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T is my intention to identify some of

the changes in our community which
have impact upon the current role of
the Jewish center worker and, to suggest
lines of inquiry which might lead to an
adjustment of role, the achievement of
a more fruitful balance between our
professional program and the changes
in our communities.

Two Basic Changes

In reviewing all the changes that seem to
me to have relevance to the issue at
hand, I find that, basically, they may all
be subsumed under two major headings:
the socio-economic mobility of the
American-Jewish community and the
current national issue of integration in
education and housing.  Whatever
changes one may put his finger on, it
seems to me, may be identified as belong-
ing in the one category or another; or,
alternatively, in both simultaneously.

Socio-Economic Mobility

With respect to the first basic factor we
find that within the past generation, and
even more so since the war, there has
been a movement of the American-Jew-
ish community from a predominantly

* Paper presented at Metropolitan Associa-
tion of Jewish Center Workers Institute, April
25, 1958, New York City.
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lower to a predominantly middle
class status. This has had very ma-
terial consequences in changing the
nature of the Jewish community. Some
of the changes which appear to have
relevance to the Jewish center worker’s
role might be identified as follows:

1. The transformation of the Jewish
population from one characterized by
needs for social services as traditionally
conceived (as services designed to aid
the under-privileged and to facilitate
upward social and educational mobility)
to a relatively privileged population
which is quite successfully dealing with
its problems of mobility.

2. The emergence of a highly self-
conscious Jewish community life sus-
tained by the economic capacity to give
this self-consciousness structure and
flesh in the form of concrete community
organizations and institutions.

3. A flow of Jewish population geo-
graphically from lower socio-economie
areas to upper socio-economic areas—
within urban areas and from wurban
areas.

These changes have posed a series of
very real theoretical and technical prob-
lems to the Jewish center worker. Some
of these problems revolve around the
change in his function because of the
change in the nature of the population
he is serving. Others emerge from the
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change in the setting in which his serv-
ices are provided. Still others are the
product of social forces affecting social
work generally, Jewish social work
specifically, and Jewish center work di-
rectly.

Mobility

A major problem facing the Jewish
center worker is the contradiction in
American life between the fluidity of
vertical mobility and the relative rigid-
ity of horizontal mobility. One of the
characteristic features of American life
generally would seem to be the fact that
it has permitted the newly arrived
groups to move, in time, from a lower to
a higher socio-economic status. This
mobility has been more rapid for the
Jewish population than it has been for
any other newly arrived group in Amer-
ican life. As against this trend, how-
ever, American life does not provide for
a great many of its sub-cultural groups
the same kind of fluid and rapid social
mobility, that is, movement across group
lines in the direction of social integra-
tion.

‘We thus have the situation where the
loosening of ethnie, racial, and religious
group barriers (horizontal mobility) is
significantly slower than the loosening
of socio-economic barriers (vertical mo-
bility). Having attained middle eclass
status and the economic wherewithal to
exercise the normal middle-class drives
for status and achievement, the Jew has
found that the avenues for expressing
these drives are relatively unavailable
to him at this point outside of his own
ethnic or religious community. As a
consequence, he has been driven back
onto himself to gratify these needs and
has erected and has sustained a com-
munal-institutional structure within
which these needs can be met. He has
been encapsulated, as it were, within
the impermeable group barriers of the
society and has had to act out the logic
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and necessities of his new social statug
and capacities within the limits per-
mitted him by these barriers. This
encapsulation has been rendered even
more impermeable by political, social,
and economic developments on the inter-
national scene during the past genera-
tion, developments in which the identity
of Jews as a unique community has been
strongly reinforced.

Some of the consequences of this
situation for the Jewish center workers
are its effects on Jewish social work as
an institution, the geographical mobility
of the Jewish population and the change
in status and needs of the population he
is called upon to serve.

