s  well-pondered decision: !'As we have no 

foster  homes available anyway perhaps it is bes t  to let  the family c a r r y  

on and let  the Public Health Nurse  follow i t  up. " If one is going to argue 

with a psychiatr is t ,  one had be t te r  be prepared  to take full responsibility. 

The Public Health Nurse  ei ther  did a good job o r  the agency 

los t  in te res t  once the A's were  financially on their own again. There  

were  no m o r e  r epor t s  until the summer  of 1969. "A home visit was 

made  on (date) and the family was eating a good ear ly  supper . .  . .Mrs .  A 

was ca lm and pleasant and receptive to the visit.  . . . Was she putting on a 

front?  "23 Pe rhaps  a yea r ' s  resp i te  f r o m  these vis i ts  had improved her  

23 Note that Jennifer can't win - i f  she is "receptive" she is suspected 
of "putting on a front"; if she is not, she is descr ibed a s  "defensive" 
and "unable to benefit f rom help offered". 



disposition. The home situation was noted to have "much improved" 

during the last  year-long respi te  a s  well. Jennifer told the worker 

that David was worse  af ter  each  visit  to the Mental Health Clinic, 

which was taken by him to mean that she lacked appreciation for the 

clinic 's  help. He didn't consider the possibility that David might in fact 

be  worse  af ter  each visit,  a view that the psychiatric r epor t s  in his 

client 's  file make  a t  leas t  sufficiently reasonable to investigate. Jennifer 

said she planned to take David to a pr ivate  psychiatr is t  in the city. 

Jennifer finally did get to the city the following year ,  but 

she took neither David nor his  father with her .  Pe rhaps  she was finally 

convinced that he did need ma le  companionship and he would never  get 

i t  if she were  around; there a r e  re ferences  in both social  and psychiatric 

workers '  r epor t s  to the abysmal  effect  upon him of living in a family of 

females .  Pe rhaps  she simply felt  that she could not handle him alone, 

along with a l l  the other  children, and he wouId be taken away altogether 

if she t r ied  it.  The r epor t  couldn't give her  reasons ,  a s  she didn't give 

them to the agency. "At no t ime did the father o r  M r s .  A contact any 

member  of the Department concerning plans for  separat ion o r  to d iscuss  

their  problems."  The painful and use le s s  r e su l t s  of having to d iscuss  

h e r  problems with the agency when she was dependent on i t  for survival 

were  not considered in this indignant report .  

Left alone with one child, Mr.  A placed him in a succession 

of other people's homes for  four months, then shipped him to Jennifer 

and disappeared again. The r epor t  does not mention his inability to cope 



nor his  superficial  attachment to his child in explanation of this behavior,  

nor suggest that he should go for treatment.  

Back in the city again, Jennifer applied for  ass i s tance  for 

one week and regis te red  with Manpower. The week went by, indeed a 

year  went by, and Jennifer 's  high hopes of getting work faded. Undaunt- 

ed, she wrote direct ly  to the government minis te r  responsible for the 

agency to reques t  financial backing for s tar t ing her  own business .  The 

le t te r  was passed on to the Regional and thence to the local office of the 

agency with a request  for a br ief  r epor t  for purposes of follow-up. The 

r epor t  was br ief  indeed: "Mrs. A is a chronic schizophrenic. . . . Mrs .  A 

has  proven incapable of the mos t  minor  housekeeping tasks and we feel 

that she i s  totally incapable of running her own business . .  . . I I 
In evaluating her  competence, no account was taken of the 

dimensions of the problems she had faced nor of the grea t  difference 

between them and those involved in running a smal l  business.  The 

ability to drudge for y e a r s  without resp i te  o r  r eward  and the ability to 

run  a business  a r e  not a t  a l l  comparable,  a s  forcing the average success-  

ful businessman to t rade places with her  would, I a m  s u r e ,  very  quickly 

reveal.  In any case ,  the s ta tements  i n  the agency's own f i les  belie the 

adminis t ra tor ' s  statements.  Whenever Mr. A came home and kept the 

children out f rom under foot, Jennifer was observed to engage in a 

positive f lu r ry  of activity - -  painting things, fixing things, sewing, 

cleaning cupboards -- indeed, this was probably the main r eason  the 

agency believed him to have a "stabilizing" influence in the home. 



Washing for that family without a proper  machine can hardly be called 

a "minor task", yet Jennifer not only did i t ,  according to one worker 

she overdid i t .  Accused by mos t  workers  of not training the children, 

she was accused by one of being too hard  on them - -  when they were  

old enough they would not go to bed without doing the dishes.  This  kind 

of training i s  m o r e  significant, in t e r m s  of her  f reedom to run  a busi-  

ness ,  than training them to keep clean and keep their  hair  combed. The 

fact  that the las t  of Jennifer 's  children was now in school, leaving her  

f r e e  during the day for the f i r s t  t ime, was not taken into consideration 

in this r epor t  on the pract ical i t ies  of her  request .  I s  i t  possible that 

Berne  could be right in suggesting that agencies don't real ly  want to r e -  

habilitate their  clients and thus lose their  power over them?24 The 

diffusion effect of stigmatization s e e m s  a bet ter  explanation - -  the kind 

25 of thing that makes  people shout when conversing with the blind and 

use  pidgin English on visiting African professors .  26 A t rapper  in North- 

e r n  Canada once commented to m e  that he had heard  there were  people 

L4 
E r i c  Berne,  Games  People Play,  N. Y . ,  Grove P r e s s  Inc., 1964. 

25 
Many instances of this diffusion effect a r e  descr ibed in Goffmanls 
Stigma, op. cit. 

26 
Mphahlele talks about how insul ted white c l e rks  a r e  by blacks 
addressing them in proper  English (according to Modisane, i t  is 
actually dangerous to do so  to a Boer policeman, who has  his own 
troubles with the language) and Fanon says  his  ar t iculateness  may  
be excused by a member  of his audience's remarking that he i s  not 
a "genuine Negro" a t  all.  (Ezekiel  Mphahlele, "Grieg on a Stolen 
Piano", in Modern African Stor ies ,  edited by El l i s  ~ i i t e ~  Komey 
and Mphahlele, London, Fabe r  and Faber ,  1964; Modisane's Blame 
Me on History, op. cit.  ; F r a n t z  Fanon, Black Skin White Masks,  
N. Y . ,  Grove P r e s s  Inc., 1967, Chapter 3) .  



in the city so stupid they did not even know how to t r ap  beaver;  our  

adminis trator  s e e m s  to feel s imi lar ly  that a woman who can't keep house 

is too stupid to do anything else .  Her schizophrenia was trotted out a s  

a reason  she would be unable to run  a knitting machine, but had never 

been allowed to excuse her  difficulties in running a house and family. 

The m o r e  control an agency as sumes  over  the l ives  of i t s  

clients,  the l e s s  the clients can a s sume  over their  own. There  is no 

way they can avoid control by the agency, whether i t  i s  harmful o r  not, 

a s  long a s  the agency a rb i t r a r i ly  controls their  access  to resources .  I 

u s e  the t e r m  "arb i t ra ry  control" to distinguish between a sys tem in 

which an agency ass igns  a specific amount for the maintenance of a 

family which that family automatically rece ives  each month, and the 

present  sys tem in which pa r t  of the maintenance i s  in  the fo rm of special  

allowances which the family m a y  o r  may not receive and in  which even 

the bas i c  cheque may be withheld a t  the agency's discretion. F o r  ex- 

ample,  a notation in the file s ta tes  that Jennifer had to come into the 

office to see  about her  cheque, a s  it was withheld pending the worker ' s  

being able to "catch her" a t  home when he called. She had to explain 

why she was out. She cannot avoid contact with the agency, no ma t t e r  

how abras ive  o r  demeaning she fee ls  i t  to be. Under this system, i t  i s  

ve ry  ha rd  for  workers  to obtain feed-back on their  methods; clients 

simply cannot take a chance on making them angry. (One worker inter-  

viewee, upon getting intimately involved with clients in the new proce- 

dure  descr ibed  below, told m e  she was shocked to discover how much 



r e a l  power she had over  clients and how much they feared and resented  

it). 

U p  until this point the handling of the A family had been 

s tandard procedure.  27 Now a new procedure was instituted. Though 

s t i l l  too new to be definitively evaluated (two yea r s ) ,  i t s  r e su l t s  so fa r  

indicate that when agencies begin to spend their  money wisely and change - 
their  att i tudes,  multi-problem famil ies  a r e  able to improve.  There  i s  - 
no comparable evidence that their concentrating on client attitudes and 

spending habits without considering their  own has achieved any improve- 

ment.  " In the A case,  according to workers ,  the situation steadily 

deter iorated during the y e a r s  of agency intervention. One 1968 repor t  

pointed out that a s  ea r ly  a s  1962, "It was pret ty  evident that in 5 to 1 0  

y e a r s  the children will be showing signs of definite disturbance..  . . 1 1  

This  was,  of course,  blamed on the lack of training and discipline r a the r  

than upon poverty, the constant derogation of the mother ' s  authority, 

- -  ~- 

27 
According to worker interviews, the f i les  of other clients,  and dis- 
cussions of the case-work approach in  Schlesinger 's  overview of the 
subject (The Multi-Problem Family,  op. cit. ). 

