by MICHAEL A. PAWEL, M.D.

limitations of de-instituti

all yourself an advocate for youth in America, and your position on institutionalizing
adolescents is supposed to be clear: you must be against it. De-institutio
"no firmer constituency than the professional child
onalization are by mw well recognized by those who advocate the

nalization has

~welfare movement. Although the

rights of parallel dependent groups like the elderly and the mentally ill, advocates for children
almost umvem&ﬁy retain the view that children are always better off in families (preferably

their own) than in institutional care.

This is cur mm bem&% the idea that children are always
best off at home flies in the face not only of the everyday
experience of most child-care workers— —whose arguments are
simply dismissed as self-serving—but also of such common
topical preoccupations as the re % atively high rates of serious
violence (including rape and murder) of children in their
families, and the historical conviction of the left (until very
recent years) that the nuclear family is the seat of almost all
evil. Traditionally, the right wing defended parental (particularly
paternal) prerogatives, and reform movements sought to liberate
young people from chattel status and enable them to escape
the tyranny of their parents. Yet these days, the Marfan Wright
Edelmans are no less vociferous than the & h}i tis Schiaflys in
advocating (at least for others) the “family value” that children

should always be cared i‘o %:t} their natural mothers.

How has this essentially reactionary view come to be
embraced so uncriti u,ﬂ} by such a wide cross-section of our
society, including those who consider ti"éemse}ves socially
enlightened? Is it because institutional child is des

r standards);

strably cruel or unsuccessful
3 is enjoving such a femz's/
re .

because the nuclear family in ‘%{@
sance of success? Or is it for other, less praisewo r?*’t‘

political expedience, self-aggrandizement, financial gain, or the
satisfaction of irrational and largely unconscious drives? These
questions urgently need to be examined before a wellinten-
z:wmé national administration blindly endorses “the family”
above all else in a federal policy on children and youth.

Has Institutional  The roots of mstitutional child

care in the United States reach
Care Generally well back into the first half of

Failed? the nineteenth century. Then,
as now, large-scale population
movement to urban areas pro-
duced a disturbing and frightening surge of abandoned children,
Destitute and minimally socialized, they constituted an ongo-
ing threat to public safety, as well as a reproach to the com-
mon conscience. Reformist organizations began to develop
asylums for these children like the New York House of Refuge,
a cross between orphanage and reform school, where aban
doned children could be sheltered and taught decent conduct
ind a useful trade. At the same time, the precursor of family
foster care was Introduced when organizations like the Chil-
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r juveniles and for the
homeless at the Port Auth sr*-ty Bus Termmal, h{;pmg to divert
sters from the notorious “Minnesota Strip” where Father
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r made his reputation working with young pros-

w York concentrates social services for
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be semimemas tradition of the heartland as haven lives
ver, epitomized by the glowing reputation of Father
B{}g’g“ ’E}wn. Although it is now a massive enter-
tonly an a:ammauzd town but associated
\ise operations across the country; and although it is
mtemm*za Iy institutional in its operations,
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“psycho-educational model” and a huge pubizc»
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Ignored in all of this, however, are the occasional successes
that—were this a scientific rather than a political inquiry—
would explode the whole theory that the dust-bins are intrin-
sically bad. If the pubtic and the media do not em:;fafy ignore
the slum school that produces cutstanding students, the
terminal-care hospice that sometimes sees a miracle cure, the
r autistic youngster turned successful
citizen, the foster child who has become a socialwork admin-
istrator, or the retarded person habilitated to manage a home
and job, such stories never propose t the thesis that the dust-
bins can and sometimes do work well. Instead, they are in-

 nstitutional care can be a good thing,
and it could be even better if

the resources devoted 1o

attacking it were instead used

to improve it.
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ﬁz’sgi ish uucﬁo,@og st Spenser Milham argues that maintain-
ing the prestige of the f est institutions in any human-service
care fauimes social-service agencies,
a : h;efﬁ requires a class of institutions
he calls dust-bins— g‘zgi ge pails in Amez,m‘ﬁ English—into
which the system’s fatlures can be dhmpm These dust-bin
institutions will, of course, fail more often than they succeed;
but it is in the mt”s’e%t of all concerned—the public, the pro-
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ty evil. This is
v honest alter

