
IDEAS 

23, 24, 25 March 1994 

ID 9421 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Beyond Institutions II 
 

 

 

©1994 The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 

All rights reserved 

 

 

 

 

 

Under no circumstances may this transcript or matters contained herein be reproduced or otherwise used 

for any purposes beyond the private use of the recipient (other than newspaper coverage, purposes of 

reference, discussion and review) without the express written consent of the Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CBC RadioWorks · P.O. Box 500, Station A · Toronto, Ontario · M5W 1E6 



IDEAS: BEYOND INSTITUTIONS II 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

1 

 

 

Lister Sinclair 

Good evening, and welcome to Ideas. I'm Lister Sinclair with the fourth 

program in a six-part series by David Cayley called Beyond Institutions. 

The series is about society's dependence on large institutions; it looks at the 

ways in which these institutions can injure social solidarity, and at the 

potential contribution to social welfare of the communities which exist 

beyond institutions. Tonight we present two separate items on this theme. 

We'll examine an experiment in closing institutions that took place in 

Massachusetts in the early seventies. Dr. Jerome Miller then headed 

juvenile corrections there, and he had concluded that his efforts to improve 

the state's ten reform schools were futile. 

 

Jerome Miller 

The staff had been there forever, and I think they were waiting me out. 

They could tolerate my craziness around reforms within the system, but it 

was very clear that when a new governor came in or I left it would go right 

back to what it was. So we just decided at one point to go for broke and just 

close the places. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

Dr. Miller's story makes up the second half of our hour. In the first half 

we'll introduce you to the distinguished sociologist Peter Berger, and 

explore his proposal for social services without bureaucracy. Beyond 

Institutions, Part 4, by David Cayley. 

 

David Cayley 

Society is often spoken of as if it had only two important dimensions: 

individuals on the one hand, and formal institutions on the other. What this 

map of social space leaves out is everything in between: the families, 

neighbours and friends, the clubs and voluntary associations, the local 

businesses. Sociologist Peter Berger and Lutheran pastor Richard Newhaus 

refer to these intermediate realities as "mediating structures," and in 1977 

they published a book on the subject called To Empower People: The Role 

of Mediating Structures in Public Policy. It argued that modernization had 

created a historically unprecedented split between public and private life. 

They saw public life as dominated by what they called "megastructures," 

institutions too vast and bureaucratic to hold personal meaning or command 

personal loyalty, while private life had receded into purely private 

significance. Berger and Newhaus claimed, therefore, that the way to 

conserve meaning and reduce alienation would be to reinforce those 

structures that mediate between the private and public spheres, structures 

whose public function, they said, liberal political theory had generally 

overlooked, structures like church congregations, or housing co-ops. One 

way to accomplish this strengthening, they went on, would be to put 

entitlements to services directly into the hands of citizens; citizens could 

then use these entitlements to support or create mediating structures, rather 

than being forced to patronize state monopolies. Peter Berger has been one 

of the most influential sociologists of his generation. Since 1985 he has 

directed the Institute for the Study of Economic Culture, which he founded, 

at Boston University. I called on him there in June of 1993, and we talked 

about what his 1977 book had called "the new paradigm in social welfare." 

 

Peter Berger 

From the beginnings of the modern welfare state, which 

takes us into the mid-nineteenth century in 

Europe—Bismark I suppose being the original inventor of 

the whole thing—the idea was that society, through its 

political organs, identifies a collective need, and then 

government, using tax money, steps in and creates various 

institutions to meet that need. Obvious example: the 

alleged need is for universal education, so government sets 

up a school system and these kids go to school and get this 

alleged service through a government agency, which is the 

public school. Now, the new paradigm means that while 

one fully acknowledges two basic assumptions, namely 

that collective needs should be met by governmental action 

and that tax money should be used to do that—we do not 

question that, but what we do question is that in order to 

meet that need, institutions have to be run by 

government—that is the fundamental shift, if you like, the 

paradigm shift—and instead tax moneys are channeled 

directly to clients, who then have choices between 

competing institutions, which need not be, in fact ideally 

would not be, run by government. I suppose the central 

metaphor of this—which is a little more than a metaphor 

because in fact it has been tried in various areas—is the 

voucher. The original idea came out of education, but it's 

applicable to different areas of the modern welfare state; 

the idea being, instead of tax money going to the school, 

each child has an entitlement to a certain amount of money 

per annum for education at different levels. This could be 

actually in the form of a physical voucher given to the 

parent, and then the parent has the choice to use that 

voucher in a wide range of schools. That would be the 

nature of the shift, which is applicable probably not to all 

but to a good many social services. 