28 
Judgments of improvement a r e  mainly subjective. Workers  and 
clients feel  there  has  been improvement o r  there has  been none o r  
the situation has  deter iorated.  So-called objective c r i t e r i a  involve 
subjective interpretation in any case ;  for example, if a rebellious 
truant begins docilely attending school regular ly,  some m a y  see  i t  
a s  an improvement in his  sense of responsibil i ty and some as res ig-  
nation - -  deterioration of his independent spir i t .  The re  i s  probably 
m o r e  general agreement  on subjective than objective c r i t e r i a ;  mos t  
people would ag ree  that happiness i s  an improvement over unhappi- 
n e s s  and that the two s ta tes  can be distinguished even if they can't 
be proven to exist .  Since this paper  deals  with the dichotomy bet- 
ween an agency's s ta ted a ims  and the r e su l t s  of i t s  activity, I use  
the agency's definition of improvement i n  judging i t s  resu l t s .  



and being forced to live with a violent man,  but whatever the cause 

"it was pret ty  evident" that agency policy was not affecting positive 

change. 



Conclusion 

The new procedure was not a r e su l t  of the agency a s  a 

whole deciding to examine the r easons  for i t s  ineffectiveness and r e -  

vamping i t s  policies. In the light of the att i tudes revealed in the fi les,  

i t  could hardly have done so. 29 I will briefly summarize  the mos t  sig- 

nificant, in t e r m s  of their  effects on clients,  of these common att i tudes,  

and then d iscuss  the way in which individual attitudinal change within an 

agency can diffuse and thereby change client response in Chapter V. 

F i r s t  is the client-centered attitude30 that concentrates on 

problems within the client r a the r  than those in her  environment, includ- 

ing the agency itself  a s  a significant pa r t  of that environment. The 

assumption i s  that the client, o r  a t  mos t  her  up-bringing, i s  to blame 

fo r  her  problems. This attitude prevents workers  f rom examining the 

contemporary rea l i t ies  of her  situation to discover who o r  what e l se  may  

be contributing factors  and attempting to deal with those factors .  A 

correlat ive attitude i s  that the client cannot change her  situation until 

she recognizes  her  fault. This  belief leads to a systematic  guilting pro-  

These a r e  usual  o r  commonly held attitudes. Any part icular  
worker  a t  any part icular  t ime may  not sha re  them. In fact i t  is the 
existence of "deviants" within agencies and other organizations that 
is largely responsible for the changes that - a r e  made. An exampIe 
of the way in which even quite minor deviation, if i t  is genuine and 
not just rhetor ical ,  can effect change i s  provided in the description 
of the genesis and development of the new procedure in this agency. 

This  has  nothing to do with Rogerian client-centered therapy. 
(Car l  Ransom Rogers ,  Client-Centered Therapy, Boston, Houghton 
Mifflin, 1951). 



cedure that i s  unlikely to be effective even if the client i s  to blame. 

If she i s  not, the frustrat ion of being disbelieved, misunderstood and 

ha ras sed  (the symptoms of paranoia) i s  the best  that can occur ;  a t  the 

wors t  she will lose t rus t  in her  own perception of real i ty ,  accept the 

guilt for a situation she cannot in fact change, and thus feel incompetent 

and inferior (some of the symptoms of schizophrenia). This  prevailing 

attitude to the disadvantaged may partially account for the comparatively 

high r a t e  of "psychotic" diagnoses among the lower a s  opposed to the 

middle c l a s s  people with problems. 31 Chesler  descr ibes  a s imi lar  

p rocess  in mental  hospitals;32 in o r d e r  to be considered cured and r e -  

leased, a patient m u s t  admit that she was sick. If she was not s ick (in- 

voluntary admissions procedures  a r e  f a r  f rom foolproof), 33 she must  

e i ther  lie o r  come to believe she was sick. That i s ,  she mus t  lose touch 

with real i ty  in o rde r  to convince the staff that she i s  in touch with reali ty.  

This  attitude, that the client i s  a t  fault and must  be brought to admit her  

fault, focuses attention on the client r a the r  than upon agency policy. 

The second attitude, that famil ies  a r e  bet ter  off with two 

parents  than with one in any and a l l  c i rcumstances  shor t  of infanticide, 

a l so  tends to prevent a rea l i s t ic  a s ses smen t  of the client 's  situation. 

3 1 
See HoIIingshead and Redlich, Social Class  and Mental Il lness:  A 
Community Study, N. Y .  , John Wiley and Sons, Inc. , 1958. 

32 
Women and Madness,  op. c i t . ,  especially Chapter 6. 

33 
See ~ c h e f f i  Being Mentally Ill, op. c i t . ,  Chapter 5. 



The ethics of using financial and social  p r e s s u r e  to force parents  to 

live together will not likely be examined while this attitude prevai ls .  

The double-bind contained in the correlat ive attitude that Fa ther  has  

the authority without being expected to r a i s e  the children while Mother 

i s  responsible for rais ing the children without being legitimized a s  the 

family head has been discussed above. This  peculiar attitude has p re -  

vailed in Western society since the t ime of the ancient ~ r e e k s ~ ~  and, 

like a l l  s emi - sac red  traditions,  is extremely difficult to d iscuss  

rationally despite the increasingly obvious need for m o r e  flexible family 

s t ruc tures .  

The third attitude i s  s imi lar ly  historically deep and broadIy 

, 
based. It underl ies  r a c i s m ,  sexism,  and what can be called c lass i sm.  I 

I 

It might bet ter  be t e rmed  a feeling than an attitude. Though feelings a r e  

an integral  par t  of a l l  att i tudes,  this one has a l a rge r  non-rational com- l l  

ponent than many o thers ;  i t  i s  seldom fully formulated in consciousness,  

cer tainly not in the l iberal  consciousness.  It is the feeling o r  belief 

that "they" a r e  intrinsically different f r o m  "us"; the other r ace ,  the 
I 

other  sex, the other c l a s s  has  built-in needs,  des i r e s ,  abili t ies and dis- 

abili t ies that a r e  essent ial ly  different  f r o m  ours .  This  attitude above 

a l l  o the r s  in te r feres  with the empathetic p rocess  that allows one to 

understand another 's  situation. It prevented most  male  workers  and 

3 4 
See Philip E. Slater ,  The Glory of Hera,  Greek Mythology and the 
Greek Family,  Boston, Beacon P r e s s ,  1968, for a discussion of 
the problems this attitude caused even the Greeks.  It has  been 
causing the same s o r t s  of problems ever  since. 



most  middle-class  female worke r s  f rom forming a rea l i s t ic  conception 

of what could be expected of Jennifer and of the effects of their  inter-  

action with her .  That they could not have done what they expected he r  

to do nor lived a s  they expected he r  to live, even given the advantages 

of their  education, upbringing, health, and social  contacts,  never  

occur red  to them simply because they could not imagine themselves in 

her  place.  If people with this attitude a r e  asked to imagine themselves 

in the place of the "other", the class-biased people a r e  likely to reply 

that they would not be in her  place - -  they would have done everything 

differently, which has nothing whatever to do with how they would r e a c t  

if they were  suddenly to find themselves inside the o ther ' s  skin, in her 

position. The r ace -  and sex- biased people a r e  likely to find the exer -  

c i se  a s  absurd  a s  i f  they were  asked to imagine themselves to be baboons; 

if they were  baboons they would have baboon needs and abili t ies and r eac t  

a s  baboons a r e  supposed to reac t .  They could not be  "themselves" and 

in he r  place a t  the same  time. Such people real ly  believe that the poor 

can live on much l e s s  than they themselves requi re  and any stealing, 

cheating, o r  other  survival techniques they m a y  employ a r e  a r e su l t  of 

bad charac ter  o r  the devil making work for  idle hands. 

The fourth, and las t  to be discussed he re ,  of the att i tudes 

that mos t  significantly affected agency- client relations and interfered 

with agency ability to real is t ical ly  appra ise  i t s  means  in relation to i t s  

goals was the capitalist ic attitude. In o r d e r  to delineate this attitude in 

a paragraph ra the r  than two volumes, I shal l  view i t  against an equally 



br ief  sketch of the contrasting socialist ic attitude. I do not mean to 

imply that the one is any m o r e  rea l i s t ic  than the other  in general ;  how- 

ever ,  since the agency i s  in the business  of distributing r e sources  out- 

side the framework of purely capitalist ic distribution mechanisms,  r e -  

tention of the capitalist ic attitude in ter feres  with the efficient manage- 

ment  of that business.  In i t s  s implest  and pures t  form,  the social is t ic  

attitude holds that the r e sources  of a country (or  the world) belong to 

the people of that country, that each has a right to an equal share .  The 

pures t  o r  la i ssez- fa i re  capitalist ic attitude views r e sources  a s  up for 

grabs ;  whoever gets  there f i r s t  o r  has  the socially legitimized power to 

take them away f rom whoever gets  there  f i r s t  has  a right to them and a 

right to determine how much he will allocate to o thers  in r e tu rn  for 

se rv ices  o r  out of the goodness of his  heart .  Charity (and wages) begins 

with capitalism, not a t  home; homes s t i l l  re ta in  the socialist ic attitude 

to a degree.  Indeed, i t  i s  the dichotomy between the socialist ic attitude 

that per tains  to the home and the capitalist ic attitude that per tains  to the 

r e s t  of this society that causes  the problem, r a the r  than the capitalist ic 

attitude per  se.  If homes were  capitalized, the people performing the 

t a sk  of rais ing the next generation of workers  and the domestic half of 

the work of the present  generation would fi t  into the wage s t ruc ture  of 

r e source  distribution. If they unionized they would be very powerful 

and able to demand high sa l a r i e s ,  a s  a walk-out would paralyze al l  other  

industr ies;  a large percentage of non-domestic workers  would have to 

s tay home to look af ter  the children. Domestic workers  provide an 



essent ial  service.  On the other  hand, if the r e s t  of society were  not 

capitalized, r e  source distribution would resemble  the shareholder 

sys tem and not depend upon a wage s t ruc ture .  Housewives would get 

their  share  along with everyone else .  

