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At  first  glance  it  might  appear  that  Sonya
Michel  and Elizabeth Rose are unlucky scholars
who simultaneously published the same book. To
the contrary: Michel's and Rose's works are com‐
plementary  and  well-documented  studies  that
each make a distinct contribution to the history of
day care in the United States. Together they reveal
a complex story that aids those interested in this
topic and the related histories of social  welfare,
public  policy,  education,  childhood,  family,  and
women.  Michel  and Rose began their  studies as
Ph.D. dissertations, but both works have benefited
from  extensive  revision.[1]  Each  also  builds  on
the previously published work of scholars such as
Barbara  Beatty,  Mary  Frances  Berry,  Hamilton
Cravens,  Susan  Hartmann,  Molly  Ladd-Taylor,

and others touching on the history of day care as
an issue within larger themes.[2] But Michel and
Rose  provide  the  first  comprehensive  examina‐
tions of the history of day care in the U.S. Both au‐
thors also address why, despite a long history of
need, the United States has no national day care
policy. 

As her title accurately suggests, Sonya Michel
traces the development of day care policy at the
national level from the 1790s to the present by ex‐
amining  the  writings  of  policy  makers  and  the
records  of  institutions.  Michel  reveals  a  history
where women's rights and children's interests of‐
ten collided. She concludes that despite a growing
population of  wage-earning mothers in America
by  the  early  twentieth  century,  state-supported



day care became negatively linked to poverty, and
therefore class and race. Rose, using Philadelphia
as a case study, centers on the delivery of child
care from 1890 to 1960. Using the records of two
Philadelphia  day  care  centers  (Wharton  Centre
and  Neighborhood  Center Day  Nursery),  Rose
shows which mothers used day care facilities and
what those centers were like. She concludes that
shifting attitudes about motherhood, charity, and
the needs of children by day care providers and
mothers were strong forces shaping the actual de‐
livery of services. 

In a recent editorial in The Chronicle of High‐
er Education, Ruth Rosen notes that women now
comprise  half  of  many  university  departments.
But  she laments,  the numbers do not  constitute
equality for women in academia because "colleges
and universities [are organized] around the male
experience.  Now that  there is  a  critical  mass of
women, we need to reconsider the lack of child
care . . . and other 'normal' patterns . . . as though
women  mattered"  (original  emphasis).  Sonya
Michel would certainly agree. Children's Interests/
Mothers' Rights examines the history of day care
in the United States as part of American women's
efforts to access full "social citizenship." Defined
by  political  theorist  T.  H.  Marshall  in  his  1950
book,  Citizenship  and  Social  Class,  Michel  ex‐
plains  that  full  social  citizenship  requires  unre‐
stricted access to economic participation.3 In oth‐
er  words,  poverty-stricken  individuals,  or  those
denied full  access  to  the wage marketplace,  are
unable to participate as full citizens. For Michel,
universal  government  sponsored child  care  is  a
requirement that would afford "women a degree
of economic independence" and therefore full so‐
cial citizenship (p.2). But, Michel argues, from the
outset  the  effort  to  establish  affordable  quality
child care in the U.S. was a failure. She sees "the
history of child care in America [as] one of rights
withheld," as well as a story of "maternalist inven‐
tion," or, in other words, the history of "working
mothers'  efforts  to  find  care  for  their  children
when  formal  or  institutional  services  were  un‐

available." Michel concludes that the lack of uni‐
versal government funded child care in the U.S.
does not result simply from a "male conspiracy"
to  keep women out  of  the  paid  labor  force.  In‐
stead, this circumstance is a product of "a politics
of  maternalism"  advocated  by  male  and  female
policy  makers  who  "accepted  the  notion  that
mothers  properly  belonged  at  home  with  their
children"  (p.3).  Within  this  discourse,  "the  pres‐
ence of mothers in the workforce is presented not
as  a  normal  feature  of  advanced  market
economies  but  as  a  'social  problem';  thus  chil‐
dren's interests are implicitly positioned in oppo‐
sition to women's rights"(p.3). For Michel, this ex‐
plains why "universal  child care,  organized and
supported by the government,  remain[s] an elu‐
sive social good in the United States"(p.1). 

Both  Michel  and  Rose  conclude  that  early
child  care  was  limited  and  many  working-class
mothers chose to avoid the heavy handed morali‐
ty  dispensed  by  institutional  providers.  During
the Progressive Era professional child care orga‐
nizations (such as the National Federation of Day
Nurseries and the Association of Day Nurseries of
New York City) were established and private nurs‐
ery schools became the elite child care facilities.
Divisions between advocates of custodial and de‐
velopmental care split child care interests. On top
of that, the establishment and growth of mothers'
pensions reinforced the idea that  the best  child
care was provided by mothers who remained at
home  full-time.  Even  when  the  federal  govern‐
ment  sponsored  Works  Progress  Administration
nursery schools  in the 1930s and expanded day
care as a war-time necessity during World War II,
the U.S. Children's Bureau maintained that stay-at-
home mothers provided the best care for young
children. There was no long-term commitment to
child care as an enhancement of women's employ‐
ment opportunities or for children's development.

