
The Jewish Community Center's Responsibility 
for the Needs of the Jewish Family* 

G E R A L D B . B L B I S 

Director, Hebrew Union College, School of Jewi.sli Communal Service, /.«,» Angeles. California 

T H R E E e l e m e n t s m u s t b e c o n s i d e r e d 
in t h e p u r s u i t o f J e w i s h exce l l ence 

in r e g a r d t o t h e f ami ly . T h e s e a r e : (1) 
e m e r g i n g f ami ly p a t t e r n s ; (2) t h e c h a n g 
i n g r e s p o n s i v e n e s s o f t h e C e n t e r as a n 
i n s t i t u t i o n a n d (3) t h e p r o f e s s i o n a l as 
r o l e m o d e l . I will c o n c l u d e w i t n s o m e 
spec i f i c p r o g r a m m a t i c d i r e c t i o n s . 

Emerging Family Patterns 

W e a r e f a c e d w i t h t h e e m e r g e n c e of 
n e w p a t t e r n s o f t h e f ami ly . T h e C e n t e r 
m u s t i d e n t i f y t h e m a n d d e c i d e w h e t h e r 
o r n o t it is e q u i p p e d to s e r v e t h e m as they 
define themselves, r a t h e r t h a n t h e w a y t h e 
c o m m u n i t y d e f i n e s t h e m . 

S o m e p e r m u t a t i o n s wi l l s u f f i c e t o 
m a k e t h e p o i n t as will a few p r a c t i c e c o n 
c e r n s r e l a t e d t o e a c h . I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e 
t r a d i t i o n a l c o n s t e l l a t i o n of p a r e n t s a n d 
s ibs , w e a r e n o w c o n f r o n t e d by a t l eas t 
s e v e n o t h e r m o d e l s : (a) t h e se r ia l f ami ly , 
(b) t h e n o n - m a r r i e d fami ly , (c) t h e n o n -
c h i l d f a m i l y , (d) t h e g r o u p f a m i l y , (e) t h e 
e x p e r i m e n t a l f ami ly , (f) t h e m i x e d m a r 
r i e d f a m i l y , a n d (g) t h e s i n g l e p a r e n t 
f ami ly . 

(a) The Serial Family 

T h e d i v o r c e r a t e a m o n g J e w s h a s r i s e n 
p r e c i p i t o u s l y w i t h i n t h e las t d e c a d e . A 
s u b s t a n t i a l p e r c e n t a g e o f c h i l d r e n will b e 
r a i s e d in t h e d e c a d e a h e a d w i t h b l o o d 
f a t h e r s a n d m o t h e r s a n d s e c o n d se t s 
( a n d t h i r d in m a n y i n s t a n c e s ) o f p a r e n t s 
g r o w i n g o u t o f r e - m a r r i a g e s . A r e ch i l -

* Presented at the National C o n f e r e n c e of 
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d r e n wi th d i f f e r e n t las t n a m e s t h a n t h e i r 
" p a r e n t s " in n e e d o f d i f f e r e n t i a l k i n d s o f 
s e rv i ce s? D o e s t h e f ami ly s ee i t se l f as 
u n i q u e ? C a n t h e C e n t e r h e l p in so r t i ng o u t 
r o l e s , r e l a t i o n s h i p s , a n d c h a n g e d i d e n 
t i t ies? 

(h) Unmarried Family 

A n e w p h e n o m e n o n is t h e c o u p l e ' s 
w i sh t o f o r m a h o u s e h o l d a n d yet r e m a i n 
u n m a r r i e d . T h e o p e n n e s s o f t h e r e l a 
t i o n s h i p e s t a b l i s h e s its r ea l i ty . T h e d u r a 
t i o n o f t e n e s t a b l i s h e s i ts s e r i o u s n e s s . 
B o t h d e f i n i t i o n s b e i n g , in s h o r t , t h a t o f a 
f ami ly . T h e c o u p l e m a y o r m a y n o t h a v e 
c h i l d r e n . H o w d o e s t h e C e n t e r v i e w 
t h e m ? A r e t h e y g i v e n fami ly m e m b e r 
s h i p ? C a n t h e c h i l d b e t a k e n i n t o t h e 
n u r s e r y s c h o o l if s u c h t h e r e be? A r e 
t h e r e d i f f e r e n t c o n d i t i o n s o r e x p e c t a 
t i o n s at w o r k as a r e s u l t o f t h e v iews t o 
w a r d m a r r i a g e w h i c h a r e h e l d by t h e 
c o u p l e ? C a n t h e C e n t e r h e l p in d e l i n e a t 
i n g t h e new 7 k i n d s o f " c o n t r a c t s " i n 
v o l v e d ? S h o u l d it? 