 

David Cayley 

What is the resistance to this idea? 
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Peter Berger 

Well, the resistance of course is enormous from the 

professional organizations that now administer social 

services. I mean, the notion of educational vouchers, for 

example, in the United States, has been fiercely fought by 

the National Education Association and the teachers' 

union, and you can see why; I mean, it would greatly 

undermine their power. Professional organizations first of 

all like to have a monopoly, which the public school 

provides, at least for poor parents—wealthier parents of 

course can escape it by sending their kids to private school 

and paying for it. They like the monopoly and they like to 

be able to negotiate across the board with one other 

institution. It's much more difficult if you have a pluralistic 

situation in which parents—heaven forbid!—have a lot of 

power, and of course the unions don't like that. Also 

professionals generally don't like to be accountable, and 

the new paradigm, if you want to use that term, suggests 

competition, and competition means accountability, and no 

self-respecting professional wants to be accountable to the 

alleged beneficiaries of the in services. 

 

David Cayley 

Accountability, in Peter Berger's view, comes from choice, 

and under his proposal choice would be extended to all 

citizens. As things stand now it belongs only to those 

wealthy enough to bypass public monopolies, a point 

driven home to Peter Berger by an experience he had while 

writing his book on the subject.  

 

Peter Berger 

At the time my children were quite young. We lived in the 

city of New York, where no sane person who can afford it 

will send his children to public school, so of course they 

went to private schools. And my oldest son was in a very 

good school, in Brooklyn where we lived, Brooklyn 

Heights, and he had too much homework. He came home, 

he had about three or four hours' homework, he was quite 

small at the time, and we thought that was too much. So I 

called the principal, and said: look, I think my son is 

getting too much homework; can you do something about 

it? Yes sir, I'm sure we can, and he talked to the teachers 

and next week he had less homework. Now, why did this 

principal respond to me in this way? Very clear, because 

behind my suggestion was a threat: if you don't do what I 

want, I'll take my kid out and you won't get that amount of 

tuition. Well, that gives me as a middle-income, 

middle-class person a power which the poor person doesn't 

have. The poor person is helplessly exposed to the 

monopoly of the public school. What the paradigm 

intended is to spread that power around a bit and, if you 

like, the value behind it is that individual parental choice in 

terms of the education of one's children should be spread 

around, it should not be simply limited to people with a 

certain amount of income. 

 

David Cayley 

Peter Berger and Richard Newhaus' book on mediating 

structures grew out of a larger research project undertaken 

with the support of the American Enterprise Institute. The 

project investigated the possibility of delivering social 

services through non-professional, non-bureaucratic 

channels in five different areas, of which education was 

one. The others were health, crime prevention, welfare, 

and housing.  

 

Peter Berger 

The idea here would be again very similar. The traditional 

idea was poor people can't afford housing, so the 

government builds houses for them, they go in there and 

the government collects rent, usually local government. 

That has turned out to be a disaster, at least in the United 

States. Perhaps not surprisingly when people don't own 

something they are not very careful about it. The new 

paradigm idea would be: you give people a voucher by 

which they purchase housing, and ideally, purchase it in 

the sense of owning or owning after a period of time, their 

apartment or their little house. So the government would 

not build houses, the government would help the 

individual—usually individual—family to purchase their 

own housing. 

 

David Cayley 

How was your proposal received? 

 

Peter Berger 

It was received in a very, very friendly fashion across the 
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political spectrum, but I think it was systematically 

misunderstood. On the left it was misunderstood precisely 

in a communitarian way. For example, we got very 

enthusiastic responses, I remember, from people who were 

close to Saul Alinsky. If you remember, Alinsky was a 

community organizer, a leftish type of thing, 

march-on-city-hall. They thought the rhetoric was their 

rhetoric. As soon as some of these people realized that 

what we were really talking about was a market in social 

services they became much less enthusiastic, because 

market is a red flag for them, or rather the opposite of a red 

flag, it's an irritant to them. 