Efforts  to  retain  child  care  services  largely
failed in the United States, but were expanded in
other nations during the post-World War II peri‐
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od. According to Michel, this divergence grew by
the1970s and 1980s, leaving the United States far
behind. Michel ends her book by doing a compar‐
ative analysis of day care's development in Swe‐
den,  Japan,  Australia,  Canada,  and  France.  She
maintains that especially in Australia and Canada,
"a combination of strong movements of child care
advocates,  parents,  and  feminists,  supported  by
labor,  who  were  committed  to  the  principle  of
universal child care, and the conjunction of these
movements with a sustained period of left-liberal
(or  social  democratic  hegemony)  created  a  gov‐
ernment  commitment  to  affordable  and  high
quality day care." In the United States, "never hav‐
ing  enjoyed the  benefits  of  universal  child  care
outside  wartime,  Americans  appear  to  have  be‐
come inured by the constant struggle to find ade‐
quate services in a fragmented system based on
competition  and  inequality"  (pp.  295-96).  For
Michel,  philosophical  and  turf  divisions  within
the child care movement and connected advoca‐
cies  fueled  American  policy  makers'  predisposi‐
tion to glorify motherhood, "whether actual or po‐
tential" and therefore limit women's access to full
citizenship  by  neglecting  affordable-high-quality
day care. 

Michel's story of day care policy is thorough
and includes most  of  the recent  work on social
welfare policy development. Nevertheless, it is a
little  single-minded in  its  argument  focusing  on
child care as a woman's right linked to equal em‐
ployment  opportunities.  Recent  studies  suggest
that  access  to  good  early-childhood  education
should be every child's right as well. For example,
an October 22, 1999, New York Times article ex‐
plains that young adults who attended high quali‐
ty day care facilities as children "consistently out‐
perform their peers. . . on both cognitive and aca‐
demic tests, and also were more likely to attend
college or hold high-skill jobs."4 A closer evalua‐
tion of children's experiences in day care will add
to this history. There also needs to be more atten‐
tion to the kinds of employment actually open to
women in the early years of the twentieth centu‐

ry. The Children's Bureau's advocacy of mothers'
pensions  and  Aid  to  Dependent  Children  hap‐
pened at a time when most employment open to
working  class  workers,  both  male  and  female,
was low paid and dangerous. The Bureau' s reluc‐
tance  to  embrace  equal  employment  opportuni‐
ties for mothers certainly hindered progress for
working women, but it  should be understood in
the context of the times. 

In addition, the diversity of the U.S.  popula‐
tion may also shed light on America's reluctance
to  embrace  day  care  as  national  policy.  Michel
notes  that  during  the  nineteenth  century  many
working  mothers  avoided  institutional  day  care
because it challenged their own values and mater‐
nal philosophy. This reluctance to give child rear‐
ing "over to strangers" may be strongest in a di‐
verse nation like the United States. A homogenous
population, such as that in Sweden, with a foun‐
dation of more closely shared values may make
the effort to obtain government sponsored child
care much easier. This may also help to explain
the  very  recent  movement  away  from  govern‐
ment sponsored social services in nations such as
Canada and Australia as the populations in these
countries  have  become  more  diverse  by  new
waves of immigrants. 

Elizabeth Rose's study looks at some of these
questions in more detail by examining the actual
use of  day care by families  in two Philadelphia
nurseries.  Rose  skillfully  examines  the  "gradual
transformation  of  day  care  from  a  charity  for
poor single mothers to a socially legitimate need
of 'normal' families, and even a potential respon‐
sibility of the state." According to Rose, "Day care
is  simultaneously  attached  and defended  today
because,  even  though  its  meaning  has  changed
over  time,  it  has  never  been  completely  trans‐
formed"  (p.5).  Consistent  with  Michel's  findings,
Rose argues that  early child care facilities  were
established for  charitable  reasons.  By  the  1910s
and  1920s  custodial  day  care  was  criticized  by
professional social workers that denounced moth‐
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ers' employment.  During  the  1930s  and  40s  na‐
tional priorities put pressure on the government
to support child care. But, by the 1950s public sup‐
port waned and day care was again tainted with
the label of charity and neglectful mothering. 

The strength of Elizabeth Rose's book is her
creative  use  of  case  studies  created  by  social
workers  at  the  day  nurseries.  The  elite  women
who established the first day care facilities in Phil‐
adelphia  viewed them as  filling  an unavoidable
gap in  mothering among poor  working women.
The women who used the Philadelphia nurseries
for their children viewed their need for day care
as  "an extension,  not  an  abdication of  their  re‐
sponsibilities as mothers." This division between
elites and working-class mothers has never been
fully reconciled,  thereby tainting the use of  day
care for all women among policy makers and pub‐
lic opinion. Rose's history offers insight into what
it means to be a "good mother" and how this has
changed over time influenced by race, class, and
national  priorities.  Rose's  cautious  use  of  case
studies  shows  who  used  the  facilities  and  why.
She concludes that "by portraying women's moth‐
ering  work  as  inherently  in  conflict  with  their
wage work of  mothering,  maternalist  reformers
denied poor and working-class women 's own def‐
initions of motherhood, as well as their need for
assistance." As a consequence, "in the attempt to
valorize  the  work  of  mothering  and  meet  the
needs of children, these reformers ended up re‐
ducing the options available to women who need‐
ed or wanted to support,  as well  as to care for,
their children" (p.9). Rose maintains that day care
programs have continued to be stratified by class.
"Perhaps the most damaging result of our failure
to support day care is that many children spend
their days in poor-quality care" (p.217). 

Children's  Interests/Mothers  Rights  and  A
Mother's Job are welcome and needed histories of
day care. They fall somewhat short in placing the
lack of attention to day care within the larger con‐
text of the United States' reluctance to care for its

children's  education,  health,  and other  needs  at
the  federal  level.  But,  these  two books  together
provide perceptive analysis of the one aspect of
the history of childhood and education with links
to  citizenship,  rights,  and  class  that  shape  so
much of the history of social welfare in the United
States. 
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