Jewish Social Services: Origins

Jewish social welfare is essentially a
sectarian-structured-and-financed insti-
tution. This particular property of
Jewish social welfare is not a fact to be
belittled on the grounds that sectarian
welfare services in a democratic society
which is ideologically committed to
social integration are, basically, a nega-
tion of this democracy. This, I believe,
is not an accurate evaluation of the is-
sue. American social reality is such
that the American people are divided
along ethnic, religious, caste, and elass
lines. In other words, America is, con-
trary to the popular American mythos,
a highly stratified society. This fact
does not negate the parallel fact that,
along with this, our society is one of the
most mobile of all historical societies.
We have here the operation of two
social processes, each ostensibly negating
the other, yet both together undergoing
profound modifications in time. The
parallel existence of these two contra-
dictory phenomena is reflected in the
disparity in flexibility and fluidity of
vertical and horizontal mobility in
American life. It is against these es-
sential characteristics of American
society that the sectarian nature of Jew-
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ish social welfare must be perceived and
explained. In this sense the sectarian
structure of Jewish social welfare serv-
ices is not simply and primarily a con-
sequence of an ideological consensus of
the American Jewish community but a
reflection of the social context in which
the American Jewish community has its
existence. If the American Jew is to
meet those of his social welfare needs
which are not met through public welfare
services, he has no alternative whatsoever
but to do so on the only terms the society
makes available to him: through sec-
tarian, Jewish welfare services.

The professional, therefore, who de-
cides against funectioning in a Jewish
setting on the ground that it is somehow
less democratic to operate within a sec-
tarian framework is really providing
himself with a theoretical rationalization
for what is, and may properly be, a
purely personal preference. Whatever
defect we may find in a sectarian social
welfare structure vesides not in the
structure itself but in the limitations of
a democracy which make it mandatory.

Coneceptualized in these terms, the con-
flict Jewish center workers may experi-
ence when their agencies are called upon
to leave old neighborhoods for new ones
may be seen in a different context. The
decision to move or not to move is not
one that is, in the last analysis, made by
a central financing agency, a board, or
a staff. It is a decision made for them;
or, perhaps more accurately, the con-
ditions which make such a decision in-
evitable are provided for them by social
forces external to their immediate wishes
or preferences.

Role of the Professional

If this is indeed the nature of the social
process, what then may be the role of
the professional worker? On the surface
it might appear that the only alternative
available to him is to bow fatalistically
and to accept the inevitable. I believe,
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however, that this passive position is
neither necessary nor realistic. More
appropriately, the role of the profes-
sional worker is threefold. First, he
must accept the responsibility of serving
his clientele as it moves socio-economi-
cally and geographically. Second, he
must understand that he has an immedi-
ate responsibility not only to his clientele
but to American democracy. An essen-
tial part of his professional posture is
a concern with and an activity on behalf
of the social welfare needs of all Ameri-
cans. This would mean that while he is
serving his clientele within the given
social context, he is simultaneously re-
lated to and involved with changing this
context through the instrumentalities of
social planning and social action in con-
cert with all other social workers. Fi-
nally, he has the immediately technical
problem of how to effectuate the uproot-
ing of a social agency with a minimum
of trauma to the old community. It is
within this three-dimensional framework
that the center worker may cope with,
define, and articulate his role in this
situation.

In summary, my thesis here is that
when an agency is compelled to relocate,
with all the pain that such relocation
involves, it is altogether inappropriate
to brand the sectarian nature of social
welfare services as the villain of the
piece or to rail against more immediate
targets such as central financing agen-
cies, boards, executives or staffs. The
fault, if we are to use a judgmental term,
lies in this case not in ourselves but in
the social structure which imposes a sec-
tarian stratification in matters involving
welfare needs, which in themselves tran-
scend group membership. In this situa-
tion, the role of the Jewish center worker
would appear to be clear. On the one
hand, he must serve his population in its
new setting. On the other, he must, as
a professional social worker address him-
self to the issue behind the issue, the
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rigidity of the barriers between groups
which makes sectarian welfare necessary.

