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The Stratification of Social Citizenship:
Gender and Federalism in the

Formation of Old Age Insurance
and Aid to Dependent Children

Recently, scholars have shown that welfare state development, across na-
tions, has often incorporated social groups in distinct ways that stratify and
divide the citizenry.1 Citizenship has become stratified in terms of gender as
policymakers have treated men and women differently in the policymaking
process, perpetuating ascribed roles and institutionalizing gender inequal-
ity.2 The American welfare state that was fashioned in the New Deal has
long been regarded as a "two-tiered" system that divided men and women as
"social citizens," incorporating them into distinct types of programs for eco-
nomic security and welfare.3 How was such stratification of citizenship cre-
ated in the course of the policymaking process? Some scholars have sur-
mised that policymakers' ideas about gender were responsible for gendered
outcomes; others have suggested that preexisting institutional arrangements
foreordained the "two-tiered" results. Neither of these approaches, however,
has offered an adequate explanation.

In order to examine how social citizenship became organized in the New
Deal in terms of gender, this article investigates the politics of the formation
of two core programs of the Social Security Act (SSA) of 1935, both Old Age
Insurance (OAI), which is now called simply "social security," and Aid to
Dependent Children (ADC), the program that became known as "welfare"
and which stayed fairly intact until its transformation in 1996.4 The article
will argue that the most critical aspects of the stratification of citizenship
emerged primarily from political battles over the proper institutional arrange-
ments for program administration, conflicts that appeared to have nothing
to do with gender. Granted, from the start, policymakers set out to design
separate programs for wage-earners, who were predominantly male in the
1930s, than for non-wage-earners, who were predominantly female. By them-
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32 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

selves, however, these gender distinctions did not necessitate the creation of
programs through which citizens would be governed in dramatically differ-
ent and unequal ways. Rather, conflicts over the significance of American
federalism for social citizenship were both far more critical to the politics of
the era and far more crucial for long-term policy results. Entirely different
understandings of the effects of institutional arrangements for governance
were at stake as one group of reformers insisted on a national administrative
plan for OAI, while another group planned highly decentralized arrange-
ments for ADC. The policy outcomes that emerged divided men and women
between the nation and the states, akin to citizens of separate sovereignties.
Subsequently, due to the political-institutional and political-economic fac-
tors that differentiate national and state-level governance, these divisions
meant that women were especially likely to become subject to an inferior
form of social citizenship. The lesson of these cases is that gender bias can
be inscribed deeply in public policy even through political dynamics and
institutional arrangements that seem to bear little relevance to gender.

Other studies of OAI and ADC have explained the federal-state divisions
that emerged in these programs by focusing exclusively on Congress, par-
ticularly on the role of southern Democrats.5 It is the case that decisions
made in Congress deeply exacerbated the racial divide between policies, par-
ticularly as occupations employing the vast majority of African Americans
were excluded from coverage in the national program. This article shows,
however, that critical decisions about national versus state-level authority for
different programs of the SSA had already been determined by the Roosevelt
administration in the drafting process. There, one group of policy officials,
not southerners but northern Progressive Era reformers and maternalists,
advanced the case for state and local authority in particular realms of pro-
gram delivery. Another group, representing a new generation of social re-
formers, acted on the conviction that social provision should transcend pa-
rochial boundaries in order to endow Americans with standardized rights as
social citizens. Together, these two groups of reformers reshaped the con-
tours of American federalism in regard to social provision, enlarging the
authority and scope of national government in some program areas, while at
the same time retaining and even bolstering the power of the individual
states in others.

The policy designs that emerged, assigning national administration to
OAI and state-level authority to ADC, stratified social citizenship, initially
by gender and race. Men, predominantly those who were white, were most
likely to be incorporated as national social citizens, while women and non-
white men were more likely to be left as subjects of the individual states.
Those who were national social citizens came to enjoy governance in a realm
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SUZANNE METTLER 33

with uniform standards: regardless of what state a recipient lived in, he could
expect to experience the same impartial and routinized procedures in his
pursuit of benefits. By contrast, those relegated to state-level citizenship were
governed throughout the mid-century in a manner that varied widely, and
in which beneficiaries were typically made subject to restrictive eligibility
rules that reflected local and regional cultural norms and labor force de-
mands. Besides inscribing expected gender roles in social policy, therefore,
policymakers in the New Deal had altered American institutions in ways
that unintentionally but distinctly stratified citizenship according to gender
status.6 In 1939, policymakers once again altered the welfare state, includ-
ing wives and widows of male wage-earners in the national program; thus
the gender divide between the programs became less important than marital
status. The purpose of this article, however, is not to describe in detail the
subsequent developments, implementation, or consequences of these social
policies but, rather, to explain how it happened that social citizenship be-
came stratified, initially by gender, in the course of the policymaking pro-

Gender, Ideas, Institutions, and Policy Outcomes

This article presents two important challenges to literature on the
policymaking process. First, it takes issue with interpretations that explain
gendered policy outcomes as the result of gendered ideas and cultural norms
in the policymaking process. This approach has been taken in several recent
studies that focus on welfare state development in the Progressive Era and
explore the subsequent implications for New Deal development. For instance,
in her intellectual history of American social policymaking, Linda Gordon
argues that while a female-dominated, social work-oriented, "maternalist"
strain of social provision was predominant in the Progressive Era, in the
New Deal a "male vision" of social insurance-type policies assumed center
stage and the "maternalist" policies became incorporated in a marginal fash-
ion.8 This interpretation is correct to the extent that most policymakers in
the Roosevelt administration did find sympathy with the "family wage" ideal,
the notion that men's work in the market economy should enable them to
serve as "breadwinners" for their families, such that women could attend to
unpaid domestic work and refrain from taking jobs that could otherwise
belong to men. Indeed, policymakers drew, almost reflexively, on policy al-
ternatives that had been fashioned during the Progressive Era and that were
inscribed with assumptions about distinct gender roles.