 

On the right I would say the misunderstanding was even 

more interesting, namely, suddenly—I won't mention 

names here because some of these people are friends of 

mine—suddenly some other people who were right of 

centre, as I was, picked up the notion of mediating 

structures and lo and behold, the corporation appeared as a 

mediating structure, which was the last thing in the world 

that we had in mind. Calling, say, General Motors or IBM 

a mediating structure totally confuses the issue. It's 

precisely what we called a "megastructure," one of those 

huge structures. So on the right the only thing that was not 

a mediating structure it turns out, was the state, and that 

again was a misunderstanding. 

David Cayley 

Peter Berger's idea has lacked a political home ever since. 

It was briefly picked up by domestic policy advisers to 

George Bush, and they invited Peter Berger to Washington 

to discuss it, but in the end nothing came of it. The Clinton 

administration, in Berger's view, is even less likely to be 

interested. 

 

Peter Berger 

What in Germany was called "the long march through the 

institutions" in the U.S. has reached the White House. If 

anything characterizes Mr. and Mrs. Clinton, it's that 

they're children of the sixties, they are members of what 

some people have called "a new class." And all the 

instincts of this group are opposed to what we were talking 

about. Their instincts are profoundly statist. There is, in the 

case of these people, an amazing arrogance that they know 

the answers, they're going to solve all these problems from 

Washington. And that, I'm sure first of all, is not going to 

work, it's going to create various disasters, but it's going to 

increase the political alienation, because huge numbers of 

people, with great justification, will feel they have been 

deceived. Now, what will happen beyond that is very 

difficult to predict, but I don't see anybody really picking 

this up. I think if someone did, it would be a politically 

very potent set of ideas, not only in the United States, also 

elsewhere, because the basic social developments in 

Western societies are very similar. Disillusion with 

professionalism and suspicion of government are not just 

American phenomena, they are throughout the Western 

world. 

 

David Cayley 

Newhaus and Berger's paradigm is as yet part of no 

political program, but it does, as Berger notes, address a 

widespread disillusionment, and it does have affinities with 

the gradual shift in political thinking evident in many parts 

of the world in the last generation—a shift which goes 

beyond the specific question of social services, which they 

took up in their book. This shift is evident, Peter Berger, 

says, in the new prominence of the old term civil society. 

 

Peter Berger 

The term civil society, as far as I know, was invented by 

the English Enlightenment. I read about this as a 

student—I had't heard the term in decades. Suddenly it 

comes out of Eastern Europe and it's very funny that we 

have a re-emergence of John Locke speaking with a Polish 

accent. Now, I think it's very clear why this emerged in 

Eastern Europe, particularly in Poland where you had a 

strong intellectual opposition to the regime. Civil society 

meant all those institutions that were not the state, and in 

the totalitarian situation that was a very powerful idea. 

Churches, voluntary groupings, civic associations, these 

forums, underground universities—all of these were to be 

part of civil society. So now the term civil society has again 

become very popular, not only in Europe but here in the 

United States, and in Latin America, in South Africa, and 

other places, and that's healthy, and it shows a new 

understanding. Perhaps the collapse of communism has 

helped this idea that a society if it is to be viable and 

plausible to people cannot simply be organized politically, 
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that there are all these other groups, groupings, of people 

that are necessary to make the society viable. Now, that's 

not quite the same as the idea of mediating structures, but 

it's in the same corner, it's related. It doesn't necessarily 

relate to social services, but it means the freedom of people 

to organize their lives as they choose, apart from the state, 

and even against the state. 

 

David Cayley 

The idea of realizing public purposes through mediating 

structures implies that the public good is plural rather than 

singular; it allows what Berger and Newhaus call "a 

tension between worlds of meaning." We have inherited 

from the Enlightenment, they say, certain geometrical 

habits of thought, and this liking for abstract symmetries 

may blind us to particular, limited local goods. This habit 

of mind inclines us to prefer a unitary state based on what 

Rousseau called "a general will," a state which delivers 

universal programs and defends universal rights. But the 

communities which compose the state—certainly the 

Canadian state—are increasingly diverse and even 

contradictory in their views. Peter Berger's proposal would 

allow these differences to be valued and expressed within 

certain broad limits. 