Status of the Professional

Another area of problem generated for
the Jewish center worker by the rapid
upward mobility of the Jewish popula-
tion is the change in this population
vis-a-vis the center worker as a profes-
sional. In an earlier period, the center
worker was in a great many cases an
jndividual who had arrived at his posi-
tion as a result of a proeess of personal
upward mobility. He was serving a
population which was still on the soecio-
economic level of the group in which he
had originated and from which he had
moved. His status in relation to his
clientele was basically a superordinate
one as a consequence of his development
on the one hand, and his function as a
professional person on the other. Gen-
eral social work theory and practice,
which had developed historically in the
context of this superordinate-subordinate
dimension, supported and defined his
operations in the relational context in
which he found himself. Becoming and
being a social worker or a center worker
was both intrinsically and extrinsically
rewarding. It was extrinsically reward-
ing because it offered a status which con-
firmed the upwardly mobile aspect of the
professional’s position. It was intrinsi-
cally rewarding because in worker-client
relations there was constant confirmation
of the status values aceruing to this posi-
tion. With a change in the status of
clientele of the Jewish eenter, this set of
conditions underwent a radical trans-
formation. For one thing, there was a
change in the status relations of worker
and client. From a superordinate-sub-
ordinate relationship, it moved to a co-
ordinate or subordinate relation as the
clientele reached and/or surpassed the
status level achieved by the worker. One
consequence of this shift in relative status

was a confusion of role. A great part
of the social work orientation predicated
on the notion that the role of the social
worker and center worker was to ‘‘im-
prove’’ the lot of the clientele no longer
corresponded to the necessities of the
social situation. The implications of this
shift in relative role was not only tech-
nical but psychological as well. I would
venture the opinion that the social worker
or center worker was reluctant to sur-
render the psychological advantage in-
herent in the superordinate-subordinate
relationship. The consequence was that
both social workers and center workers
“‘psychiatrized’’—to coin a word—their
profession and, along with this, mini-
mized the service component in social
welfare work and enhanced its technical
components.

By becoming ‘‘psychiatrists’’ and by
stressing ‘‘technique’’ they accomplished
two things. They replaced their previ-
ous social-status advantage over their
clientele with a psychological advantage.
They ‘‘knew better’’ and ‘‘understood
more deeply’’ than their clientele, such
knowledge and understanding serving as
a compensation for a decline in relative
social status. They became technique-
conscious because the enhancement of
technique compensated for a decline in
status by demarcating a realm of esoteric
expertness from which the lay clientele,
no matter what its social status, was ex-
cluded.

‘Why the Shift to Technique

Now this preoceupation with the psycho-
logical and the technical was not some-
thing that simply grew out of the sub-
Jective needs of workers to shore up a
declining social status. It reflected a
tendency in American life to look into
the psychological for the sources of, and
the changes in, the social reality. Also,
there existed a parallel tendency to re-
duce all problems to the level of ‘‘know-
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how,’’” to a naive pragmatism. During
the thirties, the immediate press of the
socio-economic and social reorganization
of society made this twofold orientation
rather remote. With the apparent reso-
lution of the most pressing of our prob-
lems during the 1940’s and 1950, there
were both time and opportunity for these
rather optimistic American tendencies to
reassert themselves. Consequently, the
shift in social work function due to the
general amelioration of socio-economic
conditions led to the development of
psychiatry and psychology as the lode-
stones of the profession and established
technique as a primary component in
social work. For the Jewish social
worker and center worker this change
was even more greatly reinforced because
of the even greater upward socio-eco-
nomic mobility of the specific clientele.
His motives for moving in the direction
of psychiatry and technique were not
simply in response to a zeitgeist, but were
responses to the change in the actual
status of his population.

Another factor which may have con-
tributed to this shift in the direction of
psychiatry and technique was the actual
change in the social status of the Ameri-
can Jewish community and of the Jewish
social worker. As members of a privi-
leged middle class, the broad social wel-
fare and social action components of
social work became not only less immedi-
ate and relevant but less respectable as
well. 'When to this trend was added the
anti-democratic hysteria of the forties
and early fifties, this withdrawal into
respectability and conformity behind
the noncommittal ramparts of technique
was even further reinforced.