Yet the particular focus of these studies—how ideas about gender shape
policy and thus produce gendered effects—does not fully explain how citi-
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34 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

zenship becomes stratified through the policymaking process. The problem
is that such analysis carries the assumption that a direct relationship exists
between ideas about gender and the organization of gender that subsequently
emerges in policy design. The gendered character of policy is portrayed as
having either been implanted directly by policymakers with corresponding
conceptions of gender, or, alternatively, if new policies are built on preexist-
ing models, transmitted from the ideas of policymakers in an earlier era.
But gendered policy designs are produced not only through overt and inten-
tional activities by policymakers, but also through the interaction of gender
and institutional arrangements.9 Accordingly, this article shows that the
creation of the SSA had less to do with conflicts over gendered policy priori-
ties, namely, male-oriented social insurance versus more egalitarian public
assistance approaches, than with seemingly "gender-neutral" debates over
the institutional framework of American politics, namely, federalism. Yet,
regardless, the outcomes of the policies were deeply biased in terms of gen-
der.

Second, the cases examined here highlight how policymakers' ideas inter-
act with preexisting institutional arrangements to shape institutional change.
In their examination of the origins of the administrative arrangements for
programs in the Social Security Act, Theda Skocpol and Edwin Amenta
suggest that preexisting institutional arrangements foreordained particular
institutional outcomes. They argue that "the greater and more entrenched
the state-level initiatives before Social Security, the fewer the federal con-
trols built into that part of the Act."10 It was the case that New Deal
policymakers wanted to protect some preexisting state-level programs,
and that they feared opposition from Congress, with its ties to states and
localities, if they tried to advance highly centralized administrative
schemes. " Such factors do not fully explain, however, why policymakers
advocating a national scheme for OAI held to their position so staunchly,
despite numerous challenges; nor do they explain why policymakers for
ADC considered a high degree of state-level authority to be so ideal,
political factors notwithstanding, for that program. Rather, the design
of the two programs was also driven, powerfully, by the meanings that
different groups of policymakers assigned to national versus state-level
governance. Both groups drew on their experiences of political learning
in the institutional context of the pre-New Deal federalism, but from
those experiences they had each derived quite different lessons.12 These
differences were exercised as they fashioned the administrative arrange-
ments for social provision in OAI and ADC.
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SUZANNE METTLER 35

President Roosevelt and the Committee on Economic Security

Until the 1930s, the experience of citizenship for most Americans had been
inextricably bound to the political geography of one's residence within the
system of American federalism, varying tremendously from one state to an-
other and often by locality within states as well. With the notable exception
of federal pensions for those Civil War veterans who had fought for the
Union, social citizenship fit these basic patterns.13

In the midst of the Great Depression, however, powerful grassroots social
movements that gathered momentum across the nation called for the cre-
ation of nationally administered social programs. If all such programs had
been enacted, they would have, through their alterations of American feder-
alism, radically reorganized the relationship between citizens and govern-
ment. The most well-organized and vocal groups, those advocating the
Townsend Plan, called for a national system of old-age pensions.14 Labor
unions rallied support for the Lundeen Bill, which would have authorized
the nationwide development of universal unemployment compensation.15

Some officials within the Roosevelt administration urged the adoption of
federally financed permanent relief programs.16

President Franklin D. Roosevelt decided, however, to ward off such alter-
natives, which he regarded as too radical, by advancing, instead, his own
comprehensive plan for lasting measures of economic security. In June 1934,
he announced his preliminary plans for legislation that would "further the
security of the citizen and his family."17 He appointed a cabinet committee
called the Committee on Economic Security (CES) to study economic-secu-
rity concerns, develop recommendations, and to draft legislative proposals
that could be sent to Congress within six months.

As scholars attentive to gendered ideas have shown, policymakers in the
Roosevelt administration did choose to build on Progressive Era reform tra-
ditions rooted in the belief that gender roles should be organized around the
"family wage" ideal. They did so, in fact, almost as a matter of course, with
little controversy. The CES developed two distinct types of programs: one
aimed toward wage-earners, and another geared for other "deserving" people
who would not be covered by the first approach.18 The first type included
two programs to be financed by contributions by employers and employees:
Old Age Insurance (OAI) and Unemployment Insurance (UI). Since only
one-quarter of the female population participated in the workforce at any
given time in the mid-1930s, compared to more than 80 percent of the male
population, these programs were bound from the start to cover mostly men.19

Conversely, the two noncontributory programs, Old Age Assistance (OAA)
and Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), were more inclusive of women since
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36 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

they rewarded people for their unpaid contributions to society.20 Both OAI
and ADC reflected consistent assumptions about appropriate gender roles
for men and women: OAI was aimed to fortify men's ability to serve as
breadwinners for their families, even in retirement, and ADC was intended
to allow women to remain full-time homemakers even in those circumstances
when the male breadwinner was not present to support the family.

But while there was little internal dissent within the Roosevelt adminis-
tration over the general types of programs to be included in the basic frame-
work for the economic security legislation, no consensus existed regarding
matters of jurisdiction—national versus state-level—for the administration of
particular programs. Roosevelt himself was a pragmatist in matters of
policymaking, ready to experiment with various innovations in search of
approaches that worked. In calling for the development of an economic
security plan, he proposed "maximum cooperation between the States and
the Federal Government," and he remained flexible in conversations with
advisers regarding the precise manner in which such arrangements should
be designed.21 The inner circle of CES officials was convinced, however,
that the states should be primarily responsible for administering the new
programs.

Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, who chaired the CES, her assistant
Arthur J. Altmeyer, and CES Director Edwin Witte each came from back-
grounds in state-level social reform, Perkins in New York and Altmeyer and
Witte in Wisconsin. They were believers in the notion that states should
serve as laboratories to experiment with social and labor legislation.22 Fur-
ther, they wanted to build on the policy foundations already established by
reformers like themselves in the Progressive Era. Although only Wisconsin
had an unemployment insurance law in place by 1934, about half the states
had enacted old-age pensions and forty-five states had mothers' pensions
laws on the books.23

The Roosevelt administration also had political reasons for favoring policy
designs that left considerable autonomy to the individual states. Congress
remained dominated by southern Democrats who were particularly wary of
excessive intervention by the national government in matters they felt should
be reserved to the states and local government. Roosevelt was willing to yield
to those demands in order to gain the necessary support for his proposals.
Other important constituencies besides southerners were wary of extensive
federal government power in policy implementation as well, particularly af-
ter the administration of the Federal Emergency Relief Act (FERA) in the
early New Deal, which many local officials had come to despise.24 Adminis-
tration officials also felt restrained by the specter of Supreme Court scru-
tiny, particularly because few precedents existed for federal government ac-
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SUZANNE METTLER 37

tivity in the realm of social welfare policy.25 Officials reasoned that social
policy designs that modeled the federal-state cooperation implicit in grant-
in-aid programs, such as the Morrill Act or Federal Highway Act, might
stand a better chance of passing the constitutionality test than strictly na-
tional programs.26

Despite the strong support by CES leaders for an economic security plan
that gave ample authority to states and that included both social insurance
and public assistance programs, however, substantial battles lay ahead over
the particular design and administrative arrangements to be given to spe-
cific programs. Most of the committee's attention was consumed by contro-
versies over UI, as factions within the administration fought over the choice
between a "subsidy plan" with national standards versus a "tax-offset plan"
that relied more exclusively on state-level authority.27 Less well known, how-
ever, is how the politics surrounding the formation of OAI resulted in a
policy innovation well beyond the scope of what Perkins, Altmeyer, and Witte
could have imagined, with vast implications for social citizenship and gender.

Formation of Old Age Insurance

While some scholars have identified American social insurance reform plans
in the early twentieth-century as a "male vision," 28 in fact the "driving force"29

behind the New Deal program that became the centerpiece of America's
welfare state was a woman, Barbara Nachtrieb Armstrong. Armstrong, an
associate professor of law at the University of California who had no per-
sonal connections to the "Wisconsin school," was hired as the director of
planning for the old-age security staff for the CES. She was assisted by J.
Douglas Brown, an economist from Princeton University; Murray Latimer,
chairman of the Railroad Retirement Board; and actuary Otto Richter.

Armstrong came to Washington in 1934 with a refined analysis of Ameri-
can economic security problems and a well-developed plan for social insur-
ance firmly in her mind. Just two years previously she had published her
treatise on the subject, Insuring the Essentials: Minimum Wage Plus Social Insur-
ance-A Living Wage Program. She believed that the old-age pension programs
that had been developing in the states, which she had studied carefully,
contained eligibility stipulations resembling "poor relief: they "rob (the
applicant) of the dignified position of an individual."30 Under Armstrong's
guidance, the Old Age Security Committee planned for contributory social
insurance to be, in the long term, the primary means of security for full-time
workers (a predominantly male group) once they retired. 31 The approach
upheld Roosevelt's desire for a plan in which benefits would be viewed as a
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38 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

right, not subject to shifting political winds.
One of Armstrong's hopes was to design old-age insurance to include as

many women as possible. Like male advocates of social insurance, Armstrong
assumed that a core program of social provision should be organized around
workforce participation, necessarily targeting primarily men who were un-
derstood to be the major breadwinners in family units.32 But unlike her
male counterparts, Armstrong was insistent that widows of male wage-earn-
ers should be eligible in their own right for benefits. Her written reports for
CES bear testimony to her attempts to gain survivors' insurance from the
start.33 Such efforts were opposed, however, by the executive director, since
the CES regarded such benefits as desirable but not as an immediate prior-
ity. The plans were not included in the bill sent to Congress in January
1935.34

But though Armstrong failed to promote her goal of survivors' insurance
successfully, she and the committee she headed, the Old Age Security Com-
mittee, were unwilling to accept defeat on their primary objective: to make
social insurance a fully national system. Despite the fact that CES leaders
had already made their preference for predominantly state-administered pro-
grams clear early in the summer of 1934, Armstrong's committee convened
in late summer and voiced unanimous support for national arrangements
for the program for the elderly.35 The members had observed the implemen-
tation of programs at the state level in previous years and had grown dubi-
ous about their success. They argued that for OAI in particular, due to the
mobility of the population, a federal-state program would present adminis-
trative difficulties, since an individual might work in several different states
and retire in yet another state. A federal system would assure quicker and
fuller coverage of more of the population than would state-initiated pro-
grams, and compliance would be superior because, Armstrong's committee
reasoned, "there is a definitely greater respect for federal requirements than
for local requirements in matters of social control." 36 While the committee
acknowledged that a state system might be preferable for political reasons, it
countered that those favoring "states' rights" should be pleased if the federal
government could relieve states of the burden of providing for much of their
elderly population.37

Hence, the most significant and contentious battles in the creation of
OAI occurred over the issue of national versus state-level administrative ju-
risdiction for the program. When Armstrong announced that her commit-
tee was planning to advance old-age insurance on a national scale as the
centerpiece of its plan for the elderly, controversy ensued. Thomas Eliot,
general counsel for the CES and a recent graduate of Harvard Law School,
objected that such a plan would be unconstitutional. Armstrong had to re-
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SUZANNE METTLER 39

mind Eliot that she was herself a law professor, and she assured him that she
had consulted on the subject with scholars who were considered renowned
authorities on matters of constitutionality.38 Frances Perkins, who was par-
ticularly uncomfortable with the national proposition, subsequently charged
Eliot with the responsibility of trying to come up with viable state-adminis-
tered old-age insurance plans, an effort that proved futile.39