As i t  i s ,  however, housewives depend upon a microcosmic  

sha re  sys tem;  the wages allotted to their  husbands a r e  supposed to be 

shared  by their  families.  35 There  a r e  even laws to ensure  that they a re .  

Unless a man i s  honorable, however, in which case  there i s  not likely to 

b e  a problem in the f i r s t  place, the laws don't work. He can simply 

disappear .  If he e a r n s  little m o r e  thanemugh for  his  own household, no 

judge will make him share  equally with the one he has left and i t  wouldn't 

suffice if he did. This  very shaky sociaIistic microcosm i s  embedded in 

a capitalist ic macrocosm that shapes the feelings and beliefs of the popu- 

lation, housewives included. When the sys tem breaks  down, a s  i t  very  

frequently does, 36 housewives and children a r e  reduced to penury and 

degradation because of the capitalist ic belief that any allotment of 

r e s o u r c e s  outside the wage-profit sys tem i s  charity,  that i s ,  that they 

35 Up until recent ly a l l  women in Western society, not just housewives, 
were  expected to sha re  their  husbands' o r  fa thers '  allotment and no 
other  legitimized a c c e s s  to r e sources  existed for them. The wage 
s t ruc ture  s t i l l  re f lec ts  that expectation, which accounts for the very 
high incidence of poverty among women who a r e  not attached to 
families.  Nearly half of them (47. 13%) have year ly  incomes below 
$1740. Of these,  over  29% have finished high school o r  university. 
It i s  not just a problem of the "disadvantaged", but a s t ruc tura l  prob- 
l em that re training and o ther  client-centered p rograms  can do little 
to alleviate.  (Statist ics obtained f r o m  The Royal Commission Report  
on the Status of Women in Canada, Ottawa, Information Canada, 1970, 
pp. 314 to 317. 

36 Ibid. , sect-ion on female-headed families.  
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have no legitimate right to any r e sources .  They a r e  expected to be 

grateful for the meagre  r e sources  they do receive,  not outraged a t  

being denied their  fa i r  sha re  and a t  being exploited a s  unpaid workers .  

Those dese r  ted wives who sha re  this attitude, par t icular ly the thousands 

who have been dropped out of the middle c l a s s ,  37 a r e  completely be- 

wildered, shocked and guilt-ridden a t  the t reatment  they receive;  they 

feel outraged but believe they have no r ight  to feel that way, that there 

mus t  be something wrong with them. 38 Occasionally, m o r e  aware and 

experienced women (qualities perhaps e a s i e r  to acquire  in the lower 

c l a s s e s  where securi ty  is seldom taken for  granted) feel l e s s  guilt about 

their  predicament  and their  outrage;  they a r e  m o r e  likely to take what- 

eve r  they can get however they can get i t ,  which isn' t  much in mater ia l  

t e r m s  but i s  probably psychically healthier.  

37 Ibid. 
3 8 

Feel ings theoretically cor re la ted  with sudden s tatus- loss  and 
observed in a11 my  client interviewees but one, who does not sha re  
this attitude; Lynn feeIs shocked and bewildered, but believes she 
has  a right to be outraged a t  the t reatment  and the meagre  help 
she has  received. ( F r o m  Lynn's interview). 



V. THE N E W  PROCEDURE 

With the le t ter  direct ly  to the Minister of the Department 

adminis ter ing her  agency, Jennifer had played her  las t  card.  The 

woman who could not "accept help" had sought i t  in a l l  the lawful ways, 

f rom he r  family, h e r  husband, the agency, the Manpower office, and 

the Minister.  The re  was nowhere e l se  to go in her  sea rch  for indepen- 

dence and securi ty  for her  family. The home situation deter iorated so 

rapidly af ter  her  final disappointment that a homemaker had to be  

supplied within a few weeks of he r  learning the agency decision on he r  

request .  

The Child Protect ion Worker ( Jan)  who had been called 

into the case  real ized that one m o r e  stop-gap measure  would b e  useless .  1 

She had a l ready advised her  supe r io r s  that apprehension of the children 

would be unwise, "as there a r e  a la rge  number". She did take David 

into c a r e  on the advice of the consulting psychiatr is t , '  but she was not 

pleased with herself .  She had reached a turning point in her  c a r e e r  just 

a t  the t ime that Jennifer had reached a turning point in he r s :  

People can grow with love and encouragement and 
support and opportunity and creativity and feeling 
their  way into their  own capacities.  So often they 

F r o m  worker  interview #1, Apri l  1 3 .  1 9 7 3  (Jan).  
2 

Note that the psychiatr is t  showed no in teres t  in the problems of 
any of the children but the boy David, who had to live "in this ex- 
t r eme ly  chaotic, nonsupportive, frightening environment" of 
females .  



a r e  condemned out of hand because they don't fit 
--because they don't fit somebody e lse ' s  no rm of 
what i s  acceptable.  To take a person  into court ,  
a s  I somet imes  have to, and chast ise  them for  
being neglectful parents  without a t  the same  time 
helping them to become such a person i f  they have 
any capacity and des i r e  to do so,  s t r ikes  m e  a s  
being pret ty  sinful a l l  around, o r  if you don't like 
that word, just plain rotten. But I was finding 
myself in that situation, and not liking i t  very  much. 3 

Jan  knew a psychiatric nu r se  who was interested in doing preventative 

work in homes, before famil ies  broke and the mental  hospital facil i t ies 

were  required. Together they devised a scheme whereby the nurse  

(Brenda), would be hired by the Homemaker Service and Jan would 

reques t  her  for special  jobs requiring intensive family therapy ra the r  

than homemaking per  se .  There  was no possibility of the agency's pay- 

ing for a therapis t ;  Brenda worked under this scheme a t  the minimum 

wage until the project was able to find i t s  own funding. The A family 

was  he r  second case.  Her f i r s t  case  had convinced her that the changes 

a family was able to accomplish during intensive in-home therapy could 

only be maintained and extended in a supportive group context. She 
I 

a lso  felt that the clients should have control over  the amount of t ime 

she spent with them. Under the Homemakers '  auspices  she was required 

to be in the home during the regular  work week; a s  c r i s e s  tend to a r i s e  

af ter  hours ,  she p re fe r red  being "on call" to the famil ies  with whom she 

worked. This  would also allow her  to work with m o r e  than one family a t  

a time and to withdraw when the interaction became too much for her  o r  

3 
Jan ' s  interview. 



the client. She and Jan  therefore  formed a self-help group of multi-  

problem family heads. They formed themselves into a Society and 

applied for funding in o r d e r  to have the autonomy they requi red  to initiate 

and change procedures  a s  the need arose .  At this t ime they were  having 

difficulty getting the new p rogram accepted by the agency. A social  

worker who subsequently became involved was threatened with being 

f i red  for participating in a p rogram that was not under the administra-  

tion's control. 4 

Immediately af ter  Brenda was sent  in to work with the A 

family, a reques t  for a second-hand washing machine appears  in the 

file. In his  memo forwarding this reques t  to his head office, the local 

adminis trator  notes that Jennifer "was not aware  until recently that help 

was  available for the purchase of necessa ry  items". Since the file i s  

composed mainly of r epor t s  wri t ten by the workers ,  I have no way of 

judging administrat ive att i tudes except through hearsay  (the worker inter-  

views) and through brief  inter-office m e m o s  such a s  this. I can only 

make inferences about them, and I infer f rom the tone of this memo 

that some change has  occur red  since the administrator 's  cur t  reply to 

the reque s t  for information regarding the knitting machine business .  

The inference i s  strengthened by a second memo he sent af ter  getting 

this  reply to his f i rs t :  "No budget info. shown. Will approve if cost 

of shel ter  exceeds our rental  provision. If a t  a l l  possible we expect par t  

4 
F r o m  Susan's interview. 



o r  a l l  if possible of this kind of cost to be m e t  by self-help. I t  In his 

second memo,  the administrator  s t a t e s  the cost  of r en t ,  food and heat 

and points out that the A family cheque exceeds these cos ts  by two dol- 

l a r  s a month. "She therefore,  has  no money a t  a l l  with which to purchase 

a washing machine.. . . Mrs .  A does not have a fridge ei ther  and has 

never  had a fridge. . . . We reques t  your approval for this Emergency 

Health Aid overage in  addition to the $40.00 for the washing machine. " 

He s e e m s  to be getting a little impatient with agency att i tudes himself. 

Pe rhaps  he has  begun to wonder, considering a l l  the Public Health 

Nurses  who have visited this home out of concern for the chi ldren 's  

health, why he was not informed before of relevant facts  like the ab- 

sence of a re f r igera tor  in the home. 

The tone of headquarter 's  reply to the next Emergency 

Health Aid request ,  submitted a year  l a t e r ,  indicates that the shift in 

attitude apparently t r iggered by the therapeutic homemaker has  f i l tered 

upward. Though s t i l l  a s  grotesquely unreal is t ic  a s  ever ,  the "self-help" I 

attitude has  changed f rom pompous to semi-apologetic, f rom "we ex- 

pe c t" to "do you think ? " 

The goods she has  pr iced a r e  reasonable.  In view 
of the past  information we have on file concerning 
her  mental condition, and in view of the budget 
breakdown submitted, we would approve the request .  
(Note: not in view of the family's need for beds and 
blankets).  Do you think i t  would be a good idea to 
a sk  that she contribute a smalI  amount pe r  month 
to meet  par t  of the cost,  in o r d e r  that she will feel 
involved a t  leas t  par t ia l ly  in solving her  problem? 
This  might build on the work done in the past,  par t i -  
cular ly by the t rained homemaker ,  to a s s i s t  Mrs. A 
inbecoming m o r e  responsible financially and a s  amothe r .  



