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Aubrey Williams, Deputy WPA Administrator, Ad.dresses American Association of 
Social Workers. 

Ind.i vi dual relief from 11 the fea r of hunger" is but a part of the 

larger probl8ms of general insecurity and deep-rooted social maladjustments f a cing 

the entire nation, Aubrey Williams, DElputy Works Progress Administrator, asserted 

in an address before the American Association of Social Workers at the W.ayflower 

~Iotel Saturday, February 15, at 7:;~o P.M:. 

Continuint; "adequat e" provision for the millions of American citizens 

deprived of their means of livelihood by forces beyond their control can only be 

made through the cooperative respo nsibility of Federal, Sta te and local governments, 

Mr. Williams said. His address follo ws: 

I propose to di scuss with you tonight so me of our mutual problems, 

particularly as they concern t he Federal government's pa.rt in the relief of want 

and destitution. I am especially glad of the opportunity to talk with this group • . 

First because you are the official representatives of the profession to which I am 

happy and proud to belong. Second and more important because I feel with this aud.i-

-~nce a sense of confidence in knowing that everyone of you, by the very nature of 

your profession, recognizes no values t:iat take precedence over the ,·•elfare of human 

beings. I know that many of you take issue with the policies ahd methods of the 

present progrc!J~ of the Federal government. :But I am confident that there can be no 

quarrel between us as to objective. Security, opnortunity, and a decent standard 

of living must be made available to all of the American peopl e. We, as social work

ers, have a responsibility both to lead and to follo w in the struggle to achieve this 

end. 

I am not here tonight primarily as an apolo gist for the present policiE 

of the Federal government. No one knows better t han I that' need still exists, that 

security for all is still a dream, and that the vast majority of our people are denied 
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the broad horizons of opportunity which should be their birthright. Complacency on 

the part of any one of us, p1.1blic employee or private citizen, is clearly out of place 

in our present situation. I do want, however, to lay before you the facts as simply 

$and directly as I know how. I want you to know our problems not only so that you 

may U...'lderstand our actions but also so that you may help us with your counsel. 

I am sure that wi th this group it is unnecessary to labor the point that 

need exists. The JJnerican Fede r a ti on of Labor estimates tha t approximately 

11,400 ,000 of our people are unemployed. Even t hough other gro~ps offer a slightly 

more conservative figure the total in terms of insecurity, suffering, loss of morale7 

physical debilitation, and waste of human resources is always stupendous and appall

ing. ~dd to this picture of need the vast numb er of persons who, though employed, 

tJmjoy fr om the fruits of their l abor neither security nor a standard of living 

adequate in terms of health, decency and the proper gratifications of living. These 

are the realities which our profession Im.lst face. 

I for one am delighted to see within the social work group a growing real

ization that these situations of specific and individual need which we me ot in our 

work are but the sympt oms and the outgrowth of a deep-rooted maladjustment affecting 

our entire economic life. Our conce rn for the relief of immediate need should not 

be permitted to obscure our realization of the necessity for dealing with underlying 

causes. Let us no t forget that relief from the fear of present hunger does not 

answer the problem of an empty futu~e for the man whose job no longer exists or the 

youth who sees no useful place in the world for his eager energies. ,, 
Immediate relief for the individual is, however, the problem with which our 

jobs are largoly concerned: relief from social maladjustments, relief due to the 
\ 

incapacity or death of the families' nornnlbreadwinner, and relief from need growing 

out of widespread unemployment. The service which social workers extend in cases of 

social maladjustment is generally recognized as the responsibility of private agencies 

or the more highly specialized public agencies. ~ne problem is aggravated during 

the depression but only as a corollary to the economic problems of the second two 

categories. It is the economic need which, for the reason the.tit endangers human 

life and social institutions, holds the limelight in depression, years. 
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Granting that immediate relief must be extended in cases of need, there 

a re two practical problems which must be resolved: First, whose responsibility 

shall it be to extend this aid? Second, what form shall it take? 

When the continued and growing unemployment of the depression made 

it apparent tha t the regula r relief machinery, both public a.."l.d private, was 

totally unprepared to meet the abnormal dema~ds upon it, popular sentiment 

turned to the notion of special types of p riv ate relief as a moral but voluntary 

obligation upon the citizenry. We all remember the drives of 1930 and 1931 

with their earnest efforts to appeal to the humanitari an impulses of the still 

' employed a~d the instinct of selfpreserva tion of the still prosperous. The 

limita tions of this approach to a catas trophic situation were surely apparent 

to us all. 