Armstrong's group proceeded to gather verification of support for its
position from constitutional experts. First, Dudley O. McGovney, professor
of constitutional law at the University of California, responded that he did
not consider the Constitution to present any obstacles to the creation of a
tax on employers and employees or on the appropriation of benefits from a
national reserve fund, and he reviewed the judicial precedents for each activ-
ity in detail.40 Then, Armstrong traveled to Cambridge, Massachusetts, where
she met with Harvard law professor Thomas Reed Powell, whose opinion
on such matters was considered definitive. Whereas Eliot had been con-
vinced that Powell would view a national OAI scheme as unconstitutional,
in fact he insisted to the contrary and drafted a letter to clarify his under-
standing of the matter.41 After consulting with Professor Edwin S. Corwin
at Princeton University and Professor Douglas Maggs at Duke University, in
mid-November the group working on old-age security plans reiterated to the
CES its position of support for a straight national plan instead of a state-
federal plan. The group insisted that not only could the national plan be
held constitutional, but that as well, it would be the most feasible plan and
the most likely to provide adequate old-age security.42

With their preference for a predominantly state-run old-age insurance
program under siege, suddenly CES leaders hinted that plans for the pro-
gram might be dropped entirely from the comprehensive legislation. In the
President's speech at a conference on economic security on November 14,
he read language drafted by Witte: "I do not know whether this is the time
for any federal legislation on old age security."43 Armstrong's group was out-
raged, and it retaliated by contacting friends in the press. An editorial in
papers in the Scripps-Howard chain and a lead article in the New York Times
criticized Roosevelt for abandoning old-age insurance plans. Witte was infu-
riated at the Armstrong group, which he suspected had instigated the reac-
tion. Roosevelt himself was apparently dismayed by the poor coverage, and
henceforth he expressed more genuine interest in the old-age insurance
plans.44 Meanwhile, support for the national plan emerged from an unex-
pected quarter.45

In December, the old-age security subcommittee of the Advisory Council
to the CES, a group of prominent leaders of the business community, labor
unions, and national organizations, gave its support to national arrange-
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40 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

ments for OAI. Standard Oil Company President Walter Teagle defended
the plan against the objectives of Molly Dewson, a friend of Perkins's whose
ties lay with the maternalist reform tradition and who was representing the
National Consumers' League. Dewson's position was defeated, however, as
Teagle was joined by other industrialists in the full Advisory Board in sup-
port of the plan. Thereafter, Armstrong and Brown declared victory on the
critical issue of national administration and standards.46

Ultimately, the Roosevelt administration's proposal for old-age insurance,
though conservative in some regards, was, by American standards, still bold,
sweeping, and innovative. In terms of coverage, the program was narrowly
oriented to male workers, omitting spousal and survivors' benefits.47 In re-
gard to financing, the plan was regressive not only because, as Mark Leff has
shown, its tax-structure and wage-related benefits ladder placed a heavy bur-
den on the "forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid," but
moreover, because it would extract the greatest sacrifice from the dispropor-
tionately female workers who earned the lowest wages.48 To Barbara
Armstrong and J. Douglas Brown, however, the proposal was radical be-
cause it established old-age benefits as a matter of right on a nationwide
basis. They were proud of that hard-won achievement and were convinced
that expanded coverage and a more generous benefit structure could follow
in later years.49

Formation of Aid to Dependent Children

The creation of ADC was conducted exclusively by a pair of women reform-
ers, Children's Bureau chief Katharine Lenroot and Grace Abbott, former
chief of the Children's Bureau and Professor of Social Service Administra-
tion at the University of Chicago. These reformers intended for ADC, as a
grants-in-aid program, to build on the foundation of a preexisting set of
programs known as mothers' pensions. Unlike the controversy that sur-
rounded OAI, the formation of ADC was characterized by an easy consen-
sus because its creators were committed to preserving a high degree of state
responsibility and local discretion for the program. At the same time, they
also hoped to foster nationwide development and, through federal pressure,
to raise program standards.

Beginning in the early teens, white middle-class women's civic organiza-
tions had worked on a state-by-state basis to achieve the enactment of moth-
ers' pensions, laws that permitted benefits to be granted directly to single
mothers and their children. The purpose of mothers' pensions was to en-
able such families to remain united in the absence of a male breadwinner.
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SUZANNE METTLER 41

By 1920, when only two states had developed old-age pension laws and un-
employment insurance laws were still nonexistent, thirty-nine states had al-
ready enacted mothers' pensions laws.50

In actual practice, however, mothers' pensions had fallen far short of the
goals of the maternalist reform groups that had worked for their enactment.
Although forty-five state legislatures had passed mothers' pensions laws by
1934, the statutes typically functioned only to permit rather than to man-
date implementation of the law by local governments, and less than half of
the localities that were formally empowered to administer the statutes had
actually established programs.51 Even where programs were in effect, a chronic
shortage of funds meant that only a small portion of eligible families re-
ceived assistance, and funds were rarely ever sufficient to enable women to
refrain from work for wages.52 As a means of promoting the legitimacy of
mothers' pensions, furthermore, reformers had enacted highly restrictive
laws that varied between states and localities and that were, in the words of
Winifred Bell, "intimately based in parochial and regional values."53