 

Peter Berger 

If you had a voucher system in education, one decision 

which certainly would have to be made, politically, is: 

what is the range of schools where the vouchers could be 

employed? Now, I'm sure there would be provisions for 

certain standards; I mean, you couldn't use the voucher, 

let's say, in an elementary school that didn't teach English 

grammar or didn't teach arithmetic, so there would have to 

be certain educational goals that the school would have to 

have. But also I think you'd have certain negative things. I 

mean, you couldn't, let us say, use the voucher in a school 

that discriminates on the basis of race, or you couldn't use 

the voucher for a school that teaches children to be 

pickpockets, okay? So there'd be limits of that sort. But 

within those limits you could have an enormous range of, 

if you will, pluralistic values that parents could choose 

—not only religion, but also other things. I mean, suppose 

a group of Ukrainian immigrants want to have a school 

where Ukrainian history, Ukrainian language, occupies one 

half of the curriculum; well, one might feel that this is not 

very reasonable, and that in the United States or Canada  

children who learn half the time about nothing but 

Ukrainian things are at a disadvantage when they graduate, 

but I think we have to accept that. I mean, if parents want 

to do that, they should have the right and then maybe we 

could help the children afterwards to learn some 

non-Ukrainian things. So it is a pluralistic notion, and it is 

respect for people's choices. There's also a profound 

suspicion of professionals here—the notion that 

professionals know better, which is sometimes the case, 

but more often is not the case. 

 

David Cayley 

What was the basis of that for you?  

 

Peter Berger 

Oh, experience, I think. I think maybe being a professional 

myself gave me an understanding of how phoney much of 

the alleged expertise is, and especially in the area of social 

services. I mean, when you get to, let us say, a decision to 

have open-heart surgery or not, although I'm profoundly 

suspicious of doctors, I still think that some sort of 

physicians' committee is more to be trusted than a 

committee of the patient's uncles, all right? But when it 

comes to things like education, social work, housing, how 

a neighbourhood should look, what the professionals have 

to say when it goes beyond the purely technical tends to be 

very doubtful. 

 

David Cayley 

Peter Berger's proposal envisions a possible strengthening 

of particular communities, as in the example of the 

Ukrainian school. And yet, interestingly, Berger has no 

liking for political movements now marching under the 

banner of community. He says, in fact, that current 

political inflections of the term make him suspicious. 

 

Peter Berger 

The way in which the word community is used today, 

especially in the United States—to some extent in Britain, I 

don't know about Canada—I have a very negative reaction 

to it, because you have this whole communitarian rhetoric 

which is going on now, which in a way is an attempt to be 

on the left in the wake of leftism. How can I still be on the 
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left when socialism has gone? So community tends to be a 

new kind of leftist word. And when I hear the word 

community, I always suspect that someone is trying to take 

away one of my liberties—I'm not sure which one, but that 

usually comes out very clearly. When Clinton right now 

talks about community I know he's after my pocketbook; 

when other people talk about community they're after 

something else I like. 

 

David Cayley 

Peter Berger regards populist forms of communitarianism 

as a kind of displaced leftism. In the academic variants of 

the idea he perceives what he and Newhaus years ago 

called "a romantic urge to revoke modernity." The 

celebrated book Habits of the Heart, by Robert Bellah and 

his colleagues, he says, is a perfect case in point. 

 

Peter Berger 

If you look at Bellah, whom I know well, both personally 

and in terms of his work, behind his writings, particularly 

The Habits of the Heart—which was a huge success—is a 

basic assumption which I think is false, and that is the 

assumption that American society suffers from excessive 

individualism. I don't think that's the case at all. American 

society is enormously rich in its associational and 

communal creations. American society suffers from an 

alienation between these creations, and on the one hand the 

state and on the other hand the market. And that's a very 

different proposition. And all this bewailing and 

bemoaning of hyper-individualism and selfishness, and 

. . . I don't think those are real problems at all in this 

society. I mean, there are selfish people, of course! There 

are people who are bereft of all ties with other human 

beings, but very few! I don't think that's a very serious 

problem at all. 

 

David Cayley 

Then why are they blind? Why has it become quite 

commonplace to observe, as they do, that these things have 

gone? What is hiding them? 