huf budgets
mb ym*am“” Ehw “those pfcﬁm " are émr;mz al
much more palatable than the more intellectually

natives of acknowledging either that some patien c( mmtea}
cannot be “cured” or that we simply do not wish to spend

evitably treated as the heart-warming stuff of what is called
“human interest”; they show how outstanding individuals—
wonderful school principals, gifted doctors, dedicated and
charismatic ther: apists—can overcome the terrible dust-bin in-
stitutions and do fine work m spite of the system. These stories
never illustrate that institutional care can be a good thing or
could be better if the resources devoted to attacking it were
instead used to improve it.

Substantial institutions transcend individuals, That is both
their strength and their weakness. When ’i 7 become too
large, their stability evolves into rigidity and mazwdmi people
no iimge seem able to control them; they become stultified
and unable to gw;z to new situations. But when they are too
small, we say they are overly éagwmwm& on one or two individ-
uals and lack stabilicy.

Most of us would accept the

t;

premise that, ideally, child-
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n Europe, congregate care of young

children has routinely been seen

as a social necessity. Child-care workers

in France are a recognized professional
group, requiring training and skills

equivalent to teachers or nurses.

Au} one interested in
P ; human behavior must

Am@f§§§ﬁ§ start from the premise that it is, theo-

Héﬁ@ reticaliy at least, understandable, even

Child-Care n when Z appears E}E&tz?i%y irzzxti@maiy.
7 g, Vs i We ungers P
fﬂgiﬁuﬁgﬁ§? iow, then, can we understand a soci

ety seriously disrupted by adolescent
violence,
supporting and treating young sub-
stance abusers md the growing population of severely impaired
premamre infants they z}miuc“ scandalized by the atrocities
routinely perp%mt ed | by adult family members on helpless
children, and prepared to invest in apparently open- -ended
expansions of long-term punitive institutional care for adults,
that nonetheless refuses even to consider the possibility that
expanding the institutional care system for young people might
be a good z’éeﬁ

The attitudes seem to be peculiarly American. The culture

Why Do

,mg@aymg under the costs of

of Native American children in missionar };’ and, later, g@vem»
ment-run child-care facilities that made 2 stupid and brutal
attempt to strip them of their cultures as well as their family
ties.
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DAITow pmpz 528 of mdsct; ination has been associated with
totalitarian regi m, recently more those of the left (w‘”zéc%
at least, saw the children of the masses as the basis for future
power) than :h@ge Cﬁ the right (which has moved beyond
at?emm‘*fw the mor 5@*;}1 0f a,%w ren en masse, as was the

Lue@ of d‘r ct extermination, as in

Tl‘f’;ere%m& the problem « of state-sponsored ideclogical or
religious indoctrination is a legitimate concern Reaimzcmv
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however, this is presently a moot point in America: the cutting
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comparative
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supervision wi ﬁ*x{} *: "zfeffmmm fﬁu };68 hours of every week
costs a lot. To provi ide one adult in this capacity within federal
iidelines (and allowing some kind of vacation
and sick leave) mqﬁ res five full-time (40 hours per Wﬁﬁr”}
st of housing that meets two or even thre
separate fire uﬁée» supervision of the poorly paid and ﬂOQ&V
trained line staff, administration of the line staff and the super-
visors, record-keeping, finance, auditing, legal expenses, reports
to regulatory bodies, investigation of alleged abuses, and vou
still have not even begun to provide for food, clothing, edu-
cation, and medical expenses. While small efficiencies can
sometimes be achieved, the basic fact every parent knows
cannot be overcome: supervising children is labor-intensive.
As labor-intensive services become increasingly costly rela-
tive to manufactured goods (because output per worker does
not significantly increase), the cost of all forms of long-term
care rises in relation to other items. Taxpayers always resent
this.
d political exy
&ME of course,
claim than i impers )‘1;:1@

: conormic concer Ins,
t%ay are obvious facts of political life. Successful politicians

know that the American public (or at least the American mass
as

i’zaw i €88

media) are interested in children and adolescents primarily a

a source of trouble. Nothing wrong is no news. Just as organized
efforts to celebrate the positive achievements of ordinary

adolescents generate a resounding yawn, people who t
successful institutional ¢ defcaze, facilities are of no interest
to the shapers of media policy.