The idea that a family with two dol la rs  a month to cover a l l  cos ts  other  

than food and shel ter  and no other  possible source of income can be- 

come financially "responsible", o r  that that has  something to do with 

one ' s  responsibil i ty a s  a mother ,  m a y  not s e e m  much of an  improvement 

over previous ideas.  It isn' t  much of an improvement,  but a t  leas t  the 

idea i s  discussed mere ly  a s  "a good idea" r a the r  than a s  an expectation. 

That  indicates some smal l  change in attitude. 

In addition to the Emergency Health Aid grants ,  Brenda in- 

formed Jennifer of the clothing al1owances and convinced he r  that she 

had a right to apply for them too. Shortly af ter  getting some clothes,  

Jennifer got a part- t ime job. It s e e m s  odd that with al l  the emphasis  on 

financial responsibil i ty no one in the agency ever  thought of that before.  

No one mentioned the lack of clothing in al l  the r epor t s  on Jennifer 's  

"ca re l e s s t t  appearance ei ther .  It was Brenda who reported that she had 

"no underwear ,  no shoes,  and one pair of jeans and two men ' s  shir ts" .  

In report ing on her  schizoid inability to rea l ize  the difficulties in finding 

employment, no worker rea l ized  that the solution to the ma jo r  difficulty 

was s tar ing him in the face eve ry  t ime he looked a t  her.  

Although the change in Jenni fer ' s  appearance took place 

a f te r  she received a clothing allowance and af te r  Brenda took some of 

the work-load off her  shoulders,  these factors  were  not mentioned by the 

worke r s  in reporting her  new look. It was apparently considered the 

r e su l t  of her  attitudes r a the r  than her  c ircumstances,  just a s  the old 

look was. "Mrs.  A i s  looking exceptionally well and appears  to be 



taking good ca re  of herself ,  She has lost  weight and now takes some 

pride in her  appearance." I a m  not belittling the effects of att i tudes on 

appearance.  Certainly i t  is difficult for  pr ide  to survive the demeaning 

ef fec ts  of being expected to take "financial responsibility" when the 

means  to do so a r e  denied, especially if no one admits  that the means  

to do so  a r e  denied; no doubt Brenda ' s  attitude, that Jennifer was doing 

a fine and important job and deserved  a l l  the help she could get5 did 

change her  att i tudes to herself .  But it i s  probable that the le i sure  to 

e a t  proper  m e a l s  r a the r  than snacks (and an adult to ea t  them with) and 

the time to take c a r e  of herself  a s  well a s  new clothes were  a t  leas t  a s  

important a s  pride in  Jennifer 's  change in appearance. The change in 

agency policy that allows a client to make up to $100 a month without 

reducing the ass i s tance  cheque was also a ma jo r  factor - -  she could 

buy nutri t ious r a the r  than s ta rchy  "fill-upt' foods. Worker failure to 

r epor t  a l l  fac tors  involved in deterioration o r  improvement (they cannot 

be  repor ted  if they a r e  not recognized) helps account for the lack of 

r e a l i s m  in agency att i tudes a s  a whole; neither adminis t ra tors  nor  sub- 

sequent workers  can get a c l ea r  picture  of the situation without exten- 

sively analyzing the r epor t s  a,s I have done here.  With two to four 

hundred clients each, i t  i s  quite impossible for workers  to give that 

much thought even to those with severe  problems. The enormous case-  

loads,  in turn,  a r e  partially responsible for the thoughtlessness of the 

Brenda ' s  att i tudes obtained f rom client and worker interviews and 
f rom her  own. 

6 
F r o m  Susan's interview. 



worker  r epor t s  that subsequent workers  use  in making their  - in te rpre-  

tations of a situation. These  case- loads a r e  themselves indicative of 

agency attitudes a s  a whole; i t  would be difficult for the most  under- 

standing worker to do anything like proper  case-work under such con- 

ditions. Susan says:  

We get to go out and confirm addresses ,  and that 's  
about it. Or  we get to go out on emergency cal ls  
and occasionally we just sneak out and do home 
vis i ts  because  there ' s  somebody we want to visit.  
But mostly not. I t 's  a l l  paper work. . . . There ' s  not 
a steno in that office who couldn't do the same work 
I 'm doing, a s  fa r  as paper work is concerned. Not 
one. . . . Anyway, case-work is impossible.  There ' s  
one thing I've learned to do, is just le t  people alone 
. . . . I t ' s  just not fa ir  to do i t  any other way. 7 

While Brenda was in her  home, Jennifer was able to get 

out and take the Employment Orientation C lasses  and received f i r s t  c l a s s  

m a r k s .  She was then accepted in the Manpower Training program. She 

is reportedly8 doing very  well there  too, but there is no official r epor t  

on he r  p rogress  in he r  file, a s  the file has  been closed since that t ime;  

Jennifer i s  no longer on Social Assistance. The agency's outlay of a 

few hundred dol la rs  for  clothing, household equipment, and a therapeu- 

t ic  homemaker may  have saved i t  many m o r e  y e a r s  of welfare cheques 

and/or  foster  home placement a t  $125.00 per  month per  child (the r a t e  

paid for the few months David was out of his  home). There  i s  a chance, 

Ibid. 

According to Brenda and Jan. 

A news i tem in The Vancouver Sun, "Foster  Child Favored", Nov. 1 6  
1973, p. 46, points out that, "A mother  on welfare could feed and 
clothe her child six t imes  as easi ly  if she relinquished him to the 



of course ,  that the help came too late.  A dozen y e a r s  of poverty,  

ha ra s smen t ,  and degradation have left their  m a r k  on this family,  and 

i t s  poverty i s  not likely to be alleviated; few women, however well 

t ra ined ,  a r e  paid enough to support  a family above the poverty line. 

But Jennifer  has  a chance now of achieving some  m e a s u r e  of indepen- 

dence and dignity, if not much m o r e  securi ty .  Jan  s t a t e s  in a r epo r t ,  

"The growth in Mrs .  A's  personal i ty  i s  t remendous.  I '  P e r h a p s  " re lease"  

would be  a be t te r  word than "growth"; in any case,  the A family situation 

h a s  improved markedly  in a v e r y  sho r t  t ime and a t  very  l i t t le cos t  to 

the agency. 

Susan was Jenni fe r ' s  l a s t  social  worker .  Her  interview 

gives u s  a feeling for the change in he r  that the official r e p o r t s  can 

hard ly  convey: 

Well, the f i r s t  t ime I saw Jenni fe r . .  . she'd just ren ted  that 
hor r ib le  l i t t le place in ( s t r ee t ) .  And m y  mind just went, 
"Oh m y  God! I couldn't imagine a worse  situation a s  f a r  
as, well, say  mult i -problem fami l ies ,  because any problem 
going she had i t ,  o r  h e r  family had i t .  And just l istening to 
h e r  talk the f i r s t  t ime  I thought, "My God, this i s  f a r  beyond 
m y  capabil i t ies.  " Which of cou r se  i t  was. Jan  was involved 
because t h e r e  was a r e a l  child welfare  need there .  And 
through Jan ,  Brenda s t a r t ed  working with he r .  And I - -  
didn't have anything to do with Jennifer .  Aside f r o m  the, 
well, the work thing, that we don't have t ime to go out and 
vis i t  c l ients  a s  we should, I f igured this  was one woman 
that, I dist inctly got the impress ion ,  that i f  she needed any- 

-- -- - -- 

province and got him back a s  a fos te r  child. .  . . F o s t e r  paren ts  a r e  
allowed $3.10 a day..  . . for food and maintenance for  a provincial  ward,  
while the provincial  food allowance for a s imi l a r  child in a family r e -  
ceiving public a s s i s t ance  i s  only $21 6 a yea r .  " The cost  of the t r ea t -  
men t  center  than Jan  considered sending David to before  Brenda came  
into the family cos t s  $1 000.00 pe r  month p e r  chiId. 



thing she'd call  me.  So I didn't see  her  for about two 
yea r s .  And the next time I saw h e r ,  it was in the office, 
she'd come in to see  Jan about something, and I came 
into Jan 's  office and there was this woman sitting there.  
And I quite plain and simple did not recognize he r ,  and 
she recognized me .  And so I s o r t  of,' you know, did a 
bit  of back-pedalling and then Jan  called her  M r s .  A 
and I thought, "My God, this can't b e  the same woman! 
Jus t  couldn't be! '' 

Q. Brenda had been working with her  for about a y e a r ?  

Yes.  Brenda had been working with her .  And when 
she left I jus t s o r t  of went, "Huh? What's happening 
h e r e ? "  And that 's  s o r t  of when Jan  s ta r ted  to let m e  
in--what t e r r i f i c  changes Brenda could produce. And 
there  i t  was,  the proof. I realIy was dumbfounded that 
somebody who had been a s  down as she was could have 
been brought to the level that she was then.. . . I  was 
extremely impressed ,  and I think that 's  one of the 
r easons  that I did s t a r t  to go to the groups. . . . 10 

Part ic ipat ion in a self-help group plus a c c e s s  to intensive 

in-home counselling when they want it and with whom they want i t  has  

resu l ted  in measurable  positive changes in the famil ies  involved. Any 

previous change in these famil ies  during their  association with the agency 

was negative; they were  deteriorating. Of the sixteen women (mothers  

of 65 children) that have been involved in the new program so far :  11 

7 - had been on social  ass i s tance  for 10 y e a r s  o r  more .  