 

Peter Berger 

There's always a nostalgia for idealized communities of the 

past. Look, I'll give you a concrete example, somebody I 

know very well, and like Bella he's a very nice guy, a very 

bright fellow. He was a colleague of mine, a political 

scientist at Rutgers. His name is Benjamin Barber. He's 

been very much involved in this. He wrote this book called 

Strong Democracy, based on the idea that everyone, every 

citizen must be constantly involved in political life—to me 

a nightmarish idea! I remember Barber's original book, and 

very often an individual's first book tells you a lot about 

their later books. Barber's first book was a very nice book, 

a beautiful study of the canton of Graubünden, of 

Grischun, in Switzerland, which is one of those real 

archaic cantons where once a year all the citizens gather on 

the main square and vote on everything. He called it The 

Death of Communal Liberty, and he bemoaned the fact 

that this kind of total citizen participation, even 

Switzerland, even in Graubünden, was on the decline and 

instead you have modern representative democracy. Well, 

what's behind this is a notion, which you get on the right 

and on the left, of citizenship as a full-time job. In other 

words, the problem with us is we don't care enough, we 

should be constantly involved in the affairs of society. 

Well, to be constantly involved in the affairs of society 

means to have no personal life, it means to be totally 

politicized. That's why I said it's a nightmarish idea. 

There's a nostalgia here for what was supposed to be a true 

polity. You find it on a very high intellectual level on the 

right with the Straussians, followers of Leo Strauss, whose 

ideal is Greek democracy, Athenian democracy—all the 

citizens constantly get together and discuss everything and 

vote, and what-not. Terrible idea! And I think one of the 

wonderful things about modern democracy is that the 

citizen can decide not to involve himself in all these things, 

but instead, for example, to devote himself fanatically to 

the education of his children, and let other people decide 

about foreign policy. I see nothing wrong with this. This is 

precisely the liberation of modernity, and in the 

communitarian movement, at least the way it hits me, there 

is an attempt to escape from this modern freedom into 

some sort of what in German we call "stable-like warmth," 

 where you all huddle together behind the cows and feel 

safe. 

 

David Cayley 

How would you characterize your attitude towards 
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modernity? 

 

Peter Berger 

Positive. [laughs] Yeah, positive. Look, I mean, there are 

no free lunches in history, they're always tradeoffs. I don't 

believe in the myth of progress, I don't think modernity is 

the culmination of human history, there are lots of things in 

the modern world which I deplore—one of them is a 

widespread loss of transcendence—and some other things 

as well. But—and there old Hegel was right, although he 

was wrong on almost everything else—one of the main 

fruits of modernity has been an enormous expansion of 

individual freedom, and that, I think, is a good, it's a 

genuine discovery about what until then were more 

obscured aspects of the human condition. And since I 

cherish that freedom my attitude to modernity must be 

positive. And that's why I'm suspicious of all these people 

who want to escape from individualism to community. 

 

David Cayley 

Peter Berger speaks for what might be called a chastened 

modernity. His proposal to realize public purposes through 

mediating structures preserves liberty by putting power in 

the hands of individuals, but it would also potentially 

foster a rich diversity of communal forms by allowing 

individuals to use their power to strengthen a chosen 

community, rather than the state. It's an idea whose time 

may yet come. [music]  

*          *          * 

Peter Berger's proposal for the reorganization of social 

services focuses on reducing the role of the state. In the 

balance of tonight's program we turn to another variation 

on the theme of institutions and alternatives: 

de-institutionalization. The story begins in 1969, when 

Jerry Miller became commissioner of youth for the 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts. At the time the state had 

approximately a thousand juvenile offenders in custody in 

its ten correctional institutions. Four years later, when 

Miller left the state, only forty kids remained in secure 

settings, the rest were in community-based programs. He 

has described how this happened in a remarkable book 

called Last One over the Wall, published in 1990 by the 

Ohio State University Press. It started, he relates, almost by 

accident. It was the summer of 1969, and after eleven years 

as a psychiatric social worker in the Air Force, he was still 

in his first year as a professor of sociology at Ohio State. 

 

Jerome Miller 

A little personnel information bulletin passed my desk 

from the National Association of Social Workers listing 

jobs around the country, and I was kind of paging through 

it and I saw this listing for a new commissioner of youth 

services in Massachusetts for a newly formed department, 

and I kind of joked about it and showed it to a colleague 

who was a sociologist next door to me—he was a very 

radical sociologist, the adviser to the Students for a 

Democratic Society and what-have-you—and he said: well, 

you ought to put your money where you mouth is, so to 

speak, why don't you apply for it because you're always 

around here talking about what needs to done. So I sent in 

a résumé really in response to that and almost as a joke—I 

really wasn't very serious about it at all—and then they 

called and asked for me to come out for an interview. 