Early in the Depression, Grace Abbott suggested that mothers' pensions
provided a ready program through which needy families could be assisted, if
the policy was expanded to reach more children.54 In the last year of Hoover's
administration, Katharine Lenroot had attempted to obtain an appropria-
tion of $ 100,000 to assist states in encouraging counties to develop a set of
services for children. The proposal was rejected, but after Roosevelt became
president and Perkins was appointed Secretary of Labor, the climate
changed.55 As soon as the CES was formed in the summer of 1934, Witte
contacted Lenroot and Grace Abbott, asking them to design proposals for
such programs.56

Witte informed the Children's Bureau officials that all proposals for the
economic security legislation should feature a central role for individual
state activity, supplemented by federal assistance. Unlike the staunch resis-
tance with which the Old Age Security Committee had met this request,
these maternalist reformers did not question it in the least. In fact, they
considered the grant-in-aid approach, in which the federal government pro-
vided matching grants to states with "satisfactory plans of administration
and standards of aid,"57 as an optimal design for social policy. During the
1920s, they themselves had administered the first such experiment: the
Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Protection Act, and they had thus
played a significant role in establishing the legitimacy of the grant-in-aid
approach to social policy. They had appeared, moreover, as advocates of
national power during the Hoover administration, which they criticized for
its emphasis on localism. They had argued that federal grant-in-aid programs
should be used to raise program standards in the states, to make programs
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42 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

broader, more generous, and more inclusive.58 At the same time, the
Children's Bureau officials retained a measure of the Progressive Era atti-
tude of distrust for national intervention in social policies, of fear that local
initiative might be displaced if states and localities lost an undue measure of
authority. They remained attached to the notion that national policies should
function primarily to encourage, rather than to organize or replace, state
and local initiatives.59 Thus, by the time of the creation of the SSA, when
other policymakers voiced support for expanded national authority, Abbott
and Lenroot appeared to be relatively traditional in terms of their support
for state-level governance.

The grant-in-aid approach emerged in Lenroot's early formulation of ADC
and remained uncontested throughout the proceedings of the CES, and it
epitomized the Children's Bureau officials' ambivalence about the role of
national government in relationship to the states.60 On the one hand, the
two officials wanted to use national government power to expand the devel-
opment and implementation of mothers' pensions. Lenroot reasoned that
the "spotty" implementation of mothers' pensions was attributable to the
fact that only seventeen state governments actually supported mothers' pen-
sions financially, while the other twenty-nine left the entire responsibility to
local governments, which were generally unable to shoulder the burden.61

The grant-in-aid formula, she argued, would induce states governments to
appropriate funds to increase the coverage and level of benefits in the pro-
gram. Further, Abbott insisted that the law should stipulate that states could
not receive any grants-in-aid unless the program was implemented in all po-
litical subdivisions.62

These reformers also desired to raise standards of state laws.63 Toward
that end, they drafted a law aimed to stimulate coherent administrative prac-
tices and less restrictive residence requirements than under mothers' pen-
sions.64 States would be required to centralize the administration of the law,
and the agencies assigned with implementation would be charged with fol-
lowing methods recommended by a national agency and would have to sub-
mit regular reports to that agency.65 While the mothers' pensions laws of
twenty-one states made eligibility contingent upon residence in the same
state for two to five years, and in thirty-five states required residence in the
same county or town for at least one or two years, Abbott and Lenroot pro-
posed that national funds would not be made available to states with resi-
dence requirements greater than one year in the state. States with local resi-
dence requirements would not receive federal monies.66

Yet, at the same time as Abbott and Lenroot hoped to use national gov-
ernment power to liberalize and expand mothers' pensions, the way that
they structured funding for the program showed their tendency to retain
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SUZANNE METTLER 43

ample responsibility for the states and even for the localities. Lenroot pro-
posed a loose matching grant system wherein one-third of the funds would
come from each level of government, not only federal and state, but local as
well.67 While CES proposed $50 million from the national government for
the first year of the OAA program, the Children's Bureau officials recom-
mended only half that amount, $25 million, for the first year of ADC. In
fact, when Lenroot asked Grace Abbott for her advice about requesting one
and a half million dollars for the entire package of child welfare services in
the Social Security Act, Abbott responded that the amount was too much,
and that Lenroot should only request one million. To some extent, the low
figure reflected the fact that Children's Bureau officials had struggled for
years to obtain equally modest appropriations from Congress for the
Sheppard-Towner program, only to have it finally rescinded entirely.68 More
important, though, the approach exemplified Abbott and Lenroot's view of
the appropriate role for national government. As Lenroot said, "We were
still thinking very much in terms of state responsibility. . . . we were very
much imbued with the idea that the federal grant should be a stimulating,
helping, somewhat equalizing factor for the most needy states, but should
not take the place of state and local financial responsibility for services to
children."69 She believed that through a properly structured grant-in-aid pro-
gram, the federal government could achieve a larger goal of promoting the
development and professionalization of state-level welfare departments, thus
strengthening the ability of the states to act effectively in administering other
social programs.70

While the Children's Bureau officials wanted to elevate standards, fur-
thermore, they also wanted to retain a fair measure of state and local admin-
istrative authority for programs. In part, their inclination of decentralized
governance fused with their attitudes regarding proper delivery of services.
Like other maternalists, Abbott and Lenroot considered the provision of
benefits to be less important than the services that accompanied such provi-
sion: educating poor women in child-rearing and domestic skills. Local offi-
cials, they reasoned, would best understand the situation of women in their
own proximity and would be most adept at handling the child welfare ser-
vices that ought to accompany funds for fatherless children.71 As well, they,
like other social workers, understood eligibility determinations to be both a
critical dimension of casework and an inherent characteristic of public assis-
tance, as it had been under mothers' pensions. Thus, rather than adopt
broad national eligibility standards, they crafted a policy that incorporated
a broad federal definition of "dependent children" but still permitted states
to be far more restrictive if they chose to do so.72 Abbott argued optimisti-
cally that the law would serve to prompt states to adopt the broadest
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44 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

permissible eligibility guidelines because then they would, by covering
more children, qualify for additional federal assistance.73 In short, she
and Lenroot preferred an approach that offered states incentives to be
broadly inclusive to rigid standards that required them to do so. They
were confident that social workers, serving in the context of the merit
system, would assure what they considered appropriate service delivery.