3 - had asked to have their  children apprehended a s  they 
were  unable to cope on social  assis tance.  

4 - had some of their  chi ldren apprehended (a  different four 
f rom the above! ) 

10 
F r o m  Susan's interview. 

11 
Five women joined af ter  I had collected m y  data. 



6 - had at tempted suicide and were  hospitalized. 

4 - had been in psychiatr ic  insti tutions and 3 m o r e  were  on 
the verge of nervous breakdowns when they joined the 
group. 

In a l i t t le over  a yea r  and a half, the following changes occur red :  

7 .- have taken o r  a r e  taking the Manpower employment 
or ientat ion course .  

7 - a r e  working and no longer on social  ass i s tance .  

1 - i s  in school and wil.1 be  employed shortly.  

3 - a r e  on the opportunity p rog ram (which i n c r e a s e s  their  
income $100.00 pe r  month) visiting women who a r e  in 
si tuations s imi l a r  to their  own a sho r t  while ago, much 
a s  Brenda visi ted them. (These  th ree  happen to be  suited 
to and want this kind of work).  

5 .- of the 6 who at tempted suicide a r e  now able to function 
and look af ter  their  children.  

Much of the succes s  of the group appea r s  to s t e m  f r o m  an attitudinal 

ambience composed of Brenda ' s  r e spec t  and r e a l i s m  (she  has  been there  

h e r s e l f ) ,  the clients '  own deep but often f ru s t r a t ed  need to believe in 

themselves ,  and the abil i ty and will ingness of the other  worke r s  involved 

to l e a r n  f r o m  their  cl ients.  In he r  interview, Susan told m e  of her  own 

changes in att i tude brought about by participation in the group: 

. . . that ' s  basical ly  m y  feeling when I went in. .  . . that I was 
the re  a s  a r e sou rce  person  with no par t icu la r  ambitions of 
learning anything.. . . (but) i t  r ea l ly  helped m e  unders tand 
. . . . I couldn't manage on ass i s tance .  P la in  and s imple  I 
couldn't manage. And I s t a r t ed  to get a very  deep r e spec t  
for  these people who a r e  doing such a damned tough job and 
doing so much be t te r  than 1 think I could. 

The techniques employed s e e m  simple and self-evident, but apparently 

a r e  r a r e  in social  work prac t ice :  



The techniques.. . . a r e  directed toward showing the 
clients that they a r e  valuable human beings, that they 
a r e  capable, useful, and able to cope with their  problems,  
that they a r e  able,  with the support of o the r s  and if they 
have the des i r e ,  to a l te r  their  l ife-style and to improve 
the environment in which they and their  families live. 

The difference between the att i tudes expressed  in the r epor t s  in the 

agency's fi les and those of the therapeutic homemaker who has  been so 

successful i s ,  revealed in the client interviews and in he r  own interview. 

Some idea of her  att i tudes m a y  be gained through hearing he r  d iscuss  her  

f i r s t  case  and how the idea of the self-help group came to her .  Note 

par t icular ly the contrast  between her  and the homemaker sent "to teach 

Mrs .  A and help her", who considered a la rge  par t  of her  job to be r e -  

porting to the agency everything Jennifer  did wrong. Brenda s e e s  her  

ma jo r  ro le  a s  a reminder  for  the client of what she does r ight  and what 

he r  abili t ies a r e .  She s e e s  the dangers  of being labeled s ick o r  incom- 

petent in much the same way a s  the neo-Chicagoans see  them, though 

she a r r ived  a t  this view through observation and not through reading 

labeling theory: 

When I went in there . .  . . she was told I was there to help her ,  
because she wasn't able to look after her  children. This  made 
m e  very angry, because anyone who has  been a s  ill a s  she had 
been- -we l l ,  she was told she was weak. She had an open 
lesion on he r  head for seven y e a r s  which wouldn't heal, and 
she had coped, onalow income, with her  family. There ' s  been 
a lot of s ta t ic  about it,  but she had managed with her  family. .  . . 
when I left (upon the client 's  r e - m a r r i a g e )  I was concerned 
that there was only Car l  and her family. .  . . and  C a r l  was in- 
clined to t r ea t  her  like a little woman who was sick. The nur se  
had t reated her  a s  a s ick person  too, and I kept telling her that 

12 Carole  Holm, "An Alternative Approach to the Multi-Problem Family", 
unpublished r epor t  prepared  for the Communication Department,  Simon 
F r a s e r  University, Burnaby, 1973. 

I 



she couldn't have existed if she hadn't been s t rong. .  . . she 
s t i l l  phones, whenever she ' s  in trouble she phones and 
wants m e  to come over and visit  her ,  and a l l  she ' s  asking 
i s  that I keep telling he r  that she's a valuable person,  that 
she i s  s t rong,  she i s  valuable, and she ' s  doing a g rea t  job, 
and that 's  the thing she needs to have told to her .  And I 
thought, if she had group support she'd be able to do this 
for herself  and not have to call  for  help to do it.  13 

Unfortunately this woman was not able to attend the group that was sub- 

sequently established because,  according to Brenda, she is not yet able 

to r e s i s t  the wishes of he r  new husband and he r  family, who think she i s  

too weak to go out although the lesion on her  head is now healed. She 

finally had a successfu1 skin-graft  operation a few months af ter  she 

began working with Brenda,  who said that the graft  "took" once she was 

able to r id  herself  of her  feelings of guilt. The file we have examined 

he re  revea ls  techniques much m o r e  likely to increase  than to decrease  

feelings of guilt. 

The clients experienced the kind of therapy pract iced in the 

group and with Brenda a s  very  different f rom the kind to which they had 

previously been exposed. Allison, who has  had severa l  breakdowns, 

has  spent long periods in a mental hospital. During he r  las t  breakdown, 

which she believes for the f i r s t  t ime is going to be  her  las t ,  she was able - 
to r e tu rn  home af ter  only two 'weeks in a local hospital because of the 

support she received f rom the group and Brenda. 

two kinds of experiences,  she expresses  feelings 

m e m b e r s  who have undergone conventional fo rms  

In talking about the 

common among group 

of therapy: 

--- - - 

l 3  F r o m  Brenda 's  interview. 



. . . . the worst  depression and the wors t  time I had was 
af ter  spending s ix  months in (mental hospita!). I came 
out of there--I  was so  withdrawn and so depressed  that 
I couldn't feel any emotion, I felt nothing, i t  was just like 
I was dead. .  . . I  wanted to kill myself . .  . .ge t  i t  over with 
. . . .Th i s  t ime 1 was aware- - I  guess  I knew that I couldn't 
handle everything, that it was too much. .  . .but I didn't 
let go this t ime,  I didn't say, "I can't do it,  to he11 with 
it. " You know, no thoughts of suicide, nothing-- just 
"Help, help m e ,  please.  l 1  Because I don't want i t  to 
happen again, I couldn't take i t ,  I couldn't go that route 
again. .  . . But this time I wasn't alone. This  time I knew 
there were  people who ca red  and that, you know, they 
rea l ly  cared  for me and I wasn't going to just si t  there  
and vegetate o r ,  you know, kind of lose contact with what 
was happening a t  home and with real i ty ,  because that 's  
what happens, you just, if a person  i s  allowed to, that 's  
what can happen, you just let  everything slip. .  . . i t  i s  
beautiful being in the home and recuperat ing and you recu-  
pera te  a hell of a lot fas te r  than you do when you're in an 
institution. . . . because m y  kids a r e  he re ,  I'm with famil iar  
things, and if I have a bad moment a l l  I have to do is go 
and phone and someone will--well, Carole 's  come over a 
couple of t imes  and ridden i t  through with m e  and that 's  
a l l  I need, sometimes,  i s  just--I think what I need i s  just 
r eas su rance ,  have m y  hand held, "you're 0. K. honey, 
you're doing just fine, l 1  that s o r t  of thing, and to know the 
kids a r e  not going to be taken away f rom m e ,  I'm not going 
to go back..  . . 
I always feared  doctors ,  because I don't think they rea l ly  
help people, and I 'm not saying i t ' s  because of them but 
the set-up was such that you couldn't rea l lyget  a c r o s s ,  
I couldn't rea l ly  express  what was the ma t t e r  and what I 
wanted to say. .  . . i t ' s  just impossible,  you can't--well, 
maybe i t ' s  not impossible but i t  didn't work for me.  

Q. How i s  Brenda any different? 

Because of the closeness ,  because there ' s  love there ,  
there ' s  feeling there,  and a psychiatr is t ,  you s i t  a c r o s s  
a desk and you talk to someone who a s k s  you questions 
and you answer them, and unless  you respond to each 
other  a s  people you're wasting your brea th  and so  i s  he. 

14 

l4 F r o m  client interview #9, May 3, 1973 (Allison). 