Now this inecrease in psychological
and technical sophistication was by and
large a very positive and fruitful de-
velopment reflecting a change in profes-
sional function in response to a change
in the nature and needs of the clientele.
‘What is important to recognize, however,
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is that though this need for role change
in response to change in community was
put to many valuable uses, it also became
fraught with questions of status, pres-
tige, and conformity. I would suggest
that until and unless social workers and
center workers recognize these strivings
in the definition of their role in the con-
temporary situation, they will not be free
to solve the problem of their role in a
changing community on the basis of the
issues. Even more to the point, they will
be depriving the community of the full
measure of their professional contribu-
tion.

There may be still another type of
response to this shift in relative worker-
client status. In this response, the
worker is impelled to blur his profes-
sional uniqueness and difference and to
assimilate to himself the higher social
status of his clientele by identifying him-
self with them. I would imagine that
this has been observed to oceur with
greater frequency on the worker-board
level. This type of negation of the work-
er’s professional identity also oceurs
when there is a marked disparity in the
relative status of the worker and his cli-
entele and where clientele is quite clearly,
by all the criteria valued by our society,
of a superior social status.

The implications for the center worker
in this shift in relative worker-client
status are several. At this point, I
would say that there is a need to define,
identify, and examine this shift to see
if it has indeed occurred. Beyond this,
I would suggest a series of hypotheses
which might merit further exploration
and testing. To what extent is the prob-
Iem of recruitment to social work gener-
ally, and center work specifically, the
result of the fact that our young people
now come from the social level of our
clientele and do not, therefore, find in
this field an opportunity to move beyond
the status position they begin with? To
what extent are people who reject work-




THE JEWISH CENTER WORKER IN A CHANGING COMMUNITY

ing in the Jewish center field doing so
on the basis that they find it more grati-
fying to work with a clientele with whom
the superordinate-subordinate relation-
ship still prevails? What might be the
psychological factors operating within
and between center workers and agency
clientele when their respective relation-
ships to each other are superordinate,
cooordinate, or subordinate?! What
might be the nature of professional fune-
tion, role, and technique when there is a
shift along this relational continuum?
To ask these questions is, of course, not
to answer them. They are, it seems to
me, questions which are properly asked
and deserve and require serious and
very careful consideration.

Integration

‘We now come to the issue which appears
to me to be most intimately related to
Jewish center work : the issue of integra-
tion in education and housing. As I
understand it, the Supreme Court de-
cision on desegregation was not simply
the initiation of a new trend in American
life. It was, rather, a confirmation and
a strengthening of an essential American
phenomenon, the ongoing struggle for
and realization of the social equality
which is implicit in the American demo-
cratic tradition. This decision simply
served formal notice that this movement
toward equality was entering a new stage
in its historical development in America.
For the Jew, this development has both
moral and material implications. The
moral implications of this issue for the
Jew stretch back in time to the Book of
Leviticus (19:34) : ““The stranger that
so journeth with you shall be unto you
as the native among you, and thou shalt
love him as thyself : for ye were strangers
in the land of Egypt, I am the Lord.”
This earliest of formulations of the posi-
tion of the Jew on the issue of social
equality has received and continues to
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receive emphasis and confirmation
throughout history and throughout the
world. It would seem, therefore, that
the American Jew is morally committed
by history and identification to the sup-
port of integration in education and
housing.