 

David Cayley 

In this interview Miller made no effort to be politic since 

he didn't consider himself a serious candidate for the job. 

What he hadn't initially realized was that the search 

committee were serious about changing, as well as 

reorganizing, a department that had recently been 

embarrassed by scandal. In the more severe of its 

institutions boys were still strapped, spread-eagled to bed 

frames, or confined naked in concrete isolation cells, which 

were called at the Shirley Industrial School "tombs." 

Within a month of his interview Miller had been offered 

the job. As soon as he took over he eliminated practices 

like isolation and bed restraint, and began introducing 

moderate reforms, like allowing kids to wear their own 

clothes instead of standard institutional issue. Many of the 

staff resented these changes, and Miller soon found himself 

with a full-blown revolt on his hands.  

 

Jerome Miller 

We had one strike, for example, in which staff, as they left, 

threw the keys to the place down the hallway and told the 

kids to do whatever they wanted. We had staff at the 

detention centre give crowbars to kids, and then leave, and 
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then come back an hour later and say, are you still here? 

that sort of thing. [laughs] So these were the kind of 

"subtle" things that happened. They flew the flag upside 

down at the administration building at the largest 

institution, as a sign of distress from Central Office, which 

was my office; posted escape maps on the bulletin board, 

saying on the bottom "free copies given here"—all of this 

encouragement to act out and cause problems, and some 

kids went with it. At one point we pulled the institution 

together by really ignoring the staff at the Shirley Industrial 

School. Kids were escaping or running away in groups of 

ten and twelve, and passing each other in the woods at 

night and what-have-you. And at one point it was 

impossible to trust the staff at all, and I brought in one man 

I trusted who ran a very decent institution in Worcester, 

Paul Leahy and he came in and what he did was to identify 

about a dozen kids that he trusted and they ran the place 

with him. And he had them going around the place and 

checking this and checking that, and letting him know 

what was happening in this cottage or that cottage, and 

basically we had to rely on the more mature youngsters 

among us to hold the place together during that very 

difficult period. 

 

David Cayley 

This staff revolt continued through most of Miller's first 

two years. At one point Department of Youth Services 

employees rallied on the steps of the legislature, carrying 

signs and banners saying things like: "Miller Lets 

Delinquents Run Free," "Training Schools in Chaos," and 

even "Miller Condones Free Sex." None of this prevented 

Jerry Miller from trying to create a humane and flexible 

administration, but he eventually realized that none of his 

reforms had a chance of outlasting him unless he could 

effect more permanent changes. 

 

Jerome Miller 

Over the long haul I was an outsider, as you'll always be in 

New England when you come in, particularly from the 

mid-west, and the staff had been there forever. They were 

civil-service-protected, although very few had ever seen a 

civil-service exam—it was primarily a political patronage 

department—and I think they were waiting me out. They 

could tolerate my craziness around reforms within the 

system, but it was very clear that when a new governor 

came in or I left that it would go right back to what it was. 

So we just decided at one point to go for broke and just 

close the places. I didn't really tell the governor, but my 

naïveté really served me in good stead, because had I know 

then what I know now I probably would have gone over 

and told him, and then we probably wouldn't have closed 

anything. He was a very good man, Frank Sargent, but he 

had a lot of hangers-on, political types around him, and 

they would have said, well, governor, you better not do 

this, you better sound that out, or you better pass this by 

such-and-such a committee, and it would have been down 

the tubes very quickly. So we decided to close them, and 

we did. Over a three, three-and-a-half-year period we 

closed ten institutions, moved all the kids—well, not all, as 

I recall, all but forty—into community-based programs. 

The forty were kids with us on very, very serious crimes of 

violence and we set up small, ten-twelve-bed units for 

them. And there was not that much to-do about it, it went 

really rather smoothly. We had more controversy during 

the time we were trying to reform the institutions 

internally. It really was to me a demonstration of a 

comment Margaret Mead had made back at that time. I had 

met Margaret Mead a couple of times when I was in the 

service working in Topeka, Kansas, where we were 

associated with the Menninger Foundation, and Karl 

Menninger brought her over and I spent a day or two as her 

chauffeur, driving her around. One of the things that she 

said at that meeting was that massive change would be 

much simpler than incremental change. I wish Bill Clinton 

would learn this, incidentally, that it's much easier to do 

the big thing than to try to chip away at it, given the 

communications media, et cetera, et cetera. And she was 

precisely right. Trying to chip away at it, trying to do it the 

way you learned by the book in the school of social work 

or policy planning would guarantee it failure, you know. 