Ultimately, the program put forth by Abbott and Lenroot, more than
any other feature of the Economic Security Bill, represented a traditional
application of preexisting principles of federal-state relations and epito-
mized incrementalism in policymaking. The design of ADC was innova-
tive only to the extent that it promoted a shift from local to state-level
authority for social provision and provided incentives to states that had
not done so previously to develop social programs and corresponding
administrative agencies. Because the Children's Bureau's recommenda-
tions were so modest and emulated the approach of CES leaders, who
sought to promote and support state-level program initiatives, the CES
readily included them in its final report for President Roosevelt. 74 Soon
attention turned to developments at the other end of Pennsylvania Av-
enue, and Congress began in January to consider the administration's
bill.

Subsequent Developments

As Congress considered the Economic Security bill, both Houses were
deluged with appeals from Townsend Plan supporters and others advo-
cating generous old-age assistance plans, prompting members to deliver
stirring speeches on the floor that called for more redistributive programs
for the elderly. The most important changes to the SSA, however, oc-
curred behind closed doors, in the House Ways and Means Committee.
There, southerners, who dominated the committee, reworked sections
of the legislation in order to ensure the preservation of states' rights and
local autonomy.

The committee left the framework for OAI intact, but limited pro-
gram coverage further by excluding agricultural and domestic workers, a
disproportionately nonwhite and female group that comprised many of
the lowest paid workers in the nation. Also, in order to appease religious
groups, the committee excluded several other categories of employees
that were disproportionately female, including workers in religious, edu-
cational, and nonprofit organizations.75 Thus, the program that
Armstrong and Brown had worked so hard to establish as the source of
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SUZANNE METTLER 45

national, standardized rights of citizenship for elderly Americans became
even more exclusively directed toward men, particularly white men.

Amid the din over programs for the elderly, Congress dealt with ADC
only in a swift and preemptory fashion. Specific clauses of the bill were
changed to strengthen the already high degree of state control in the
program. The Ways and Means Committee obliterated the few features
that Lenroot and Abbott had included for the purpose of raising stan-
dards nationwide. The requirement that states adopt the merit system
for personnel practices was dropped, meaning that the definition of eli-
gibility requirements would become subject to local cultural norms and
political imperatives rather than professional standards. Lawmakers also
omitted the clause that would have required that states provide for "as-
sistance at least great enough to provide . . . a reasonable subsistence
compatible with decency and health," and instead substituted language
requiring only that states provide assistance "as far as practicable under
the conditions in such State."76 They endowed the program, further-
more, with a financing and benefit structure that left a high degree of
responsibility to the states: the federal government would provide one
dollar for every two from the states, no funds would be provided to care-
takers, and federal contributions to children would be capped at $6 for
the first child and $4 for other children.77 Thus, the quality, character,
and generosity of ADC would depend on more state-level discretion and
initiative than even the Children's Bureau officials had intended. With
very little additional attention from legislators on the House or Senate
floor, OAI and ADC became statutory law as the Social Security Act was
signed by Roosevelt in August 1935.

Citizenship and American Federalism

While building on the foundations of different types of policies in creat-
ing OAI and ADC, the first targeting men as breadwinners and the sec-
ond geared to women as homemakers, New Deal policymakers had com-
pounded and institutionalized those distinctions by endowing the first
program with national administrative procedures and by leaving ADC
to the authority of the individual states. Table 1 highlights the distinc-
tions between the two policies.
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46 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

1. Level of Governmental
Administration

2. Contributory v.

Noncontributory

3. Financing Arrangements

4. Eligibility determined b>

5. Merit System Required

Old Age
Insurance

National

Contributory via payroll
tax

Tax on employers; funds
held by national govern-
ment

National Standards

Yes

Aid to Dependent
Children

Joint National-State

Noncontributory

Grant-in-aid, national
government contributes
one dollar for every two
dollars a state contributes

States

No; State option

Table 1. Features and provisions of Old Age Insurance and Aid to Dependent Chil-
dren, compared.

Only four years after the creation of OAI and ADC, the fates of the two
programs became entwined in efforts to amend the SSA, and their featutes
emerged even more distinct. In 1937, OAI's future looked bleak: though
payroll taxes were already being collected, the program was not scheduled to
deliver benefits until 1942, and it had already come under criticism by those
opposed to mounting government-held reserves. Meanwhile, Old Age Assis-
tance was well established and several states were responding to popular
pressure and expanding coverage and raising benefits. Federal administra-
tors and members of the Advisory Council of 1937-38, who were deter-
mined to transform the national, contributory program into the primary
program for the elderly, decided to make wives of retired beneficiaries as
well as widows and children of deceased beneficiaries also eligible for ben-
efits. Women who were married to men covered by Old Age and Survivors'
Insurance (OASI), as it came to be known in the 1939 Amendments, thus
achieved coverage in a national program with standardized benefits, albeit
at a rate of only 50 percent of their husbands' benefits. Many of the widows
and children who had previously depended on ADC thus became endowed
with national citizenship status. At the same time, ADC was altered to re-
quire means-testing of beneficiaries. Thus, the women who were left to the
program, who were likely to be divorced, separated, or unmarried, poor, and
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SUZANNE METTLER 47

nonwhite, remained under the domain of the states and became increas-
ingly stigmatized as "welfare" recipients. Coverage under the two programs
thus became distinguishable more by marital status than by gender.78

In the course of implementation, the implications of the different insti-
tutional arrangements became manifest as persons incorporated in the na-
tional program came to enjoy a higher status as social citizens than those
relegated to the state-level program. While a full examination of these out-
comes lies beyond the scope of this article, the explanation can be reviewed
here briefly. Both political-institutional and political-economic factors spe-
cific to American federalism, as well as particular features of OAI and ADC,
made for the disparity in social citizenship on the national versus state level.