Apart from its moral implications,
however, integration may be assumed to
have material consequences for the status
of the American Jew. Such material
consequences may be divided into two
types: the remote and the proximal.
The remote consequences consist of such
changes in intergroup relations that the
conditions which I earlier described as
encapsulating the Jew within relatively
impermeable group barriers would be
considerably modified. At that point,
America will provide a wholly new set
of social conditions and intergroup rela-
tions within which will be resolved the
issues of Jewish group identification and
American-Jewish institutional and com-
munal life. These, however, will be
issues which will be faced and resolved
by the American Jew of the future. For
our purposes, the proximal effects and
implications of integration are much
more to the point. These would seem to
be as follows:

1. The effect of integration on the
ethnic and racial composition and strue-
ture of our local neighborhoods.

2. The effect of this change in neigh-
borhood on the structure and composition
of our center membership and program.

3. The role of the center as a social
agency and of the center worker as a
social worker in the advancement of inte-
gration.

Of all social agencies, it is the com-
munity eenter which is most immediately
involved in the issues of integration.
‘Whereas other social services serve
people essentially in terms of their indi-
vidual needs (in separation from each
other) and are free of the operation of
any significant geographical factor, the
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community center serves people largely
in their neighborhoods, in terms of their
social group needs, and in the context
of their group membership. This places
the community center on the front-lines
of the issue of integration. I would ex-
pect that in the foreseeable if not im-
mediate future there will emerge a tend-
ency in the direction of more highly
integrated neighborhoods. If this occurs,
or if it occurs with greater frequency
than it has in the past, what will be the
effects on our community centers? Will
there be an acceleration in the mobility
of the centers as their communities
change under them? Will they modify
their membership policies in line with
a change in neighborhood? Or, finally,
will they find themselves in the position
of segregated enclaves within the
broader, integrated community?

Dilemma of the Professional

If there is this to-be-expected and to-be-
hoped-for movement of the community in
the direction of social integration, what
will be its effects on the internal structure
of the center and on its position as a
social agency in a democratic society?
It is at this point that the question of
professional role becomes crucial. Here
it is, I believe, that the Jewish center
worker is caught in a very complex
dilemma. On the one hand, the Jewish
community center is an instrumentality
of the Jewish people designed to meet
its needs and to express its identity as
a sub-cultural group within the broader
American context. On the other hand,
as an American institution, it must, at
the same time, relate itself and play some
constructive role in the extension of
American demoeracy in the direction of
social integration. If it takes the second
role, however, it is modifying many of the
social conditions which make necessary
its existence as a distinet institution.
This is certainly not an easy problem to

[379]

solve inasmuch as the rights and responsi-
bilities upon which either position rests
are in themselves, despite their appar-
ently contradictory nature, quite valid.

Is this dilemma simply logical or se-
mantic in nature or does it correctly
reflect the conditions that obtain in the
actual practice of the profession of Jew-
ish center work? It is my opinion that
the latter is the case. Here are some of
the ways in which it seems to me to
manifest itself in practice. In the area
of membership policy in mixed neighbor-
hoods some decision must be taken as to
ratios of Jewish and non-Jewish member-
ship. This is a delicate question not only
because of the Jewish sensitivity to any-
thing resembling a numerus clausus, but
for several other, more material, reasons.
First, there is the problem of maintain-
ing the Jewish identity of the agency in
terms of its place in the social welfare
fabric of Jewish communal life, or in
relation to its central planning and
financing institution. Second, there is
the problem of determining and articu-
lating a program which meets the needs
of its clientele as Jews—the issue of
Jewish content. Finally, there is the
operation of a sociological Gresham’s
law to the effect that as a certain ratio
of non-Jewish to Jewish membership is
surpassed the nature of the agency,
membership, and program is transformed
in the direction of the socially or nu-
merically dominant group.

The conflict between the two assertions
about the nature of the Jewish com-
munity center, as primarily a Jewish in-
stitution or primarily a social agency, is
a real one, not simply a semantic differ-
ence, because the exclusive adoption of
either position would provide a ready
answer to each of these questions. The
fact that in practice we are unable to
answer these questions readily is simply
an indication of the extent of our conflict
between these two alternatives. In the
last analysis, the decision one is impelled
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to make with respect to these questions,
among many others, is determined by the
relative weight in one’s theory of either
of these two formulations. I would ven-
ture the opinion that a great deal of the
professional controversy that animates
the Jewish center field is a reflection of
the difference between these two orien-
tations. However, I would modify this
by saying that in practice there is less
of a division along either-or lines than
along more-or-less lines. I would suspect
that the theoretical dichotomy cuts
across, rather than between, the lines
suggested by my formulation.