On the other hand, even a whiff of scandal brings instant
celebrity. For years, Bruce Ritter tried to create popular sup-
port for Covenant House by emphasizing the scandalous lives
from which it rescued youngsters; but he did not become a
real celebrity until he E’* imse fwas ir p licated in scan éﬁ th»!z
nothing was proved ag
as several sex and u;m:z r ma;ze:ii ; méh T
over the headlines. The Harlem man whom President Reagan

§~

[eg

=
ﬁ
o
i
)
&
;8
T

Q«"“

=y
‘«)
&
oQ
[
&
o
I
]

cited as w@pmc father of the year was likewise ignored until
one of his adult children accused him of child abuse; then his

unwanted street cbzkira: than hi
several politicians have emphasized
liberating youngsters from scandal
saving tax {i@%‘amwand that they als
to contribute to the public safety.

Although fears of brainwashin g, th he desire for co st-cutting,

and the search for campaign ammrm’;w are sau c ms«z lerations,

they are still not encugh to account f
antipathy t{:ﬁ’”aﬁ”éf ngreg aew?\ ild ¢

cians can find more compelling cam
they are for or against institutiona
budget 3@@5}/823 md rstand the o
**ﬁmey . mf fm* in order to &”Q’w

m experience that the émﬁ:za
i ":tée’m crusaders can most charitably %e v;igs
sky” The r Ezgw us right also has more
and more dramatic forums than opposing institutional child
care. All of these groups can be counted on to listen sym-
pathetically to opponents of congregate care, but they do not
lead the charge.

Those who do have other motives.

For a few, 1t is pemor&aé power and financial gain. The
Operators of institutional “watchdogs” like New York State’s
Commission on Quality of Care for the Mentally Disabled
(CQC) have enormously increased their Wmmai influence and
their agency’s size and bwdge% {which is now diverted from
f"z fd available for actual care expense 9§ by thv c;amg police

nique of issuing press releases sug fes of mis-
mnr* ot with which they can bqi@é‘y‘ cope. L?:qmpg;eé with
v:v‘uagl‘y unlimited time and money and unlimited legal
authority to seek evidence of any mﬁ of “wmﬁgdsm' " the
New York CQC is constrained by none of the f)*“Cidis&;’y cone
stitutional safeguards that control ab uses by real law-enforce-
ment agencies, because it only reports its conclusi ions—some-
times based on secret evidence—in ¢ mffdmnﬁ memoranda to
other agencies. Its stated assumption is that every complaint—
0"@:‘1 if it is shown to be a complete fabrication—must be
ified as evidence of “institutional neglect.” The fine-print
fzmu on of institutional neglect allows that there is no actual
evidence of wrongdoing. But the SQ@ s press releases instead
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play up the enormous vt olume of “institutional neglect” (that
is, unfounded) cases the agency has inv %E’gatﬁi and lament
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the difficulty of finding evidence to support these charges.

As a nonpolice investigative body, the CQC has the fzghi

o demand answers to any questions from anyone and to de-

mand any records or documents or pé‘zy sical evidence, with or
without explanation. Its registered letters of accusation to
individual citizens contain %ﬁéeméiy no information about the
charges made or who has made them, and frequently no indica-
tion 1s ever made of how those charges have been disposed.
The information the CQC receives is gec:e%wmdzzdsm the
identity of accusers—and may be used against anyone. The
accused, in short, have no right to any elements of due process.
Any attempt to “impede an investigation” (that is, aﬁvt%mg
less than “full cooperation”) ?‘mfiam person suspect, and
suspects are regarded as guilty. Aﬁho&g%& the CQC has no
formal lega f‘igﬁ‘“ to do so—and even disclaims any responsibility
for “personne!l” decisions—its “findings” of abuse routinely
force the érmg of staff at all levels, either with the simple threat
o voicing “concerns” about the entire program or by publicly
naming the lowest level of officials who fail to “respond” to
those concerns.