(c) The Non-Child Family 

C o u n t l e s s n u m b e r s o f c o u p l e s a r e r e 
s p o n d i n g t o Z e r o P o p u l a t i o n G r o w t h by 
h a v i n g v a s e c t o m i e s o r e m p l o y i n g a va r i 
e ty o f u t e r i n e d e v i c e s . O t h e r s v o w t h e y 
will no t h a v e c h i l d r e n f o r p h i l o s o p h i c a l 
r e a s o n s . Is t h i s " n o r m a l " ? Is it d e s i r a b l e ? 
D o e s t h e C e n t e r , c a n t h e C e n t e r , r e l a t e 
t o t h e p h i l o s o p h y s t a t e d ? S h o u l d t h e 
p h i l o s o p h y be c h a l l e n g e d ? C a n p e o p l e in 
t h e i r e a r l v t w e n t i e s w e i g h t h e l i f e - long 
r a m i f i c a t i o n s of s u r g e r y ? Is t h e r e a n o u t 
r e a c h c o u n s e l l i n g r o l e t o b e t a k e n w i t h 
t h i s p o t e n t i a l c o n s t i t u e n c y ? 
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(d) The Croup Family 

T o d a t e , n o C e n t e r t o m y k n o w l e d g e 
h a s m a d e c o n t a c t w i t h a n y s u c h g r o u p 
i n g . T h e a c c i d e n t o i n o n - c o n t a c t is n o t 
t h e s a m e as a c o n s c i o u s po l icy o t s e r v i c e . 
D o e s a n o u t r e a c h s e r v i c e h a v e a n y s p e 
cial r o l e t o p l ay w i t h f ami l i e s s u c h as 
t h e s e ? 

(e) Experimental Family 

I u s e a s e p a r a t e c a t e g o r y a s a p l a c e to 
b u t m e n t i o n n e w f a m i l y forms j u s t 
e m e r g i n g . H o m o s e x u a l a l l i a n c e s a r e b e 
c o m i n g i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d . T h e r e a r e n o w 
a t least f o u r J e w i s h h o m o p h i l i c c o n g r e 
g a t i o n s . T o m v k n o w l e d g e , h o m o p h i l e s 
h a v e n o t ye t t u r n e d t o C e n t e r s . Wil l 
t h e y ? S h o u l d t h e v ? Is a c o u p l e a f ami ly 
c o u p l e ? F o r o t h e r i n s t i t u t i o n s o t h e r 
q u e s t i o n s a r i s e . Wi l l a r a b b i m a r r y a 
h o m o s e x u a l c o u p l e s o m e d a y ? C a n t h e y 
a d o p t c h i l d r e n ? S h o u l d t h e y b e u s e d as 
fo s t e r p a r e n t s fo r h o m o s e x u a l y o u n g 
s t e r s? 

A few i n s t a n c e s h a v e b e e n r e p o r t e d of 
y o u n g w o m e n w h o c o n s c i o u s l y d e c i d e t o 
h a v e c h i l d r e n w i t h o u t b e n e f i t o f m a t 
r i m o n y a n d o u t s i d e o f a " p e r m a n e n t " 
l i v i n g a r r a n g e m e n t . W i l l t h e c h i l d ' s 
s t a t u s as a l ega l b a s t a r d ( e v e n t h o u g h n o t 
o n e u n d e r J e w i s h law) h a v e a n i m p a c t o f 
c o n c e r n t o t h e C e n t e r ? A n d w h a t if t h e 
m o t h e r was f o r m e r l y m a r r i e d so t h a t o n e 
c h i l d h a s a f a t h e r o f r e c o r d a n d t h e o t h e r 
d o e s n o t ? 