It's very frustrating to me now when I watch states or 

jurisdictions talk about de-institutionalization and watch 

them try to implement it, because almost inevitably it fails, 

and you know exactly why it's failing, but they won't hear 

you in terms of what needs to be done. 

 

David Cayley 

How do you mean? 

 

Jerome Miller 
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It needs to be done quickly, it needs to be done well—you 

have to plan it extremely well, but keep the plan to 

yourself, and when you do it, do it. To talk about planning 

de-institutionalization, say, of large mental hospitals or 

prisons, as though it were a professional or a policy issue is 

nonsense. It's really a political issue. These places are 

bastions of local patronage; they present political power 

within the state legislatures. You would no sooner sit down 

and discuss this with everybody in every detail before you 

moved than you would if, as a government minister or as a 

prime minister planning to do X-Y-Z, you would meet with 

the opposition first to decide how to best accomplish it. 

You plan it very, very well, and then you execute it, and 

then you take the consequences. If you don't do it well, 

then you ought to be thrown out. But in fact you can do 

well by it, and that's what we did. 

 

It's why the mental health de-institutionalization in this 

country was such a massive failure: because it was done 

that other way. Everyone and their brother was involved at 

every level in the state, and what you basically saw is all 

the patients dumped into the streets, and all the money 

staying on the hospital grounds. In fact, in New York State, 

for example, and in Pennsylvania where I was for a couple 

of years and know the situation, as the number of patients 

went down, the number of employees working on the 

grounds of state hospitals went up. There was more money 

going into the state institutions as they became depopulated 

than there was while they were populated. 

 

Very little of that money followed the patients to the 

community. It had nothing to do with care, or public 

policy, it had to do with the fact that you weren't going to 

question the jobs that were available to the local 

community, the contracts for services—for roofing, for 

plumbing, for upkeep, for groundskeeping. If you look at 

St. Elizabeth's Hospital here, the federal hospital in the 

District of Columbia, mental hospital, it's now costing I 

believe somewhere in the range of a hundred and 

twenty-five thousand per patient, per year, on the grounds. 

Yet when they dump those patients into the community, 

most of them live on an SSI cheque, a social-security 

cheque, and it will generally be less than three thousand a 

year. 

 

Now, the rule-of-thumb for de-institutionalization which 

we followed in Massachusetts, and which if it were 

followed elsewhere would make de-institutionalization 

greatly successful, is that every dollar attached to a person 

in an institution should follow them to the community at 

least for the length of time they would have been in the 

institution—not a lifetime, just for the length of time they 

would have been in the institution. Well, in this country 

now the average kid in a reform school is 60,000 dollars 

per year, per kid. Well, my gosh, what you couldn't do with 

60,000 per year per kid in the community, for him with his 

family; if you're worried about security, hire someone, put 

them on his arm around the clock. You could do so many 

things, but it's foreign thinking to suggest that. 

David Cayley 

In Massachusetts Jerry Miller, as he said, was able to get 

the money out with the kids. He got the consent of the 

governor's office to reassign money from personnel to 

programs as people resigned or retired—turnover was then 

over 20 percent a year—and he was able to arrange for the 

transfer of staff to community programs without loss of 

their state benefits. Short-term grants from the federal 

government made up shortfalls during the transition. 

 

Jerome Miller 

When I arrived there, about 90 percent of our budget— 

maybe closer to 95 percent of our budget—was in 

institutions, in running institutions and staffing them. By 

the time I left about 75 percent of our budget was in the 

community programs. We still had about 25 percent in our 

central office and in the state facilities, but basically we 

were able to turn that around. If you can get the money out 

with the kids, then it's very hard to get it back. When I 

came there the state employees that ran the institutions 

were the vested interest in the legislature to keep things as 

they were. My successors would have found it very hard to 

move back to institutions because they would have had to 

take the money away from Catholic charities, or Jewish 

welfare or child-welfare agencies in the community. So we 

built a counter-lobby, if you will, with our 

community-based programs. 

