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Preface

Rationale

In the Encyclopedia of Social Welfare History in
North America, we endeavored to bring together
basic information on the history of social welfare in
the three major countries that constitute North
America—Canada, Mexico, and the United States of
America. Our intention was to provide readers with
information about how these three nations have dealt
with social welfare issues, some similar across bor-
ders, others unique, as well as to describe important
events, developments, and the lives and work of
some key contributors to social welfare develop-
ments. If we have succeeded, the encyclopedia will
be useful to beginning students of social welfare
history as well as established scholars who are seek-
ing to extend their investigations into new areas of
inquiry.

This encyclopedia, the first of its kind, takes a
continental, tri-national approach to its subject matter.
Experts on the history of social welfare in Canada,
Mexico, and the United States contributed entries to
the volume. We have defined social welfare broadly,
to include education, informal mutual assistance, the
development of the social work profession, and vol-
untary charitable activities as well as state-supported
public welfare activities. (The encyclopedia does not,
however, attempt to cover the history of social work
practice or the development of specialized education
for social work or the other human services.) The
coverage is broad and interdisciplinary; contributors
include scholars from the fields of anthropology,

economics, education, health sciences, history, labor
and industrial relations, political science, social work,
and sociology.

Much published research on social welfare policy
and social welfare history takes a national approach,
with perhaps a nod to developments in other countries.
In choosing a continental focus for this encyclopedia,
the editors hoped to encourage, in a small way, cross-
national and comparative research. We hope that read-
ers will find the encyclopedia a convenient guide and
starting point for investigations of the development of
social welfare history in any one of the three countries
as well as for comparative studies.

Organization and Themes

The entries in the encyclopedia are, for the most
part, chronological. In some cases, the entries are sui
generis, unique to a particular country. In other cases,
where appropriate, similar entries on two or on all
three countries have been grouped together to facili-
tate cross-national comparisons. In addition, a Reader’s
Guide is provided, which groups entries by country
and by topic. 

Research Guides to studying social welfare history
in Canada, Mexico, and the United States are pro-
vided in an appendix. Written by archivists, these
guides introduce the reader to resources for further
research, including archival depositories and printed
primary sources in social welfare history in each of
the three countries. Chronologies of important events
in social welfare that are described in the entries are
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also provided. A chronology is presented for each of
the three countries covered in this volume so that the
reader can trace events in one country or compare
developments in two or three countries at various
points in time.

Editorial Process

Social work librarian Ruth Britton suggested a
need for this encyclopedia. Surveying standard refer-
ence works showed a void in this area; hence, the pro-
ject began. In planning this project, it was decided
early on that its scope should be North American,
including Canada, Mexico, and the United States. Our
intention was to provide readers with information
about how these three nations have dealt with social
welfare issues, some similar across borders, others
unique, as well as to describe important events, devel-
opments and the lives and work of some key contrib-
utors to social welfare. Associate editors for Canada
and Mexico, both of them experts in the history of
social welfare in those countries, were invited to join
the project and contributors, both established and
emerging scholars, were recruited.

Our intention was to bring together in one source
basic information about themes, issues, events, and
personalities that shaped North American social wel-
fare, broadly conceived. In deciding what to include,
we were selective, admitting early on that we could
not cover every issue, policy, or personality that might
be relevant. In particular, it was not possible to pro-
vide as much detail on the development of the helping
professions, in particular social work, as some readers
may wish. We hope the final product will provide
readers with valuable information about national as
well as cross-national social welfare history. And we
hope that our work will encourage further study in this
rich and complex field. The history of North American
social welfare shows how three nations, each with a
complex history, have chosen to deal with the provi-
sion of social welfare programs and services to their
populations. Social welfare decisions in the past have
affected the well-being of millions of people and indi-
vidual and collective social welfare in the future
remain a fundamental concern for all nations.
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