O l d e r a d u l t s l i ve t o g e t h e r w i t h o u t 
m a r r i a g e in o r d e r to save t h e social se
cur i ty check . Does t h e C e n t e r g r a n t t h e m 
c o u p l e s t a t u s t o f u r t h e r a i d t h e m in t h e i r 
fiscal d i f f i cu l t i e s? A r e s e s s i o n s n e e d e d t o 
a s s u a g e gu i l t ? Is social a c t i o n i n d i c a t e d to 
c h a n g e t h e law? Is t h e r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
n e e d e d to s h o c k e d c h i l d r e n ? 

(J) Mixed Marriage Families 

T h e m o s t " n o r m a l " o f t h e n e w f a m i l i e s 

m a y b e t h e i n t e r m a r r i a g e w h e r e o n e 
p a r e n t h a s n o t c o n v e r t e d ( m o r e p r o p e r l y 
t h e m i x e d m a r r i a g e 1 ) . T h e c h i l d m a y b e 
n a m e d G o l d b e r g , ye t n o t b e h a l a c h i c a l l y 
J e w i s h . T h i r t y t o fo r ty p e r c e n t o f m a r 
r i a g e s i n v o l v i n g J e w s in t h e las t d e c a d e 
w e r e i n t e r m a r r i a g e s . A h i g h p e r c e n t a g e 
o f t h e m r e m a i n m i x e d m a r r i a g e s . 

W h i l e t h e s e f a m i l i e s m a y n o t , in m o s t 
i n s t a n c e s , b e J e w i s h f r o m a t r a d i t i o n a l 
f o r m u l a t i o n , t h e y o f t e n a r e s o c i o l o g i 
cally J e w i s h . T h e y i d e n t i f y t h e m s e l v e s as 
J e w s a n d w i s h t o b e p a r t o f J e w i s h l ife. 
D o e s t h e C e n t e r h a v e a p a r t i c u l a r r e 
s p o n s i b i l i t y t o t h e s e f ami l i e s? D o t h e y 
n e e d spec ia l p r o g r a m s e r v i c e s i n c l u d i n g 
g r o u p d i s c u s s i o n o p p o r t u n i t i e s ? A r e 
t h e y to b e s e e n , in s h o r t , as a s p e c i a l 
c o n s t i t u t e n c y ? 

(g) The Single Parent Family 

P e r h a p s t h e l eas t e s o t e r i c o f all t h e n e w 
fami ly m o d e l s w o u l d b e t h e s i n g l e p a r e n t 
f ami ly . W i t h s e x u a l t a b o o s less r e s t r i c t 
i n g , m a n y m e n a n d w o m e n o p e n l y 
satisfy t h e i r s e x u a l n e e d s a f t e r d i v o r c e 
a n d n o l o n g e r f i n d t h e n e e d f o r a s e c o n d 
m a r r i a g e . T h e p a r e n t o f t e n still w i s h e s a 
r o l e in t h e c o m m u n i t y f o r h i m s e l f o r 
h e r s e l f a n d f o r t h e c h i l d r e n . Still o t h e r s 
ac t ive ly d e s i r e m a r r i a g e b u t find t r a d i 
t i o n a l s i n g l e s ' c l u b s a t t h e C e n t e r s a n d 
T e m p l e s a d r e a r y a n d d e m e a n i n g e x 
p e r i e n c e . A few ci t ies h a v e s t a r t e d c o m 
p u t e r d a t i n g f o r J e w s . P a r e n t s W i t h o u t 
P a r t n e r s g e a r e d t o J e w s p r o v i d e a n o t h e r 
s e r v i c e a l so . 

H a v e C e n t e r s su f f i c i en t ly a p p r e c i a t e d 
t h e r a m i f i c a t i o n s o f t h i s e x p l o s i v e l y 
g r o w i n g p o p u l a t i o n s e g m e n t ? D a y c a r e 
s e rv i ce s o n a y e a r - r o u n d bas i s f o r w o r k 
i n g m o t h e r s w i t h a J e w i s h e n v i r o n m e n t 
a r e few a n d f a r b e t w e e n . F o r t u n a t e l y , 
c o n f e r e n c e s o n s e r v i n g t h e s i n g l e p a r e n t 
f ami ly h a v e r e c e n t l y b e e n c o n v e n e d t o 

1 Gerald B. Bubis. "Intermarriage, the Rabbi, 
and the Jewish Communal Worker," this Journal, 
Vol. L, No. 1 ( '973) , pp. 85-97. 
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help gear agencies and temples to the 
unique needs o f this group. Does the 
Center react or anticipate? Are fees 
realistically set when services are availa
ble or must they be high enough to cover 
the cost o f service? 