The combination of in-home therapy and group support  i s  

not a pat  formula  guaranteeing success .  More  intensive interact ion 

with m o s t  of the worke r s  quoted here in  would probably inc rease  a 

c l ient ' s  chances  of ending up in the mental  hospital. What Allison ca l l s  

the "peopleUeIement and what I r e f e r  to a s  the attitudina1 eIement would 

s e e m  to be a m o s t  important  factor  in any p rog ram.  J an  says ,  "Whoever 

. . . . i s  involved.. . . a t  the p r i m a r y  level,  m u s t  know about their  own gut 

level. To have someone go in f r o m  an academic  level i s  to a s k  for fail-  

u r e ,  in this par t icu la r  game. If you don't know yourself ,  how can you 

help someone e l se  to do i t ?  How do you a r r a n g e  i t  in a world which puts 

academic  values a t  the top of  the l i ~ t ? " ~ ~  In descr ibing the genesis  of 

the group which proved successful ,  Brenda  told me:  

They came together with the idea that they were  going 
to get a group of women together that a r e  on low in- 
come,  a l l  on welfare ,  and that they were  going to dis-  
c u s s  their  p roblems,  by which p r imar i ly  they meant  
their  food problems and lack of money and what have 
you, and the f i r s t  night we s t a r t ed  out I sa id  I had been 
on welfare  and that I had brought m y  children up, so I 
knewwhat i t  fe l t  like to have no money, what i t  fel t  like 
to have to be lonesome,  and not b e  able to go ahead and 
be'with other  peopIe. It s e t  the tone of the group, that 
we were  dealing in feel ings  r a t h e r  than on the prac t ica l  
end of it .  T h e r e  was another group s t a r t ed  durin.g the 
day-t ime a t  the s ame  t ime and they dealt  with the p rac -  
t ical i t ies  of i t  and i t  fel l  through fa i r ly  fas t ,  f r o m  what 
I understand. 

15 
F r o m  Jan ' s  interview. 

16 
F r o m  Brenda ' s  interview. 



The pract ical  help these women need i s  tangible --  m o r e  money, decent 

housing, day-care centers  to give them a break  in their seven-day work 

weeks o r  allow them to take paid employment. They don't feel they need 

any m o r e  "practical." advice, and a group having that orientation is not 

likely to be well attended. 

Over and over again, during client interviews, I have been 

impressed  with how little help these women need in dealing with their 

monumental problems,  how little it takes for  the positive changes noted 

above to take place, a s  well a s  subtler changes that can't be measured  

but great ly  influence their  famil ies '  l ives.  They mention feeling worth- 

while, competent to do their  jobs, "with a l i t t le bit of help f rom my 

fr iends,  and able to help o thers  again, feelings they haven't had since 

going on welfare. Many previously felt  like Mary, a new member ,  st i l l  

feels :  

. . . . she (Brenda)  mentioned the group meetings 
and I told he r  I'd like to t ry ,  because I want to do 
something, t r y  to find myself o r  something, be- 
cause I feel I don't--I guess  you could say--exist ,  
actually. 18 

Nearly a l l  the interviewees talked about the value of a support group in 

getting r id  of that feeling, abo,ut the wonder of finding people who ca re ,  

people who understand, people to whom they can express  themselves 

without being laughed a t  o r  ignored o r  put down. Many mentioned their 

17 Allison quoted the song when discussing her  own recent  ability to 
cope. 

18 
F r o m  client interview #4, April  24, 1973 (Mary).  



lack of t rus t  in people, a "lack" considered in the l i te ra ture  to be in- 

tegral  to multi-problem famil ies  due to their  s t ruc ture  o r  to some other 

charac ter i s t ics .  l 9  and how overjoyed they were to find there were people 

they could t rus t  after all .  Like the workers  and the theoris ts ,  they had 

considered themselves to be "distrustful" r a the r  than o thers  to be un- 

trustworthy. Lynn, who st i l l  looks like a high-school senior despite 

the plastic su rge ry  performed on her  face af ter  her husband bea t  her ,  i s  

very  bit ter about the gap between the romantic  ideals of m a r r i a g e  and 

motherhood that she was taught (and s t i l l  largely holds) and what happened 

to her .  She expected brea.d and received a stone, and she i s  much m o r e  

overtly hostile (generally considered among social  worke r s  a sign that 

she can't "use help") than those who have learned to be humble. Yet even 

she requi red  very little help to enable her  to begin building with the stone 

she had: 

And rea l ly  I felt quite--it was quite degrading, because 
I'd go there (to the agency) and a s k  for help and I wouldn't 
get i t ,  And that's why I said,  "Well, then", to Jan, "I 
give up. If I'm not going to get help, I'm cer tainly not 
going to give m y  children a horr ible  life. They a r e  not 
going to see  me sitting around and crying, and I prefer  
you take them off my  hands and put them into a foster 
home. " But she helped m e  work out some--  s ta r ted  
giving m e  courage, really.  I was just in a space where 
I thought, "I can't do i t  and I 'm not going to, and I just 
can't,  I can't,  I can't. I t  

Q. Do you s t i l l  feel you can't  do i t ?  

No. No, I can do i t . .  . .They just gave m e  a little bit 
of m o r a l  support. And that was a l l  I real ly  needed. 

See The Multi-Problem Family,  op. cit. , especially Spencer 's  
a r t ic le .  



And a little bit of help, getting furniture f rom the 
weIfare people. 20 

HeIp to get help f rom a helping agency, and a little bit  of m o r a l  support 

-- that ' s  a11 any of them seemed to need in o rde r  to improve their  situa- 

tion. 21 The interviews of both the clients and workers  involved in the 

new program say the same thing, in m o r e  o r  l e s s  elaborated form. 

That they need help to get help f rom the agency, which 

could not help them under any c i rcumstances  if i t  did not a l l  along have 

a mandate to do so,  that they a r e  not getting m o r a l  support f rom the 

agency - - quite the opposite according to the f i les  and interviews - -  i s  

an indictment not only of agency att i tudes but of the att i tudes underlying 

much multi-problem family r e s e a r c h  a s  well. Spencer provides a fair ly  

typical example of such att i tudes; his paper appears  in a collection fin- 

anced by the Laidlaw Foundation, which hopes thereby to stimulate new 

ideas and experimentation in new approaches to old problems,  but his 

approach i s  itself an old problem: 

Definitions tend to be of two broad  categories:  those 
which a r i s e  f rom the mult i -problem family's fa i lure  
to 're spend to society and to the social  se rv ices ,  and 
those which emphasize the presence  of specific prob- 
l e m s  in social  functioning and in levels of pathology. 2 2 

F r o m  Lynn's interview. 

Although they managed to improve their  situations to a degree con- 
s idered  impossible,  in most  r epor t s  on the problem, for these "in- 
educable" women to achieve, I do not mean to imply for a moment 
that that i s  good enough. Nothing will re l ieve their  oppress ive  daily 
struggle and poverty except a much fa i r e r  allocation of ma te r i a l  r e -  
sources  and status.  

John C. Spencer,  "The Multi-Problem Family", in Schle s inger 's  
The Multi-Problem Family,  op. c i t . ,  p. 8. 



Spencer has  no cr i t ic i sm to offer regarding the l imitations of these 

categories ,  nor of the r e s e a r c h  he c i tes  that is based upon them: 

(Charac ter i s t ics  l is ted in Debuyst, Renard,  and 
Racine a r e )  low mate r i a l  s tandards of living in 
respec t  of housing, feeding, property,  and ru les  
of c leanl iness;  a high proportion of i l l i terate  
children; very la rge  s ize of family; a low level of 
aspirat ion,  absence of a sense of ambition, and a 
fatalist ic attitude to life. The bas ic  cause of these 
charac ter i s t ics  they attributed to a ser ious  state 
of intellectual and emotional immaturi ty .  23 

He notes that there i s  not a g rea t  deal of sociological r e s e a r c h  on multi-  

problem families:  "Our knowledge of the reference groups of these 

famil ies  r ema ins  vague and even contradictory. The evidence in favour 

of identification with lower-class  s tandards is by no means  clear .  t I 24 

Nonetheless, he expresses  no doubt a t  a l l  about the reasons ,  in his case  

reason ,  why rehabilitative policy i s  not managing to change anything: 

Physical  environment is cer tainly of f a r  l e s s  conse- 
quence than family s t ruc ture  and the s tandards asso-  
ciated with i t .  But this s t ruc tu re  is itself pa r t  of the 
economic and social  f ramework of the lower c l a s s ,  
and i t  i s  for  this r eason  that any rehabilitative policy 
faces  formidable obstacles  to change. Z 5  

The family s t ruc ture  that i s  s o  cer tainly consequential (I a s s u m e  by that 

he means  causal)  to the problems of multi-problem families features ,  of 

course.  t lmat r ia rcha l"  o r  "role r eve r sa l "  spouse relat ions,  in which "the 

mother  i s  the m o r e  adequate partner".  26 I say "of course" because this 

23 
Ibid., p. 11. 

24 
Ibid., p. 50. 

25 
Ibid., p. 3 0 .  

26 
Ibid., p. 12. 



theory i s  very common among students of social  problems of a11 kinds, 

f rom race  relat ionsZ7 to delinquent behavior. z8 The poverty and low 

status  and al l  the problems consequent to those fac tors  that afflict female- 

headed famil ies  a r e  presumed to be a r e su l t  of some kind of pe rve r se  

lower-c lass  penchant for such family s t ruc ture .  The prevalence of this 

belief among social  problem "experts" makes  it difficult for social  s e r -  

vice agencies to see  the need to support mothers  in their  ro le  of family 

head i f  they happen to be the spouse most  capable of assuming that r o  

o r  if they must  a s sume  i t  because there  is no one e lse  to do so,  o r  to 

provide the means  through which a mother  can adequately pe r fo rm the 

role.  If her  being "the m o r e  adequate par tner"  underlies their  problems,  

and her  husband's adequacy as a par tner  i s  s imi lar  to Mr .  A's ,  her 

adequacy must  be forced to a very  low level indeed before their  problems 

can be solved. That behavior consequent to this kind of thinking actually 

occur s  i s  evident in those f i les  dealing with famil ies  in which the father i s  

in the home, even if only occasionally: 

(Mr. B) pointed out quite rightly that we were assis t ing 
her  manipulations (by issuing her  the ass i s tance  cheque) 
. . . . I  drove Mr.  B to his  home and talked to his  wife. 
I told her  that in future a l l  social  allowance would be 
i ssued  in her  husband's name. She alleged that her  hus- 
band keeps his  earnings to himself and that he spends 

e. g. , Daniel Pa t r i ck  Moynihan, U. S. National Commission on the 
Causes and Prevention of Violence, N. Y . ,  Braz i l le r ,  1969. 

