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PUBLIC PENSIONS TO WIDOWS WITH 

CHILDREN 

[For the three months beginning August 1, 1912, Mr. Carstens 
was commissioned by the Russell Sage Foundation to study the actual 
working of public pensions to widows with children in certain western 
communities. He spent several weeks in San Francisco, six weeks in 
Chicago, and much shorter periods in Kansas City, Missouri, and in 
Milwaukee. In Chicago, investigators made, under his direction, a 
study of one hundred of the pensioned families. His findings are printed 
as a contribution toward the practical study of a question now attract­
ing a great deal of attention.] 

INTRODUCTION 

I
N January of 1909 about two hundred men and women met in the 

city of Washington upon the invitation of the President of the 
United States, and held what was known as the White House Con­

ference on the Care of Dependent Children. The first of the resolu­
tions there adopted reads as follows: 

Home life is the highest and finest product of civilization. It is the great 
molding force of mind and of character. Children should not be deprived of 
it except for urgent and compelling reasons. Children of parents of worthy 
character, suffering from temporary misfortune and children of reasonably 
efficient and deserving mothers who are without the support of the normal 
breadwinner, should, as a rule, be kept with their parents, such aid being 
given as may be necessary to maintain suitable homes for the rearing of the 
children. This aid should be given by such methods and from such sources 
as may be determined by the general relief policy of each community, pref­
erably in the form of private charity, rather than of public relief. Except 
in unusual circumstances, the home should not be broken up for reasons of 
poverty, but only for considerations of inefficiency or immorality. 

These principles had long been held by many members of this Con­
ference, but they were then for the first time crystallized into compact 
form and published so widely as to awaken all parts of the country to 
a realization of their importance. Many went away from that Con­
ference convinced of their universal application, and took active steps 
to reduce the population of existing child-caring institutions and to 
prevent the creation of any new ones in their several communities. 

- The resolutions adopted by this White House Conference were with­
out doubt the strongest single factor in developing the sentiment for
widows' pensions which has found such strong and widespread expres­
sion during the last few months.

The policy of some of the better-equipped private societies of pro­
viding a lump sum by the week or month, often called a pension, with-
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has during the last few years gained wide favor, and the demand in 
. d!e nation for the general adoption of such a policy has rapidly grown. · · 

To these demands for keeping mother and children together by 
means of adequate aid has been added a third demand, that the payment 
be looked upon as a pension in return for the service which the mother 
is rendering the state by the fact of her motherhood, such aid being 
made necessary by her widowhood. It is pointed out that this payment 
bears an analogy to those made by the state or nation to soldiers, sailors, 
or other servants who have rendered public service, and who have 
grown old or have been disabled in the pursuit of their duties. It is 
from this supposed analogy that the term "widow's pension" has in 
the minds of most people, during these recent months of growing in­
terest in the subject, acquired the meaning of a stated sum from public 
rather than private sources. 

Besides these influences inclining the general public toward widows' 
pensions, there must be added the relief principles enunciated in the recent 
Minority Report of the English Royal Poor Law Commission, which 
have gained a rather wide acceptance among certain groups of social 
workers in this country. 

The theory upon which pension legislation has been based so far 
in this country is that children are being separated from their mothers 
for reasons of poverty only, and that children are coming before our 
juvenile courts for forms of waywardness or delinquency which the 
court believes to be due to the lack of the necessary care which the 
mother is capable of providing, but which she is prevented from giving 
because of the necessity of going out to earn the support for herself 
and her children. 

The term " dependent children " does not have the same meaning 
in every state. In most states, the class of dependent children includes 
neglected as well as dependent children, and in certain states it includes 
a considerable number of those that in other states would be classed 
as wayward. When, therefore, it is stated that children have been com­
mitted to institutions, before one can reach a conclusion regarding the 
number of children that have been taken from homes because of poverty 
only, it is necessary to separate from this total the number that have 
been removed because of the neglect, crime, cruelty, drunkenness or 
other vice of the parents, so that they might have a better home than 
the parent has been able or willing to provide. We must also deduct 
the number that were removed because of the children's own wayward­
ness, with which the home was unable to cope. 

This lack of distinction between neglected, wayward and dependent 
children is at the foundation of much loose thinking on this subject, 
and at final analysis the number of children who have been removed 
from their mothers because of poverty alone is found to be only a very 
small percentage of those in these various institutions. That there are 
children in institutions or in the care of children's societies because of 
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