We asked ourselves at the time, 11 Must a man thrown out of work by forces 

beyond his control and certainly not of his making, be obliged to depend upon 

the generosity of his neighbors and former employers for the right to continued 

existence?" The insecurity and humiliation of this situation could not be 

tolera ted. 

Moreover, enthusi as~ for voluntary giving is quickly exhausted. Not 

only our sense of fitness and decency but practical necessity required tha t we 

look to the borrowing and t axing powers of public governmental units for financial 

aid. Even though the Federal government still held its elf aloof from any 

acceptance of responsibility, the concept of relief a s a public obliga tion 

gained increasing acceptance. The emphas is r omained on loc al r a ther than state 

~ " responsibility, although one by one the states were obliged for financial reas ons 

to come to the rescue of thei r struggling municipalities. Even prior to 1933, 

the Federal government was obliged to l end f altering, inadequate, and evasive 

aid to states through the loan provisions of the Reconstruction Finance Corporat ion. 

By the time that the present administration took office the public was 

well accustomed to the idea of public r esponsibility for relief and admirably 

withstood the shock when Congress, by the enactment of the Federal Emergency 

Relief Act of 1933, openly accepted the Federal govornment 1 s responsibility to 

share with the sta tes the burden and obligation of providing for persons in 

distress. 

Todey there are those who feel tha t the time has come for the Federal 

Government to ret ri~fizeihi9m this position, to deny that :idtigthlJWo~ responsibility 
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to the unemployed, and to turn them back to the limitations of local resources and 

the mercies of private generosity. To my mind this position more accurately 

reflects a concern on the part of a handful of rich and powerful men for their 

own prerogatives and pocketbooks than a sincere interest in the maintenance of 

~state and local rights. 

On the ·other hand I do not hold with the theory, so expertly practiced 

in many quarters during the past two and one half years, that the Federal 

government should relieve s tates and localities of all responsibility for their 

own people. I am convinced that r esources exi s t in states and localities which 

have not beE:n tapped. I am equally convinced the"t they never would be tapped if 

the Federal government were meekly to continue aid for all persons in those 

localities. If we are ever to make adE:: quate provision for need, whether it 

1;--row out of normal or abnormal situations, the r esponsibility must be shared by ·• tµe Federal, state, and local governments. 

And when we talk of "adequate provision" in what form do we envision 

that aid? Do we think in terms of soup kitchens apy!easing, by mass production 

methods, the minimum demands of the body for continued existence at the lowest 

possible cost? Is this what we want for our people? Or do we think in terms 

o:f grocery orders which permit to the unemployed the greater prt_vilege of going 

into a store and choosing t hei r starvation fare from a limited number of 

commodities specified for them by all powerful guardians of the public purse? 

Is this all that we owe our unemployed? Or shall we give to each family a pittance 