28 
Ivy Bennett reviews the l i te ra ture  on the relation between broken 
homes (absence of fa ther )  and delinquency in Delinquent and Neurotic 
Children, N. Y . ,  Basic  Books Inc. ,  1960, pp. 137 and 151. In 
Delinquent Boys, Albert  K. Cohen d iscusses  and expands upon 
P a r s o n ' s  theory of delinquency a s  a "masculine protest"  against  the 
mother ' s  influence (The F r e e  P r e s s  of Glencoe, 1955). 



( L a t e r )  

( L a t e r )  

( L a t e r )  

( L a t e r )  

an excessive amount on drinking. She said  that she  
wanted to be on he r  own a s  he r  husband has  never  
supported. She complained that he quit good jobs 
and drank excessively.  The c r i t i c i s m  of he r  husband 
was ex t reme and i t  would be very  ha rd  to l is ten to 
this  continuously a s  M r .  B m u s t  have to do. I ex- 
plained to Mr .  B that a l l  social  a s s i s t ance  cheques 
would be  i s sued  in his  name and that he would have 
to keep us  fully informed of h i s  earn ings  if a s s i s t -  
ance was requi red .  I asked  both Mr .  and M r s .  B 
to wr i te  u s  giving an account of how the $600 had 
been spent. (Mr.  B had pleaded guilty of failing to 
provide, though he had been in the home and had a 
$600 income he hadn't r epo r t ed  to the agency).  

My a s s e s s m e n t  of M r .  B is that he has  sufficient 
exper ience a s  (his  occupation) to be able to support  
his  family. However he needs to know that we r e -  
ga rd  him a s  the h e a d o f  the family and capable of 
looking af ter  h i s  family a s  his  wife undermines  him 
to a very  considerable  extent. Even now she  ta lks  
a s  though she was a dese r t ed  wife and m a y  become 
demanding at t imes .  She i s  probably m o r e  capable 
of handling the money but the cheque should be in his 
name.  . . . hopefully Mr .  B will e a r n  enough in the 
next th ree  weeks to support  h i s  family. .  . . 
. . . . e v e r y  contact with M r s .  B we t r y  to re inforce  
the fact  that Mr .  B should be  the head of the house- 
hold and she should t r y  and be a l i t t le m o r e  patient 
with h im. .  . . 
(. . . . they kept re inforcing the "positive aspec ts"  of 
he? m a r r i a g e  and succeeded so  well  that)Mrs.  B 
fee l s  quite hopeful and is understandably ambivalent.  
On this day the RCMP came to s e e  Mr .  B about sup- 
por t  for  the family and this dis turbed M r s .  B ve ry  
much. We t r i ed  to a l lay h e r  f e a r s . .  . . 
(. . . . she kept running out of food and heating oil and 
being unable to contact "the head of the household". ) 
We advised he r  that if he wished ass i s tance  for  the 
family he m u s t  come in and  apply a s  head of the 
household. Certa inly this  situation will have to be  
clarif ied.  29 

29 
F r o m  the B family fi le.  



The conclusion of the l a s t  sentence i s  based  on the fact that Mr. B 

never  did respond to the agency's e f for t s  to make him head of the family, 

never  shared  his earnings with his family ( I t  I  investigated the s tatus  of 

the support o rde r .  No support was eve r  received. ")30 and could sel-  

dom be contacted. Mrs .  B, however, did respond to their  efforts.  Two 

y e a r s  la ter  she had changed f rom an indignant mother  with a feeling for 

her  family 's  r ights  to "a depressed ,  r a the r  sad woman who smi les  a 

grea t  deal and very inappropriately. l r 3 '  At the end of the third yea r  of 

agency intervention the worker  noted that "Mrs. B i s  finding i t  difficult 

to manage the home and her  children because of a mental condition. t t32  

And s ix  months a f te r  that, "Mrs.  B either needs mass ive  help o r  we may  

a s  well forget about attempting to do anything in this case .  She i s  like 

a pathetic child herself ,  totally unable to control three growingboys.. . . I 1  
33 

The agency need no longer fear  that M r s .  B will pose any threat  to her 

husband's s ta tus  a s  head of the household, supposing he ever  comes  

home. 

30 Ibid. 
3 1 

Ibid. 
3 2 

Ibid. 
3 3 

Ibid., f rom Jan ' s  repor t  a f te r  being called in to the case .  



Conclusion 

This  study presents  r epor t s  of cer tain types of interaction 

followed by family deter iorat ionandafohr  types of interaction followed by 

family improvement.  It does not, of course ,  prove that particuIar types 

of interaction have part icular  r e su l t s ,  but i t  does indicate that fur ther  

investigation along these l ines might be fruitful. A body of theory ade- 

quate to guide such investigation i s  a l ready developing and a few studies 

of the ro le  of derogatory labeling in faulty functioning have already been 

made. 34 A broadening of the concept to "derogatory f o r m s  of relating" 

plus the concept of "forced relationships" such a s  people in authority 

a r e  able to impose on the powerless  would be  useful to r e s e a r c h e r s  

studying multi-problem famil ies  and many other  social  problem a r e a s  

a s  well. The client-centered approach m a y  be sound clinically, but 

s tudies  of interaction p rocesses  a r e  necessa ry  for a sociologicaI per  s -  

pective on such problems. Many fac tors  a r e  involved in the progressive 

deter iorat ion of a multi-problem family; in M r s .  B ' s  case ,  for  instance, 

the acute ma te r i a l  deprivation evidenced in her  file and interview and in 

m y  visit  to her  hovel mus t  be considered a ve ry  significant factor in  her  

present  condition. The question remains ,  however, how much of the 

hunger and cold this family suffered could have been avoided had the 

agency not insisted on trying to maintain a traditional family s t ruc ture  

which clear ly was not viable? How much of M r s .  B1s pathetic self-efface- 

ment  and anxiety to please i s  a react ion against the label of harr idan,  the 

accusation that i t  was her  complaining that undermined her husband's 

chance to be a successful husband-father? How a r e  her  boys1 seve re  

problems with the law and in school re la ted  to her  loss  of ability to stand 

34 See Chapter I. 



up for  herse l f  and for them, to p ro tec t  them and their  income?  (The 

file in i t s  l a t e r  r e p o r t s  acknowledges that  M r .  B bea t  them in addition 

to running off with the cheques) .  I s  M r .  B ' s  increasingly violent and 

e scap i s t  behavior re la ted  to agency and genera l  socia l  p r e s s u r e  to make  

him a s s u m e  a ro l e  he obviously was  not sui ted to p lay?  So f a r  we have 

only a sequence of in teract ions  and p rog re s s ive  family  deter iorat ion,  

but neo-Chicagoan deviance theory provides  a perspec t ive  for  viewing 

those interact ions  and that de te r io ra t ion  and making re la t ional  s ense  

out of them. The  women themselves ,  though not s o  fa r  a s  I know a c -  

quainted with deviance theory,  frequently revea led ,  consciously o r  un- 

consciously,  the s a m e  kind of re la t ional  sense :  

And this  fellow said ,  "All right". And he gave m e  
heroin,  twice. But only because  I asked  for  i t .  I 
knew exactly what I was  doing. The f i r s t  t ime he gave 
i t  to m e  nothing happened, I just  fel t  a bit  nauseated.  
The second t ime  he gave i t  to m e  I got high on i t ,  but 
i t  w a s n ' t  anything. I t  was  just a novelty to m e ,  that ' s  
what i t  was- - I  fel t  v e r y  angry  and hosti le and I thought, 
"Right, if the socia l  w o r k e r ' s  going to cal l  m e  a pot- 
head, when I a m  not--" I couldn't r a i s e  m y  chi ldren if 
I was  on drugs--1  did i t  just because  I wanted a good 
high, that ' s  why. 35 

Though she "knew exactly" what she was  doing, the influence of the socia l  

w o r k e r ' s  label  i s  obvious. For tunately ,  th is  woman was  labeled o the r -  

wise  when she joined the self-help group ( a  valuable person ,  a s t rong  

person ,  a good mo the r )  and hasn ' t  taken heroin s ince.  

35 

F r o m  Lynn's interview. 



If we a r e  to isola te  the var iab les  m o s t  significant to the 

prob lems  of mul t i -problem fami l ies ,  we m u s t  study what agencies  

actual ly  do, r a t h e r  than m e r e l y  what their  a i m s  a r e ,  and give a s  much  

weight to the s ta tements  of the r e c e i v e r s  of soc ia l  s e r v i c e s  a s  we have 

tradit ionally given to those of the p rov ide r s  of those s e r v i c e s  a s  to 

what the significant p rob lems  a r e  and how they a r i s e .  Very  few, if 

any, welfare  m o t h e r s  would a g r e e  with Spencer  that  "Physical  environ- 

3 6 
ment  i s  ce r ta in ly  of f a r  l e s s  consequence than family s t ruc tu re"  to 

the i r  p rob lems ,  though they recognize  c l ea r ly  the consequences of the 

lack of a responsible  husband-father ,  o r  any husband-father a t  a l l ,  for  

them and their  children.  Spencer  and o t h e r s  give the impres s ion  that 

the so-cal led m a t r i a r c h a l  s t r u c t u r e  i s  somehow chosen a s  a r e su l t  of 

l ower -c l a s s  s tandards  o r  e th ics  o r  "immaturity".  Of cou r se  i t  i s  not 

chosen; i t  i s  imposed on m o t h e r s  (and f a t h e r s )  by force  of c i rcumstance .  