I opened this short discourse with the 
bizarre and aberrational. I f the Center 
has done little to anticipate dealing with 
the new, what has been its record in serv
ing the o ld . 2 The answer must be spotty. 
T h e phi losophy for serving families 
arose after the reality o f using family 
membership as a device for raising dues. 
Today, however, it is our job to concen
trate upon the future and not criticize 
our past. T o best accomplish the task o f 
better relating to the Jewish families in 
thei r varied forms, the Center must 
radicalize its response to the family. 

Changing Responsiveness 

The Center is often a serving Center. 
I t is a place where people are served up 
dishes o f activities to taste and enjoy. The 
cafeteria approach is the outgrowth of 
Fiscal b ind and communal perception. A 
Center needs money and so it offers the 
popular as a way of attracting partici
pants. The participants in turn too often 
view the Center as a source for the popu
lar and the passing. The constituency is 
thus bo th se l f -de f in ing and self-
conf ining because o f this vicious circle. 

The Center is actually a powerful idea. 
I t should be less a place to serve and 
more a service with portability and po
tency. The Center must break out f rom 
being pr imari ly an associational organi
zation and become once more an in
strument for communal and individual 
welfare. Membership cannot alone de
fine who gets served and when, without 
regard to larger communal concern and 
needs. 

2 Gerald B. Bubis, "The Modern Jewish Fam
ily," this Journal. Vol. XLVII, No. 3 ( 1 9 7 1 ) , pp. 
238-47. 

Creative and experimentally evolved 
programs to serve families are critically 
needed but must be available to those 
who need them regardless o f where they 
are, what it costs, and who is affil iated, 
Centers now spend too much o f their 
energy on inst i tut ional maintenance. 
Federations must be helped to respond 
to the special project approach. They wil l 
increasingly underwrite creatively con
ceived and targeted services to Jews. 
Centers must come to be the vanguard in 
designing such programs for the families 
and urging support outside of the regu
lar sources for budgetary maintenance. 

The Center then is seen as an instru
ment o f the communi ty which t ran
scends in its power and permanence the 
day to day response to ephemeral mem
bership interest. I t has a role to per form 
with and for all kinds o f Jews precisely 
because it must represent Jewish con
tinuity and community expectations for 
K'lal Yisrael. 

We face today a confrontation o f two 
philosophical positions. There exists in 
Jewish life both individual anarchy and 
inst i tut ional oppression. The Center 
often is attacked by individuals for its 
lack of responsiveness even as commu
nity leadership may feel it is too avant 
garde in its role while serving a too atypi
cal constituency. This comes to the fore 
in sorting out roles as an organization 
dedicated to cont inu i ty and change 
simultaneously. I t becomes especially 
important in regard to the question o f 
contr ibut ing to the quality o f Jewish fam
ily life. 

I suggest then that the Center must 
define its potential constituency. I t must 
decide which prototypical families it can 
best serve in light o f where the families' 
needs and the community's needs inter
sect. 

Professional Role 

A creative and at times contentious 
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process wil l keep the two sets o f needs in 
balance. Ongoing expectation, exhorta
tion and explanation by the professional 
to both the constituencies, potential and 
actual, and to the community leadership, 
contribute to the Center's viability and 
flexibility in responding to the changing 
needs of both communities and families. 

The professional has an additional re
sponsibility. He cannot ask his constit
uency to do what he himself is not pre
pared to. Jewish life is important. Qual
itative and purposeful Jewish life is even 
more important. I t can't be important 
for Centers and their constituencies and 
not be important to the lifestyle o f the 
worker. The worker as role model thus 
must say with his behaviors that being a 
Jew and l iving Jewishly in a significant 
way are important for me. The breadth 
o f possibilities for this is great. The 
depth to which a family involves itself are 
nearly limitless. The styles, philosophical 
and theological possibilities are many. 
No one approach is "better" than the 
other . Cu l tu ra l l y o r ien ted staff are 
neither inferior nor superior to tradi
tionally commited staff. Judaism has 
many options, but one must opt for a 
Jewish lifestyle to be a successful Center 
worker. Thus for the worker there must 
be a blending o f knowledge, value, skill, 
coupled with personal commitment. 