First, political-institutional features of the American states gave state-level
governance, well beyond the New Deal, a fundamentally different character
than national governance. Contrary to the pervasive assumption that decen-
tralized governance is inherently more democratic than national governance,
the American states had long fostered domination of the political process by
local interests acting to preserve cultural norms and the economic order.79

The American constitutional system traditionally endowed states with an
important tool that enabled such rule: the police power, a governing capac-
ity with communitarian roots that predated liberal conceptions of law.80

The police power meant the capacity to promote the public good or, in the
words of the Taney Court, to "provide for the public health, safety and good
order" of the community, and it enabled states to exist as separate and dis-
tinct communities that functioned to preserve the social order rather than
to extend and bestow rights.81 The states remained able to exercise the po-
lice power in a fairly autonomous fashion until the late 1950s and 1960s,
when the Supreme Court came to understand the Fourteenth Amendment
to apply to the states, expanding the reach of both the due process and equal
protection clauses. In the implementation of ADC, the particularistic char-
acter of states' police powers was amplified by the discretion by local offi-
cials who were still selected in most states through the patronage tradition
rather than the merit system, and thus were more likely to impose local
cultural norms than to exercise professional ethos.

Through these political-institutional means, ADC was implemented, for
a full three decades following the enactment of the SSA, in a manner that
forced citizens to comply with local and regional cultural norms and workforce
requirements. Just as they had under mothers' pensions, states enacted "suit-
able home" rules that stipulated particular behavior on the part of mothers
in order to retain their eligibility status. For example, in Fall River, Massa-
chusetts, a state noteworthy for its high benefit levels, a caseworker informed
an official from the Social Security Board that "parents must be fit to care
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48 THE STRATIFICATION OF SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP

for children. Mothers with illegitimate children should not be eligible. The
home must be clean. Children must attend church to be eligible for relief."82

States also limited the rolls by enacting prohibitions on lending assistance
to children whose parents were divorced, separated, or had never been mar-
ried. The Bureau of Public Assistance found that differences in the "illegiti-
macy rate" between states were not sufficient to account for the wide range
among states of acceptance of unmarried mothers for ADC.83 Through highly
interventionist methods of surveillance, which were applied most rigorously
to southern blacks, some states and localities used "man-in-the-house" rules
to withdraw aid from women suspected of having or found to have "male
callers." Some states, especially in the South, used work rules to deny assis-
tance to "employable mothers" whose children were no longer infants and
forcing such women to work, usually in the fields.84 While such eligibility
rules prevailed, African Americans and Latinos remained underrepresented
on the welfare rolls, despite high levels of need.85 A 1942 Social Security
Board (SSB) study of ADC recipients in sixteen states found that the rates of
coverage of whites varied far less from state to state than the rates of coverage
of minority families.86 In effect, southern states were using their authority
over benefits delivery in a manner that maintained the racial order.87

By contrast, the chief hallmark of the OASI program, in the early years of
implementation, was its national uniformity. As noted in a Social Security
Bulletin, "Benefits in every part of the country are awarded under one law,
one policy, one set of rules and regulations."88 Recipients enjoyed the ad-
vantages of uniform treatment resulting from administration according to
clear, impartial, and routinized procedures under a single, national tier of
government. Since coverage was considered a "right" for covered workers,
beneficiaries avoided the invasive and moralistic procedures used to deter-
mine eligibility for public assistance.

The disparity between OAI and ADC emerged also because of the politi-
cal-economic features of American federalism, which act as a restraint upon
the willingness of the states to act as "laboratories of experimentation" for
democratic ends. As observed by David B. Robertson and Dennis R. Judd,
the Constitution created "the world's largest ' free trade' zone," since the
individual states have neither the power to prevent businesses from entering
or leaving their borders nor, unlike the national government, to protect busi-
nesses within their borders.89 Instead, the states must compete with each
other to establish a favorable "business climate" in order to attract and main-
tain businesses to operate within their borders. Thus, states are generally
reluctant to implement social reforms that may act or be perceived as acting
to increase the cost of doing business within their boundaries.90 As Paul
Peterson has shown, when states administer redistributive policies, they tend
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SUZANNE METTLER 49

to neglect standards as they engage in a "race to the bottom," competing
with each other to make benefits less generous in amount and more puni-
tive in form. National government, by contrast, does not have to be as con-
cerned about the outward flow of capital. The greatest taxing power, more-
over, lies with the national government, which can tax corporations sub-
stantially and has a generally more extensive and progressive income tax
system than the states and localities. Thus, national government is far better
positioned than state or municipal governments to administer redistribu-
tive policies.91

The dynamics of federalism that affected OAI and ADC so differently
were amplified by particular features of the programs' designs. In 1939, the
possibilities for generous benefits in OAI, already promising because of the
program's use of the national taxing power, were fortified by structuring the
program such that current workers' contributions became used to pay ben-
efits to already-retired persons. Thus, the program was able to offer early
beneficiaries payments far greater than the contributions they had paid into
the system. Benefits became increasingly generous in subsequent decades as
coverage for the program was expanded, broadening the base of current earn-
ers financing the pay-outs to retirees. By contrast, under the states, ADC
became subject to a downward spiral in benefit levels and eligibility criteria.
Program benefits also varied tremendously, ranging in 1937 from a low of
$10.40 per family each month in Arkansas to $61.16 in Massachusetts. Six
states paid ADC grants between $10 and $20, ten states between $20 and
$30, seventeen between $30 and $40, and three states over $40 per month.92

As well, interstate economic competition made the creation of welfare policy
at the state level subject to contentious and repeated political battles, in
which potential welfare recipients were the losers.