Very  few m o t h e r s  have i t  in  mind to r i d  themse lves  of their  husband's  

emotional and financial  support  once they have fa thered chi ldren for 

them,  and those few a r e  cer ta in ly  not acting in l ine with lower-class  

e thics .  In th is  par t i cu la r  soc ia l  s t ruc tu re ,  the "mat r ia rcha l"  family 

f o r m  produces  poverty and isolation not because  of any inherent  p rob lems  

in  this  f o r m  a s  such but because  women a r e  not paid adequately for the 

work they do e i ther  inside o r  outs ide  the home. (Neither a r e  they gran ted  

sufficient  s ta tus  to r ende r  the I f -archyl '  suffix a t  a l l  descr ipt ive  of fami l ies  

36 
Loc. ci t .  (note 24) .  



with f a the r s  who won't o r  can ' t  play the ro l e  of family  head o r  a r e  

mi s s ing  a l together) .  In any ca se ,  this s t r u c t u r e  would cer ta in ly  not 

have so many de t r imenta l  effects  assoc ia ted  with i t  if the physical  en- 

vi ronment  we re  substantial ly upgraded. A per iod  of r e s idence  in  the 

kind of physical  environment  i n  which these  fami l ies  ex is t  would do 

much  to reduce  Spencer ' s  ce r ta in ty  about i t s  inconsequential i ty a s  com- 

pa red  to family  s t ruc tu re .  Matza ' s  methodological  position, that  we 

m u s t  become sufficiently involved with the phenomena we a r e  studying 

to s e t  in motion the mechan i sms  of insight and empathet ic  intuition 

(what might  be  cal led the Sociological Imagination) i s  par t i cu la r ly  r e l e -  

vant to socia l  p rob lem r e s e a r c h .  37 

Studies of the interact ion between agencies  and cl ients  and 

s tudies  of the reIat ionship between m a c r o c o s m i c  socio-economic s t ruc-  

t u r e s  and deviant family s t r u c t u r e s  o r  mul t i -problem fami l ies  r a t h e r  - 
than cor re la t ion  (which often pretend to be  causa l )  s tudies  of deviant 

family  s t r u c t u r e s  and the incidence of s e v e r e  p rob lems  would a l so  go 

f a r  toward isolating the significant var iab les .  Once this has  been  

accomplished,  there  m a y  be some chance of changing those var iab les .  

(This  study indicates  that agenc ies  want - to help their  c l ients  and will 

change when they a r e  shown a be t t e r  way). Examining the fami l ies  f rom 

the outside and Iisting over  and ove r  again the i r  typical c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  has  

dme nothing so  f a r  to d e c r e a s e  their  incidence in  the population o r  to p r e -  

See Becoming Deviant, op. c i t . ,  and C. Wright Mil ls ,  The Sociolo- 
s i c a l  Imagination, N. Y .  , Oxford Univers i ty  P r e s s ,  1967. 



vent their  p rogress ive  deter iorat ion,  nor ,  for  m e  a t  l eas t ,  has  i t  con- 

tr ibuted very  much to comprehension of the phenomenon; one might 

even make a ca se  for  the view that  employing the wrong model o r  st ick- 

ing with a model despite i t s  inability to encompass  important aspec ts  

of the problem has  had negative effects on comprehension of the pheno- 

menon. Neo-Chicagoan deviance theory provides  ideas  upon which to 

build models  that encompass  important  a spec t s  that tradit ional theory 

and models  have la rge ly  ignored. 38 Students in this a r e a  might find i t  

useful to view mult i -problem fami l ies  a s  deviant phenomena in the neo- 

Chicagoan sense  of the t e r m  and avoid models  based  on the concept of 

pathology, which a f te r  a l l  this t ime have sufficiently proved their  inade- 

quacy if they have proved nothing e l se .  39 

38 
See Szasz  (The Myth of Mental  I lness ,  op. c i t )  for a cri t ique of the 
medical  model and Irving Louis Horowitz and Mart in  Leibowitz 
("Social Deviance and Pol i t ical  Marginali ty:  Toward a Redefinition 
of the Relation Between Sociology and Polit ics",  in Social Deviance 
in Canada. ed. bv W. E .  Mann. Vancouver. The Copp-Clark Pub- * - 
lishing Co. , 1971) for a cr i t ique of the welfare  model.  As an - 

example of their  l imitations,  nei ther  allows for  the inclusion of 
such f ac to r s ,  in the ruination of the A children,  a s  the authori tar ian,  
conformist  s t ruc tu re s  of schools and o ther  social  agencies  and the 
p r e s s u r e s  they exer ted  on the A's to discipline their  chi ldren i n  ways 
that did not come natural ly  to them, but only of such f ac to r s  a s  the 
deviant family s t ruc tu re  and chi ld-rais ing pat terns  in their  home. 

39 
Even a s  applied to mental  i l lness ,  of a l l  deviation that m o s t  likely 
to fit the medical  model,  this model  has  proven inadequate; despite 
the thousands of studies of schizophrenia employing i t ,  t he re  i s  
s t i l l  no agreement  upon diagnosis,  etiology, o r  prognosis ,  and 
" there  i s  no genera l  acceptance that any form of t rea tment  i s  of 
proven value. . . . " (R. D. Laing and A. E s t e r  son, Sanity, Madness ,  
and the Family,  op. c i t . ,  p. 38) .  



It i s  not possible to d raw any definite conclusions f r o m  the 

study of a single ca se .  The  case-s tudy provides  re levant  questions and 

hypotheses with which to explore  undeveloped a r e a s  r a t h e r  than a n s w e r s  

to questions a l r eady  asked.  In th is  ca se :  What a r e  typical agency at t i -  

tudes?  Do they coincide with o r  differ  f r o m  client  a t t i tudes ,  and a t  

what s tage of in teract ion do they coincide o r  d i f fe r?  Why do they? What 

di f ferences  in personnel  se lect ion and /o r  philosophy can be  found bet-  

ween ineffective and effective p r o g r a m s ?  (Effective p r o g r a m s  m a y  be  

defined f r o m  the point of view of the cl ient  o r  a s  those which accompl i sh  

the agenc ies '  ove r t  a i m s .  Investigation of cover t  a i m s  and conflicts  

among a i m s  would a l so  be in te res t ing) .  Do agenc ies '  and c l ients '  defi- 

nit ions of improvement  coincide? If not, in what ways do they d i f fe r?  

The study of the A family file indicates  that s tudies  which investigate the 

ro l e  of agencies  in the prob lems  of mul t i -p rob lem fami l i e s  p romise  to be 

a t  l e a s t  a s  enlightening a s  those which have investigated the ro l e  o f fami ly  

cha rac t e r i s t i c s .  We may  der ive  f r o m  i t  th ree  re la ted  hypotheses  that 

a r e  worth  test ing in view of the a l r eady  es tabl ished fact  that mul t i -prob-  

l e m  fami l ies  a r e  poor by definit ion and that a l a rge  percentage a r e  female-  

headed: 

(1)  Social  work t ra ining p r o g r a m s  do not overcome negative 

o r  au thor i ta r ian  a t t i tudes  students m a y  have toward poor 

people o r  toward f ema le s  a s  heads  of fami l ies .  

( 2 )  Cer ta in  at t i tudes a r e  typically found in  socia l  agenc ies  

and some  of these  i n t e r f e r e  with their  abil i ty to design 



and c a r r y  out effective p r o g r a m s  of intervention in 

the problems of mul t i -problem famil ies .  

(3) Non-mater ia l  agency inter  vention imposed upon fami l ies  

general ly  i n c r e a s e s  the difficulties with which the famil ies  

m u s t  cope and /o r  d e c r e a s e s  their  ability to cope with their  

p roblems.  

Studies which tes t  these hypotheses will expand the genera l  a r e a  of infor- 

mat ion concerning the effects  of agencies  and insti tutions upon deviancy 

with which the neo-Chicagoans a r e  presen t ly  engaged in their  work on 

correct ional  and menta l  health insti tutions.  They will a l so  be of p rac t ica l  

i n t e r e s t  to the clinicians whose job i t  i s  to enable people to solve their  

mult i -problems.  
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APPENDIX 



APPENDIX A 

CASEWORKER'S REPORT 
O F  

CONFIDENTIAL 

HOMEMAKER FAMILY 

WORKER AGENCY FROM TO 

NUMBER O F  CHILDREN (in the home) AGE RANGE 

R0L.E O F  HOMEMAKER: 

PLEASE EVALUATE HOMEMAKER'S PERFORMANCE UNDER THE 
FOLLOWING HEADINGS: 

Your observat ion of housekeeping per formance  and cooking. 
Fami ly ' s  comments  on housekeeping per formance  and cooking. 
Was homemaker  neat ly  and appropria te ly  d r e s s e d ?  
Eth ica l  conduct, including abil i ty to obse rve  confidentiality. 
If family r equ i r ed  s e rv i ce  again,  would you (would the family)  
want this homemaker?  
Did the homemaker  work well  with you? 
Your a s s e s s m e n t  of homemaker ' s  contribution in  r e s p e c t  to 
th is  family 's  re la t ionships  and emotional needs .  How did she 
handle the ch i ld ren?  