in cash, figured for them recurrently with humiliating accuracy so that no 

~~~ny unnecessary to their survival shall reach their hungry grasp? Is this 

what belongs to the workers of this country, the producers of our wealth? I 

will never believe that this rich and d.emocratic country would tolerate such a 

policy on the part of its elected r epresentatives. 

I believe that the people of this country want work, useful productive work 

for which they receive wages owing to them for value which their work has 

created. I believe, moreover, that they want and are entitled to have security 

for themselves and their familie s when, through no fault of their own their 

working days are int errupt ed or ended. 

Neither employment nor security benefits are a favor which they must 

crave on bended knee from the rich and powerful. These are their inalienable 

rights to which th~~itmb't:nti tled without humiliation an'd_rig_iJlaj;f\}lfil t degradation. 
NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY 



- 5 - 4-1039 

There is no other approach to the problem of unemployment which I can accept 

as valid, decent, or worthy of the profession of social work. 

The Federal government has embarked upon the arduous, slow, and bitterly 

fought task of realizing that goal. I grant you that we are far from its com-

plete and perfect achievement, but our compass is set in that direction, the 

machinery is there. 

I challenge any one of you to minimize the importance of the Emergency 

Relief Appropriation Act of 1935 and the Social Security Act, two monumental 

achievements of the last Congress. But the progress of these programs depends 

upon the force of an enlightened public opinion. This is the inherent nature of 

a democracy, and I am glad that it is so. But let us make no mistake in placing 

• the responsibility where it rightly belongs. 

In the time remaining to me, I want to discuss the Work Program with 

particular reference to the criticisms most frequently directed against it. 

Briefly these criticisms fall into the following ·oroad categories: 

1. ! t is political 

2. Its projects are no good 

3. It does not involve recurrent investigation and therefore 

provides jobs for persons who no longer need them to live. 

4! It is too costly 

5. It does not meet the whole need 

It is charged that the present administration is using the funds 

~ appropriated for relief in order to perpetuate its own party in office. I do 

not wish to linger on this point because, I believe, that in its proper perspec

tive, it is relatively unimportant. You have noted that this is an election year. 

The party out of power is rarely kind to the administration in such periods. 

It is unfortunate, but probably inevitable that the Works Progress Administra

tion and other agencies concerned with the expenditure of funds should be the 

focal point of its attack. Under the circumstances, we must have in jobs of 

responsibility persons whose loyalty to our program is not confused by 

adherence to principles and platforms which are opposed to its very existence. 

I think this is self-evident, But t "t1e continued s6rvices of incompetent persons 

for political reasons cannot be tolerated. And above all, the assignment of men 

to Work Program O~R~ei§f political reasons cannot be t~~ffi~~~ 
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In this connection I should like to reiterate tra t I believe in the 

relief of destitution as a public responsibility. If it happens that in a.ny 

locality or in any agency, local, state, or Federal the character of personnel 

~ and administration is not what we as social workers can approve, let us not 

kill the child to cure his ailment. This is a democracy and the electorate is 

the doctor. 

I suspect that long after we are gone one contribution of the Works 

Progress Administration to the culture of the land will persist. I refer to 

that happy addition to our daily voca1mlary, "boon doggling. 11 Boon doggl i ng 

is the expression used by our critics to cover those projects whose value they 

doubt. Thus the teaching of dancing to the children of the unemployed by un-

• employed dancing teachers is boondoggling. Music, played for the public in our 

parks by unemployed musicians, is boondoggling. In other quarters the build

ing of a brick, well-lighted school for colored children while the windowless 

shack still stands may be branded as boon doggling. 

We are proud of the work that we are doing. We think our projects 

are worthwhile and that the people who are working on them may take a workman's 

proper pride in their achievement. We do not think a good musician should be 

asked to turn second-ratP. laborer in ord.er that a sewer may be laid for relative 

permanency rather than a conce~t given for the momentary pleasure of our people. 

The Federal Government has gone to the states, the counties and towns with this 

proposition: "We have labor to offer you. We even have some money with which 

to furnish you materials. All that we ask is that you develop and sponsor 

worthwhile projects which your people want 11 • We ask nothing better than that 

the character of our projects should be determined by popular demand. 

It has been saia. that people are working on this progrnm who do not 

reguire their job to survive. Once a person is assigned we require no recurrent 

investigation of his need. It is possible that another member of his family 

may now have employment, he may receive a bonus, he may even have occasional odd 

jobs that supplement his security wage. I have no apolog\es for this policy. 

If funds were adequate, I would favor a program which assured a job to every 

man and woman in the country who wanted to work, regA.rdless of need. I believe 

that a job is a right and that properly speaking a social investigation has no 
Digitized by 

nar t i nN (!)~'f ~liE'RN lWM.\tE li:5 IITTI' t .. 
Original from 

NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY 



4-1039 
-7-

11 Tt1e present program is too costly 11 • This is a criticism which comes from 

all sides. I do not deprecate its importance. I believe that the future of our 

democracy hinges on that simple phrase and the force which it represents. Can this 

ficountry with its present economic, social, and governmental organization afford to 

provide adequately for its own unemployed people or can it not? If not, what right 

has our gove~nment to survive? Thnt is the que stion. 

I belive tha t it is a very rare person in this country, who, when confronted 

with specific ana graphic need or with the horrors of mass idleness does not react 

with an immediate i mpulse to do somethin~ about it. I believe that people are bas

ically kind and decent, that they want other people to h~ve the same opportunity, 

security and hapJJiness which they crave for themselves and their own. :But people 

