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In the 1920s, many influential Americans promoted the “organic” family as the fundamental “unit” of society and republican government.  Some, like Louis Brandeis and Grace Abbott, did so to legitimate economic reforms such as labor legislation for women and children, while insisting on the individual adult as the basic political unit in the case of woman suffrage. While civil and political rights made citizens equal in theory, Brandeis and Abbott insisted that such equality was hollow without state recognition and remediation of entrenched inequalities. Others, like New South prophet Henry Watterson and former anti-suffragist Harriet Frothingham, promoted the family as the enfranchised unit to protect a traditional private sphere governed by independent male heads of household, whose private authority was legitimated by obligations to their dependents, their communities, and to the state.  

The tensions in these understandings of the relationship between individual human beings, families, and state and local government came to a head in the 1920s battles over the popular Child Labor Amendment, the Sheppard-Towner Act, the first Equal Rights Amendment, and the federal income tax. 

This paper investigates how advocates involved in these controversies defined the “individual.”  Would this individual continue to be understood as an independent male-headed household, or would it be re-defined as an actual individual human being? What were the implications for private corporations and domestic relations of a shift from corporate, family-based government to a government in which those formerly considered household dependents had a direct relationship to the state? To answer these questions, I document how eminent jurists, politicians, lawyers, and advocates defined the individual unit in framing arguments in the federal income tax test case, Frothingham v. Mellon, which – since it involved the funding of an early federal maternal care program - raised issues of private and public funding of social welfare programs, professional versus parental discretion over the care of children, and state versus federal citizenship rights and obligations.