Is, then, this dilemma soluble? I
believe that it is but that its solution is
not to be achieved by what might be
described as the Gordian-knot approach.
By this approach, one arbitrarily makes
a basic assumption, to wit, that either
Jewish or social agency is the regulating
term in the definition of the Jewish com-
munity center, and then proceeds to
operate as if the other term in the
formula had a purely subsidiary, non-
regulatory function. This is a position
which people have a right to take and
that many have indeed taken. I doubt,
however, that it is the most fruitful. I
would suggest that the most fruitful po-
sition is one that recognizes the dynamie
relativity of the two terms in the phrase
Jewish social agency, or Jewish com-
munity center. By this I mean a recog-
nition of the fact that ‘‘Jewish’’ and
‘“‘community center’’ are both terms
which are undergoing transformation in
time and in relation to each other. This
suggests that the Jewish center worker
must perceive the Jewish function of his
center as something which is set in a
social-historical matrix and that it is
changing and will continue to change as
the position of the Jew in the larger
community changes. As, therefore, social
integration in its broadest sense evolves
in America, the needs and aspirations
of American Jews will change. On the
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other hand, it also means that the Jewish
community center must play a role on
the broader social secene as a social work
agency in the direction of further inte-
gration. In short, the assumptions that
I am making here are that social change
is inevitable, that social integration is
both desirable and inevitable, that the
American Jew can only gain from such a
development, and that the Jewish center
worker has a responsibility as Jew and
as social worker to participate in effec-
tuating such a development.

The role of the Jewish center worker
in a changing community is, in terms of
this orientation, one in which he serves
the Jewish community in the light of its
ever continuing transformations within
the changing American scene. This pre-
cludes taking any exclusive or final dog-
matic position as to what the American
Jew ought to be and focusses on what
he has been, is and will be as he responds
to changes in American life. Ought to
be and should be as applied to the Ameri-
can Jew are criteria which are appro-
priate to ideologically committed Jewish
institutions and organizations. The Jew-
ish community center, it appears to me,
has a function which transcends all
specific and exclusive ideologies other
than a basic commitment to serve the
American Jew in the context of his
simultaneous membership in the Jewish
and American groups.

I do not believe that the social changes
that I have suggested as significant for
Jewish center work are definitively stated
nor that I have done all that could be
done by way of indicating all their im-
plications. The answers to the questions
I have raised may not be easily or quickly
answered. Among the many elements
which go to make up the role of the Jew-
ish center worker would be the responsi-
bility to examine these issues more fully
and to explore the answers to the prob-
lems that they pose. I would suggest that
this search is not to be conducted in the
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armchair nor in professional meetings
alone. I think that it is necessary to tap
the rich resources of contemporary re-
search in social psychology and sociology
as well as to engage in some research of
our own. The research activities of the
Jewish center worker should be directed
not simply at enhancing his technieal
proficiency but also at the exploration of
some of the broader issues which I have
touched upon.

Summary

I have done no more than touch upon
three of the many changes that have
affected or characterized American Jew-
ish life: the change in the social status
of the Jewish community, the change in
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the professional status and funetion of
the Jewish center worker, and the possi-
ble effects of integration on the Jewish
community center’s funection and role as
a communal institution. I have also done
no more than touch upon a few of the
many implications that I perceive in
these changes. I would like to think that
the assumptions upon which I have pro-
ceeded and the assertions I have ad-
vanced are valid ones, that they are
accurate, and that they correctly reflect
the facts. Even more important than
their validity, I would hope that they
have sufficient relevance to the issues
that animate Jewish center workers to
serve as a stimulating and worthwhile
beginning for the discussions that will
follow.