Programmatic Linkages 

Any or all o f the family models men
tioned at the beginning o f this article are 
potential clients for the Center i f they see 
themselves as needing a Jewish context 
and approach to their lifestyle. The qual
ity o f Jewish family life must be inten^ 
sified through specific sets o f experi
ences which are found to be emotionally 
satisfying, intel lectually edi fy ing and 
Jewishly authentic. What follows is one 
specific suggestion which can be util ized 
with any kind o f Jewish family. 

I recommend that in every city in the 

United States Jewish community center 
professionals take the lead in forming 
Chavurot. I suggest groups o f no more 
than ten families come together and use 
theJewish Catalogue3 as the basic text for a 
year-long l iving experience. The group 
should have a mixture o f members and 
staff. I t can set specific goals for itself for 
the year; learn to bake Shabbat bread; 
build a Sukkah; discuss Jewish books; 
make candles for Shabbat, Chanukkah, 
Havdalah, or Yarhrzeit; celebrate Shab
bat; write a Haggadah; in short, take five 
or ten o r f i f t een or twenty o f the 
hundred Jewish opportunit ies covered 
in the Catalogue. 

Th ink of it: one group o f families — 
any kind o f families — established in 
each Center in the country with lay and 
professionals dedicating themselves to a 
year o f qualitative Jewish l iving, however 
defined and refined. Th ink of it, 350 
groups of ten families each — Reform, 
Or thodox, Conservative, Reconstruc-
tionist, unaff i l iated, young, o ld , wi th 
some mix o f the kinds o f families men
tioned earlier bound together by their 
commi tment to Jewish l iv ing. 3,500 
families, perhaps 10,000 Jews, in this 
country, doing, not talking about, their 
Jewish thing. 

Let us start with ourselves and those 
we can influence. Let us move f rom the 
rhetoric to the real, f rom exhort ing to 
doing. A n d then, i f we act, we can come 
together in a year to report on our ex
periences, our successes, our failures, 
our frustrations, our accomplishments, 
that come out o f l iving Jewish lives. We 
wil l then once again reaf f i rm Morr is 
Ad ler 's ins ight : "Juda ism begins at 
home. I t doesn't begirt at a meeting or a 
conference. I t doesn' t beg in at a 
synagogue service or a phi lanthropic 
campaign. I t begins in homes where 
Judaism lives in the atmosphere and is 

3 Richard Siegel, Michael Strassfeld, and Sharen 

Strassfeld, The Jewish Catalogue 1973. Philadelphia: 

T h e Jewish Publication Society, 1973 . 
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i n t e g r a t e d in t h e n o r m a l p a t t e r n o f da i l y 
life. I t b e g i n s in h o m e s w h e r e t h e J e w i s h 
w o r d s r e - e c h o , w h e r e t h e J e w i s h b o o k is 
h o n o r e d a n d w h e r e t h e J e w i s h s o n g is 
h e a r d . I t b e g i n s i n h o m e s w h e r e t h e 
J e w i s h e t c h i n g o r p a i n t i n g a n d t h e 
J e w i s h c e r e m o n i a l o b j e c t s a r e v i s ib le , 
a n d e l o q u e n t l y t h o u g h s i lent ly e x e r c i s e 
t h e i r i n f l u e n c e u p o n t h o s e w h o u p h o l d 
t h e m . I t b e g i n s in t h e h o m e w h e r e i n t o 

t h e d e e p e s t l a y e r s o f a c h i l d ' s d e v e l o p i n g 
p e r s o n a l i t y a r e w o v e n s t r a n d s o f l ove 
fo r , a n d d e v o t i o n t o , t h e co l l ec t ive l ife o f 
t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y . N o a d v a n c e i n 
g r o u p t e c h n i q u e s a n d a d m i n i s t r a t i v e 
ski l l s c a n c o m p e n s a t e f o r t h e loss o f 
h o m e t r a i n i n g a n d i n c u l c a t i o n . " 

W e c a n d o n o m o r e a n d h a r d l y d a r e 
w e d o a n y less. L e t u s b e g i n . 

Errata 

I n t h e a r t i c l e , " C o n t r a s t i n g M o d e l s t o 
C o m m u n i t y W e l f a r e : P l a t o a n d 
M a m o n i d e s " , by J a c o b K e l l n e r , a n a b 
s u r d m e a n i n g was i m p a r t e d by p r i n t e r 
e r r o r to t h e s e n t e n c e " T h e P l a t o n i c v iew 
is u n r e a l i s t i c ( a p p e a r e d i n p r i n t a s 
" rea l i s t i c" ) in t h a t it p e r c e i v e s soc ie ty as 
fully r a t i o n a l in all its a s p e c t s " . Vo l . L I , 
N o . I (Fall 1974) , p . 6 9 . 