Thus, through implementation, the stratification of citizenship between
men at the national level and women at the state level promoted gender
inequality among citizens, as they came to experience very different treat-
ment at each level. National administrative practices were characterized by
standardized procedures and, over time, became construed as rights; state-
level administrative practices, over the next three decades, depended on the
discretion of officials in a political context where community norms took
precedence over individual rights. The officials in the Children's Bureau
who fashioned ADC had believed that the grant-in-aid scheme would func-
tion to promote the adoption of national "standards" in the state-run pro-
grams, thus extending social rights. The features of American federalism
function, however, to undermine the possibility for programs to extend uni-
versal rights in any meaningful way; rather, such programs are always subject
to variation and downward momentum unless they enjoy the support of
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strong and well-organized interest groups. Other programs in the SSA that
depended on state-level authority did benefit from the advocacy of such
groups, OAA from the Townsend groups and related organizations and UI
from labor unions, and thus both were elevated in the early years of imple-
mentation. ADC, by contrast, lacked such a rallying crowd, leaving the single
mothers and children in its ranks most subject to the dynamics of federal-
ism.93

Governance under ADC retained its inferior status until the 1960s, when
an insurgent welfare rights movement pressed the courts to rule against the
uneven eligibility standards exercised by states. Thus the program, which
had since come to be called Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC), began to approximate more closely an "entitlement" to the extent
that states were forced to comply with national standards for eligibility rules.94

Still, benefit levels continued to vary from state to state. By the 1980s, more-
over, the federal government began to permit states to deviate from national
eligibility standards, and the program became subject once again to the va-
garies of state governance.95

Conclusion

How had the citizenry become, through the creation of OAI and ADC in
1935, divided by sex into two different sovereignties? Policymakers had not
acted in a predetermined or organized fashion to establish a system that
would elevate men in the polity while maintaining control over women.
Women officials and reformers had played a critical role in the formation of
both programs. Ultimately, however, a combination of factors, both direct
and indirect, and intended and unintended, combined to render OAI and
ADC gender-specific policies under the domain of two different sovereign-
ties.

First, policymakers shaped both programs by reflexively building on
gendered traditions of policymaking. In creating old-age insurance,
policymakers in the CES and congressional committees had placed priority
on the role of full-time participants in the paid labor force, the "forgotten
man" whom Roosevelt intended to include in New Deal policy. ADC was
planned as a program aimed for those who were "dependent upon the pub-
lic for support," primarily worthy mothers and their children who had been
deprived of the support of a male "breadwinner."96

Second, and more deliberately, policymakers had acted to shape federal-
ism anew in the creation of the two programs. OAI was developed, success-
fully, by a "new guard" of social reformers who were determined to establish
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SUZANNE METTLER 51

the program as a hallmark of national social citizenship for those included
in its benefits. By contrast, ADC was created by the "old guard" maternalist
reformers who, in the tradition of the Progressive Era, viewed states as the
proper locus of governance. Congressional committees, acting on different
motives, made authority for the program far more thoroughly decentralized.
Thus two distinct and gender-specific forms of citizenship were established.

In 1939, the Amendments to the Social Security Act brought women
who were married to men covered by the contributory program into its ranks,
while poor, divorced, and unmarried women remained subject to ADC.
While the primary beneficiaries of OASI remained predominantly male,
gender no longer provided a clear divide between the contributory program
and ADC. Yet, the distinctions between national and state-level governance
for the program, as created in 1935, endured. Gradually, in the course of
implementation, the unequal status of citizenship under these two different
jurisdictions became evident, and the experience of citizenship became in-
creasingly distinct for those covered by each program.

These cases demonstrate that decisions in the policymaking process that
have important implications for the character of citizenship are not only
those that deal overtly with ideas about the rights and obligations of citi-
zens. As the formation of the SSA shows, although some aspects of gendered
social citizenship can be traced directly to the ideas and intentions of
policymakers, seemingly innocuous decisions about administrative author-
ity for programs can be just as significant in arranging the contours of social
citizenship. Social divisions can thus be instilled in public policies even
where policymakers did not intend such results, but where the interactions
of ideas and institutions produce indirect and unintended consequences in
policy outcomes.

As well, the cases show that institutional change involves the interaction
between preexisting institutional arrangements and the ideas of policymakers
who have learned particular lessons from their experiences within particu-
lar institutional arrangements. Prior institutional arrangements do serve to
shape, direct, or constrain policy development, but neither the extent to
which such factors matter nor the particular signals they provide is predeter-
mined or fixed. Rather, the efforts of policymakers to arrive at answers to
such questions constitute many of the battles at stake in the politics of
policymaking.

The story of the creation of OAI and ADC holds an important lesson for
policymakers today, as critical decisions about institutional arrangements
for the devolution of public policy are being made without careful attention
to the implications for citizenship. Although the sharp distinctions between
national and state-level governance for OAI and ADC were softened follow-
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ing court decisions and welfare reform in the 1960s, in the 1990s they are
being reformulated. Even amid calls to overhaul "social security," no one
has proposed turning authority for the program over to the states. By con-
trast, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act,
passed by Congress and signed into law by President Bill Clinton in August
1996, dissolved the remains of national standards for ADC's descendant,
AFDC. States thus regained more authority than they have held in six de-
cades for both the financing and eligibility standards for what remains the
major U.S. program of social provision for low-income women and their
families. The American citizenry is thus becoming divided anew into two
different sovereignties, reinforcing social hierarchies and fragmenting the
polity.
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