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DAVID F. CREW, Germans on Welfare. From Weimar to Hitler (New York
and Oxford: OUP USA, 1998), x + 287 pp. ISBN 0 19 505311 7. £42.00

For some time the vast field of welfare policy has been one of the focal
points of international research on the history of the Weimar Republic.
This is not surprising, as the architects of the Weimar Constitution gave
the new state hitherto unprecedented responsibilities in the area of
welfare policy. The provision of a minimum of social security was part
of the legitimation of the republic: ‘The political commitment to the idea
of the “social state” was a cornerstone of the Weimar social contract’
(pp. 10-11). This close connection between democracy, welfare, and
legitimation makes it possible to see the crisis of the welfare state as a
‘structural event’ in the Weimar Republic. Welfare policy was a central,
and therefore hotly disputed issue, especially as the economic and
social malaise made the promise of social security a precarious one.

Crucial factors in the stability and disintegration of the social contract,
however, were the expectations and disappointments of the clientele.
Here the gaps in the historical research are striking. Most previous work
has concentrated on the discourse of specialists or on how the various
welfare institutions worked. The social history of recipients of welfare
(and of the staff administering welfare) has only exceptionally featured.
David F. Crew’s study remedies this situation. None the less, he does
not write a ‘separate’ history of the clientele; rather he shifts interaction
between those in need of public assistance, and those who provided it,
into the foreground of his account, and with good reason. Building on
the work of Georg Simmel, Crew assumes that the ‘poor’ are produced
by the existence of ‘poor relief’: ‘the actual welfare clientele was
produced less by these people’s needs than by the decisions of welfare
officials to grant the status of welfare clients to some of these applicants
while denying it to many others’ (p. 71). The interaction between need
and welfare marks precisely the interface at which the welfare state
materialized. This is where everyday life happened; this is where
legitimation succeeded or failed.

In his attempt to reconstruct the ‘politics of everyday life’ (p. 206) in
the welfare state Crew draws upon local journalism on welfare policy
and a fascinating but hitherto hardly noticed type of source: the letters
of complaint written by disappointed and angry clients, and their
letters to the labour movement’s newspapers. Crew includes in his
study not only the services which the welfare state provided, or refused
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to provide, for the clientele, but also the direct experience of those who
needed help – hunger, homelessness, unemployment. There is hardly
an area of modern welfare provision that is not mentioned: assistance
for those disabled by war, children in care, fostering, those on small
pensions, pensioners on social security, those required to work in
exchange for public assistance (Pflichtarbeiter), and the unemployed
receiving welfare are as much a part of the scenario presented by Crew
as male welfare professionals (Berufspfleger and Ermittler), badly paid
female social workers, Catholic guardians, Communist commissions
on unemployment, and Social Democratic officials.

Analysing their interaction, Crew arrives at a number of subtle
insights which provide information about the difficulties and potential
for conflict in the everyday world of welfare provision. The official line
that welfare should be ‘individualized’ produced a considerable degree
of terminological confusion. While the clientele wanted ‘individu-
alization’ to mean a guarantee that their needs would, in fact, be met, for
the workers at the ‘front’, the term signified no more than their desire
to assess cases and work independently, without interference from
superiors or the clients themselves. The welfare workers’ view of their
clients was characterized by ‘contradictory gendered expectations’.
From the welfare authorities’ point of view, the recipient of welfare
could appear only in a ‘female subject position – subordinate and
acquiescent’, while they were also expected to display ‘values and
behavior considered masculine: self-reliance and a rational approach to
the conduct of their daily lives’ (p. 207). Of course, Crew does not use the
term ‘gender’ in a simple way; he correctly warns the reader against
simplifications such as ‘women and welfare’, and points out that other
factors, for example, class, age, and religion, must also be taken into
account: ‘We need to distinguish a variety of quite different types of
gendered encounters with the welfare state’ (p. 134). The highlight of this
book, however, is the section on violence in welfare offices at the end of the
Weimar Republic. Some welfare clients in the big cities tried to press home
their demands by using threats and physical violence. Added to this
were political demonstrations, mostly led by the KPD, in the welfare
offices. Indigence and aggression on the part of the clients; steadily
dwindling financial resources and open fear on the side of the welfare
providers: in the welfare offices the net of support and loyalty broke.