N o t c o n t e n t w i t h th i s b l o o p e r , y o u r 
j o u r n a l p r o d u c t i o n s ta f f w e n t o n e b e t t e r 
in t h e n e x t i s sue , V o l . L I , N o . 2 ( W i n t e r 
1 9 7 4 ) , p . 177 . C h a r l e s S. L e v y in h i s a r t i 
c le , " P u t t i n g t h e Socia l W o r k B a c k i n t o 
Social W o r k " , a f t e r m a k i n g s o m e o b s e r 
v a t i o n s a b o u t d i s t i n c t i v e s o c i a l w o r k 
f u n c t i o n s , g o e s o n t o d i s cus s i m p l i c a t i o n s 
f o r d i a g n o s i s . T h e e d i t o r will r e f r a i n 
f r o m r e p e a t i n g t h e j u r n b l e t h a t r e g r e t t a 
bly o c c u r r e d a t th i s p o i n t in t h e p r i n t e d 
t e x t . I n s t e a d w e r e p r o d u c e t h e p a r a 
g r a p h as D r . L e v y i n t e n d e d it: 

Implication for diagnosis 
W h a t d o e s all t h i s d o t o t h e c o n c e p t o f 

d i a g n o s i s w h i c h h a s b e e n f o n d l y e m 
p l o y e d by g e n e r a t i o n s o f social w o r k e r s ? 
F o r o n e t h i n g , it t a i n t s t h e m e d i c a l v e r 
s i o n o f t h e c o n c e p t w h i c h u n d o u b t e d l y 
h a s c o l o r e d social w o r k u s a g e . T h i s v e r 
s i o n , a c c o r d i n g t o o n e r e p u t a b l e d i c t i o n 
a r y , c h a r a c t e r i z e s d i a g n o s i s as " t h e p r o c 
ess ( n o t i c e t h e the) o f d e t e r m i n i n g by e x 
a m i n a t i o n t h e n a t u r e a n d c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
o f a d i s e a s e d c o n d i t i o n . . . t h e d e c i s i o n 
r e a c h e d f r o m s u c h a n e x a m i n a t i o n . " 4 I 
s u s p e c t t h a t t h i s v e r s i o n o f t h e c o n c e p t 
h a s p e r p e t r a t e d c o n s i d e r a b l e m i s c h i e f 
f o r t h e social w o r k p r o f e s s i o n , a n d h a s 
b e e n u s e d b y social w o r k e r s t o a d d s o m e . 
T h e b io log i ca l v e r s i o n o f t h e c o n c e p t o f 
d i a g n o s i s o f f e r s s o m e a d v a n t a g e s : ". . . 
s c i en t i f i c d e t e r m i n a t i o n ; a d e s c r i p t i o n 
w h i c h class i f ies p r e c i s e l y . . . a d e t e r 
m i n i n g o r a n a l y s i s o f t h e c a u s e o r n a t u r e 
o f a p r o b l e m o r s i t u t i o n . . . a n a n s w e r 
o r s o l u t i o n t o a p r o b l e m a t i c s i t u a t i o n . " 5 
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Introduction 

SO M E soc io log i s t s s u g g e s t t h a t t h e a g e d 
h a v e n o t d e v e l o p e d su f f i c i en t c o n 

s c i o u s n e s s o f t h e m s e l v e s as a d i s t i n c t i v e 
g r o u p t o e n a b l e t h e m to e n t e r t h e a r e n a 
o f po l i t i cs as a b l o c . 1 O t h e r s h o l d t h a t t h e 
m a j o r q u e s t i o n is n o t w h e t h e r t h e a g e d 
as a social c a t e g o r y will b e c o m e a n e f fec 
t ive polit ical fo rce b u t r a t h e r u n d e r w h a t 
c o n d i t i o n s a n d a m o n g w h a t s e g m e n t s o f 
t h e e l d e r l y is s u c h a n o c c u r r e n c e l ikely t o 
t a k e p l a c e . 2 