The fact that such procedures, so obviously antithetica!
to basic constitutional protections, are not only ignored but
actively supported by the regular civil-rights lobby (including
the American Civil Liberties Union and its local affiliates),
which would mobilize vigorously against their application to
natural families, is testimony to the remarkable irrational forces
driving the supposedly enlightened elements in
our society. Those who defend the rights
3631?23: self-incrimination and unreasonable
police search of cﬁ'dg dealers, murderers, white
supremacists, and the Ku Klux Klan—and of
abusive natural families—seem to abandon their
devotion to the rule of law and join the right-
wing supporters of “unleashing the police”
when it comes to institutional child-care work-
ers. The fantasy of the demonic child-care
institution—the sink of iniquity, the house of
horrors—is powerful enough to overcome even
the intellectual honesty and the devotion to pro-

cive. The struggles between wishing for passive dependency
and fearing helplessness, between wanting to control, to be
izzdepf:ndem and powerful, and recognizing others’ need for
their own share 65 indep ée:rc:ﬁ and power, go on in all of
us all of the time. The classic personification of these conflicts

s the wicked stepmother o f airy tales (who is never a real
ma%éeg} Like the mothers of children in insticutional care e, the

real mother in fairy tales is dead or absent but s ﬁéa,ﬁ%}, xzzsg.v
and blameless; while the stepmother who is present is harsh,
vindictive, neglectful, jealous, abusive, even murderous. It is
not an accident that these stories remain popular. Being %‘;apy
less and being cared for by a mother zf}ewa&}% engenders
conflicting feelings. The most primitive way of uméimg them
is to split the parent figure into separate parts, good and bad—a
beloved mommy and a terrifying witch. The more unsatis-
factory the reality, the more appealing is the recourse to
mythology.

For some who are socially and intellectually more fortun-
ate, the urgency of these conflicts undoubtedly leads to the
pursuit of power—and the control of other people’s power—
through public sem‘ce and the legal system. It is possible that
such pmgﬁa are disproportionately active in the area of so-called
children’s rights. In any case, for whatever reasons, it seems
that, without a powerful irrational push from motives such as
these, well-intentioned people concerned with the rights of the
least fortunate could not embrace—much less lead—reactionary

| uch of the media discussion of

institutional child abuse

is rather thinly disguised kiddy

porn, with just enough

disapproval to allow everyone to

disavow the content.

cedure of civil libertarians like the attorneys of

the Mental Health Law Project.

What is the appeal of this fantasy? In part,
[ think it derives from a certain prurient interest. How else
can we allow ourselves to revel in the details of adult-child
sexuality without violating our own taboos against pederasty?
There is no doubt that incestuous relationships—whether a
celebrity’s or those of an anonymous day-care worker—hold
tremendous interest for the general public because, like the
details of lurid murders and other so-called deviant behavior,
they give us a chance to enjoy vicariously, and with self
righteous indignation, certain darker impulses that we cannot
otherwise see in ourselves. In short, much of the media dis-
cussion of institutional child abuse is rather thinly disguised
kiddy porn, with just enough disapproval to allow everyone
to disavow the content.

Sexuality in this context is taboo—and acting on it is repre-
hensible~- grvmuy because it is so clearly a mamﬁaam{sm of
power and control, whether or not it is demonstrably coer-

attacks on the very concept of residential child care. To
perpetuate a national policy based on the demonization of poor
working people (mostly members of minority groups), who
struggle heroically every day, for poverty wages, to bring some
hope to children from whom they routinely tolerate emotional
abuse and physical viclence, is a travesty of reason, a tribute
to the appeal of irrational demagoguery, and a tragedy for our

-

society's most deprived children. W
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