Despite his sensitive insights into the tears and fractures in the
relationship between the welfare state and its clients, however, Crew’s
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attempt to replace a ‘master narrative’ with a ‘thick description … of
individual cases’ (pp. 12, 15) does not always completely avoid the
danger of being sidetracked while narrating interesting examples in the
letters of complaint and administrative files. A certain lack of clarity
sometimes results. Examples are his comments on welfare for young
people, in which he concludes by admitting that it is impossible to find
out whether children were really ‘rescued’, or whether they and their
parents simply learned to present themselves in such a way that they
were no longer noticed by the authorities. However sympathetic this
restraint, a (sideways) glance at the interaction between clientele and
institutions, an analysis of welfare provision for young people and its
effectiveness as expressed in the relation between social ideal (the
institution) and actual life (of the clients), which is susceptible of
statistical analysis in selected areas such as the success or failure of
vocational training in welfare-run educational institutions, could have
produced a clearer picture.

A few other shortcomings could be mentioned. Crew provides a
wealth of local views, but Hamburg plays the leading part in the book.
In many respects, however, Hamburg is untypical, even by comparison
with other large cities. The salient characteristic of welfare policy
throughout Germany – the struggle between public and private
provision, and in particular, that offered by the different religions – was
hardly in evidence in Hamburg, where there was no challenge to the
primacy of public welfare. Added to this was the strong position of
Social Democracy, whose own workers’ welfare organization, the
Arbeiterwohlfahrt, provided a good two-thirds of honorary welfare
workers in Hamburg in 1928. This, too, was a special case, but Crew
does not take adequate account of the uniqueness of the situation in his
analysis of the ‘Germans’. Despite such reservations, this book will
maintain its place in the literature on the history of the German welfare
state. It is no mean achievement to have allowed the clientele of the
welfare state to speak so clearly.

Like a number of authors before him, Crew does not think much of
the historical pessimism view of welfare policy which was pioneered in
Germany in the late 1980s under the influence of Detlev Peukert’s work.
The landscape of Weimar welfare is too complex to serve as an example
of the ‘pathologies of modernity’, and the interests of those involved in
welfare policy were too diverse to allow National Socialist anti-welfare
to appear as something inevitable, as the consequence precisely of
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‘progress’ in welfare. Indeed, Crew’s steady pragmatism seems to be a
feature of American research on the history of the German welfare state
in general. If we compare recent stimulating American work (for
example, Derek S. Linton, ‘Who Has the Youth, Has the Future’. The
Campaign to Save Young Workers in Imperial Germany, 1991; Edward Ross
Dickinson, The Politics of German Child Welfare from the Empire to the
Federal Republic, 1996; and Young-Sun Hong, Welfare, Modernity, and the
Weimar State, 1919-1933, 1998) with equivalent German studies, the
extent to which the German researchers still tend to take sides on the
welfare policy decisions of the past is striking. The German scholars see
themselves as part of a milieu, whereas the recognizable sympathies in
the works of US historians are toned down by the positivist hue of the
scholarly culture. In addition, German researchers still orientate
themselves by the master narratives, in particular, the models of
argument and explanation, whereas on occasion US scholars (and Crew
is a good example) tell stories in an almost uninhibited fashion.

Above all, however, German researchers on Weimar can hardly take
their eyes off the Kaiserreich and National Socialism. Greg Eghigian has
recently noted, quite justifiably, that the attention of many historians of
Weimar is ‘diverted by the specter of National Socialism’ (writing in
Central European History, 31, 1998, p. 461). He is certainly referring to
German historians. Crew, by contrast, is an example of a tendency
among many American historians to interpret the Weimar Republic as
a ‘wilful’ undertaking, and to regard aberrations, in the main, neither as
the consequence of a lack of modernization, nor as mere anticipations
of Nazi practice. As a result, Weimar occasionally appears somewhat
isolated, and yet, at the same time, as of greater intrinsic value.
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the author of Der blockierte Wohlfahrtsstaat. Unterschichtjugend und
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USA, 1880-1940.
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