T h i s p a p e r will d e s c r i b e a n d a n a l y z e 
t h e e f f o r t s o f t h e J e w i s h Ys a n d C e n t e r s 
o f G r e a t e r P h i l a d e l p h i a ( J . Y . C . ) t o 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e * po l i t i ca l a c t i o n * * a m o n g 
t h a t s e g m e n t o f t h e e l d e r l y p o p u l a t i o n 
w h i c h p a r t i c i p a t e s in t h e a g e n c y ' s a g e 
s e g r e g a t e d p r o g r a m . W e will a l s o e x 
a m i n e t h e c h a n g e in t h e r o l e o f s t a f f 
w h e n t h e t a r g e t o f pol i t ica l a c t i o n by 

t We should like to thank Mortimer Goodman. 
Allan Kornblum, Irving Kaufman and Dr. Alfred 
Kutzik for reviewing preliminary drafts of the arti
cle and for their many helpful suggestions. 

' Joel Smith, "The Group Status of the Aged in 
an Urban Social Structure," Social Aspects of Aging, 
Simpson McKinneyrta/. , ed. (Durham, N.C., Duke 
University Press, 1966). 

2 Stephen Cutler, "Perceived Loss and Political 
Attitudes Among the Aged," Gerontologist, Spring. 
1973, pp. 69-75. 

* By "institutionalize" we mean to deve lop 
structures in the agency's program for senior 
adults which make political action a continuous, 
operational aspect of the program. 

** We use political action in its broadest sense. It 
refers to organized efforts to achieve institutional 
change in the public area as well as the private 
sector. 

o l d e r a d u l t s is t h e a g e n c y w h i c h s p o n s o r s 
t h e o l d e r a d u l t s a n d e m p l o y s t h e staff. 

Which Direction? 

E f f o r t s t o i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e soc ia l a c t i o n 
a m o n g o l d e r a d u l t s a f f i l i a t ed w i t h t h e 
J Y C c o n f r o n t e d t h e a g e n c y w i t h c o n 
s t r a i n t s a n d c h o i c e s . 

T h e o l d e r a d u l t s e r v i c e s w h i c h t h e 
J Y C p r o m o t e d a n d t h e i m a g e w h i c h it 
c o n v e y e d t o t h e p u b l i c a t t r a c t e d i n d i 
v i d u a l s i n t e r e s t e d in t h e o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
f o r soc i a l i za t i on , r e c r e a t i o n , e d u c a t i o n , 
e t c . W h i l e t h e a g e n c y ' s p u b l i c r e l a t i o n s 
i m a g e m a y n o t h a v e r e p e l l e d o l d e r 
a d u l t s i n t e r e s t e d in p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n , 
n e i t h e r d i d it s e r v e t o a t t r a c t t h e m . 

O n e o f t h e cho ices t h e a g e n c y cons id 
e r e d w a s t o p r o m o t e a n d d e v e l o p a n 
o l d e r a d u l t o r g a n i z a t i o n c o m m i t t e d t o 
social a c t i o n in t h e h o p e t h a t t h e m o r e 
s o p h i s t i c a t e d a n d pol i t ica l ly m o t i v a t e d 
o l d e r m e m b e r s of s u c h a g r o u p w o u l d 
s e r v e as l e a d e r s h i p c o r p s t o t h e o t h e r 
2 0 0 0 o l d e r a d u l t m e m b e r s o f t h e a g e n c y . 
W h i l e t h e c h o i c e s e e m e d to h a v e m e r i t , it 
was r e j e c t e d in f a v o r o f w o r k i n g d i r e c t l y 
t h r o u g h t h e 2 0 c l u b s a f f i l i a t ed w i t h t h e 
a g e n c y . 

T h e a g e n c y c o n c e i v e d o f t w o o t h e r av
e n u e s t o w a r d t h e p o l i t i c i z a t i o n o f t h e 
m e m b e r s h i p . O n e a p p r o a c h c o n s i s t e d o f 
t h e s l o w e r e d u c a t i o n a l p r o c e s s o f b u i l d 
i n g a s t r u c t u r e (a c o u n c i l ) t o d e a l w i t h 
p r o g r a m i ssues o f m o r e i m m e d i a t e c o n 
c e r n t o t h e o l d e r a d u l t s . A s m e m b e r s 
w o u l d a c q u i r e skill in u s i n g t h e c o u n c i l 
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