/tire easily we2.ried by unpleasant reality. It is easier to give credence to the story 

of the housewife who could not secure a maid for five dollars a week than to accept 

the thousand and one ever present evidences of the pathetic eagerness of the unemploy

ed for any kind of work a t all -- and their tragic frustration. It is f ar simpler 

to accept passively the assumption that persons are unemployed and needy because they 

are lazy, lack ambition and ingenuity, or are spoiled by governmental aid than it is 

to face squarely the cost of meeting the realiti es of the situation. Moreover there 

are powerful interests in this country which foster the growth of this insidious but 

reassuring belief that govern□ental aid is unnecessary and therefore a mere political 

extravngance. It is to the interests of their pocketbooks to do so. 

~ 
I am convinced that at least ninety-five percent of the criticisms directed 

against the present work program spring, directly or indirectly, from the fact that 

it is more expensive than direct relief. It is more expensive than direct relief 

for two r easons: first, our eA--pe ri ence ha s clearly shown tha t if men are to be given 

useful, productive work in which they may truce a genuine satisfaction, money must 

be provided for equipment and materials. We cnnnot ask a man to build a school 

without brick, or pa int a mural without paint. The Work Program is more expensive 

in the second place because the unemployed man receives in his wage a greater cash 

benefit than was permitted under the penny pinching, pantry searching system of direct 

relief payments based on budgetary deficiency. These statements are based not 

on opinion but on fact. 
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Before the Federal government entered into the picture of direct relief, 

estimates indicate that the avera6e relief payment to a family was seven dollars 

a month. By October, 1933, the Federal contribution had raised this figure to 

/ $17.22. The increase revealed by our records over the next fifteen months, gaining 
~ 

dollar by dollar until the maximum was reached in January 1935 at $30.30 a family 

a month, is the reflection of a struggle which no one who h~d any part in it can 

well forget. No penny was gained without a battle that was fought out in every 

county relief office in the country by numberless cas eworkers desperately striving 

to achieve some standard of decency for the people whose plight they so well knew. 

No one could deny that it was the unswerving devotion, and .perseve-rance of these 

$Ocial workers that mad~ possible this monumental achievement - and no praise of 

,Jine could do adequate justice to their accomnlishment. 1• 
But these figures reveal another development to those who know their history. 

This was the growing r ecognition thr1.t the vr,ay to mee t r elief needs was not through 

a cash or groc ery order dole but through a work reli ef program which permitted the 

able bodied to earn the amount of their relief allotment at some form of publicly 

valuable employment. Omitting for purposes of brevity the program of CWJ,,, to which 

many of us still look ui th pride, it WP.s v,i th its ending in J,,pril 1933 that the work 

relief program of the FER/.. began to dominate the r elief scene. Coincidentally the 

average relief payment rose from $17.66 in March to $20 .99 in J,,pril, to $23.29 in 

May, and finally to $30.30 in January 1935. 

It is an interesting and highly pertinent fact tha t the public v:ill accept 

~he giving of a higher relief paym0nt in return for work performed th.::m it will 

countenance as an outright dole, 

But even the work relief program was ambiguous and too closely dependent 

on the methods of direct relief to hold its gains. By Septeober of this year the 

average relief payment had already receded to $25.90 a family a month. Under the 

Work Program, on the other hand the wage payment averages approximately $50.00 a month. 

Thus we have achieved through a Work Program in a month what two and a half years of 

a relief program could not accomplish! 

It is little wonder that the Work Program is attacked by those to whom the 

best relief program is the cheapest relief program. But do not deceive yourselves 

that the same influences would not operate against a direct relief program. 
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As the realization gro ws that adequate assistance cannot be reconciled with re

duced governmental costs, we may anticipate a growing drive to abandon the em

ployment program in favor of a Work Relief Program, and work relief in favor 

of cash relief, and cash relief in favor of grocery orders. And when we again 

see the day that the unemployed have only bread lines, soup kitchens, and self 

righteous charity to thank for their existence, we may well ask ourselves of 

what we were dreaming when first we yielded the line. 

That is why I say to you that the Federal government must adhere to its 

principle of giving work and not direct relief to the unemployed. And that is why 

I believe that those who seek a return to Federal relief are flirting with the 

forces of reaction. 

The fifth count against the work program is that it does not meet the 

entire need. I accept the accusation. It is i ncontrovertibly true. The ~ork 

program is providing jobs at the present time for something over three and one 

half million people, the maximum number of jobs made possible by present funds. 

For these people it is providing more decently and adequately than ever before. 

I do not think it entirely unreasonable that the states and localities should 

make provision for those who require relief, particularly in view of the provision 

of the Security Act for Federal aid in certain types of categorical assistance. 

:But I note that your program calls for a Federal work Program which should offer 

employment 11 to any person who is unemployed and able to work regardless of whether 

~ or not he is eligible for relief". I believe that this is a proposal wholly propE 

and worthy of the profession of social work. :But I believe you should go further 

and recognize that even on the basis of our present security wage, which many of 

you regard as inadequate, such a program will call for a yearly expenditure of at 

least nine billion dollars. This is a conservative estimate based on present cost 

All that I have said here tonight reduces itself to very simple terms. 

There is only one question of real importance, but we must face that question 

realistically: "Shall false economy and the interests of property or shall the 

welfare of all our people dominate the public relief policy? 11 Surely for social 

workers there can be only one answer. 
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