 

David Cayley 

The transition to community-based programs took a couple 

of years to complete; and, as there had been at every step, 
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there was resistance. Many of the institutions, for example, 

lingered on even after the kids had gone. 

 

Jerome Miller 

Most of the staff stayed on the grounds of the empty 

institution. We had no authority to transfer anyone or order 

them off. 

 

David Cayley 

For how long? 

 

Jerome Miller 

In one case it went on for a number of months. They 

expected that those kids would return, they expected it 

would all fall flat on its face and those kids would be in 

further trouble. It never happened, the kids really did quite 

well. And eventually they saw the light. I never was one to 

say, move or we're going to fire you, or anything like that, 

so eventually I said, well, wouldn't you like to get retrained 

to go work with these kids in some other kind of setting? 

and eventually that's what happened. Some of the older 

folks who had been there for years just took early 

retirement and left. 

 

But that was a nice commentary on the politics of these 

places, and of corrections, and to a large extent of mental 

health: that these places don't exist for services, they exist 

to provide jobs and other things. And during that time that 

we ran totally empty institutions—that is, empty of kids, 

but full of staff—there wasn't a peep from the legislature, 

no one said a word. I wasn't about to say anything, but I 

thought for sure someone down there would give a speech: 

what are you doing running these large institutions where 

staff come to work every day and there's no one there? No 

one said a word. 

 

I think that tells you what it was all about. As long as I 

didn't touch those jobs we were in fine shape. 

 

My successor, Joe Leavey, I think made the tactical error 

of going over to the governor and saying, we have about 

seven hundred people we don't need. When he said that, all 

hell broke loose in the legislature about the 

de-institutionalization. They had hearings about why these 

kids were loose in the streets and whatever. It all had to do 

with the fact that he was going to touch those institutional 

jobs, that's what it had to do with, but no one would dare 

say that. So all the law-and-order rhetoric came behind the 

patronage. 

David Cayley 

Once the institutions were closed, accommodating all the 

kids, all at once, in community-based programs inevitably 

presented certain problems and required some 

improvisation. But Miller says that he approached this 

challenge in a fairly relaxed spirit because of the basic 

premise from which he operated. 

 

Jerome Miller 

The premise was that what we were doing to these kids in 

the institutions was worse than doing nothing, so that I 

didn't view it as a great risk, personally. I very honestly 

could have opened the doors and let everybody go home 

and we would have had a little less crime than if they were 

subjected to our treatment for a couple of years, at least 

violent crime. Now, politically that's untenable, and you're 

obviously going to have some incidents—there are some 

very volatile and difficult young people. But we had one 

piece of research—very little research around that 

department in years past—but there was one piece I came 

across at our largest institution that showed the longer a kid 

was with us the more likely he was to come back. So the 

more of our treatment they were getting, the worse they 

got. That was my premise. 

 

So I didn't view it as a fantastic risk if a few fell between 

the slots, or if there was not someone hovering over them 

all the time. I was perhaps a bit loose about that, but by 

gosh, we didn't have any major incidents and it went very 

well. Now, clearly, those kids convicted of major crimes of 

violence one would have to be very careful with, and we 

were very careful. We had about forty such kids, and they 

didn't go into the community. We tried to bring in people 

to run small units for them, and we contracted with groups 

like the Robert Kennedy Action Corps to run programs for 

them. 
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But for the rest we had to come up with options. We 

initially started with group homes. I think that was a 

mistake, in retrospect. Although the group homes were 

better than the institutions, they were not that good. And it 

turned out the very best programs we came up with were 

the programs that we backed into from crises. We ran out 

of placements for the kids, and then I started saying to 

staff: well, see what you can come up with, try to find 

someone that'll take a kid, or can you take him? We're not 

going to go back to the institutions, see what you can come 

up with. 

 

And they began recruiting people and paying them just to 

keep one kid out of trouble, kind of on the run, and that 

turned out to be the very best program, the one that we had 

planned the least and backed into. Where you hired 

someone you paid them a full salary. Their job was to keep 

one, two, maybe three kids at most out of trouble, 

sometimes showing up four or five times a day, having the 

possibility of taking the kid into their own home if things 

were falling apart in the kid's home, having that kind of a 

flexibility in terms of backup for residential care, and that 

turned out to be the very best kind of program. 

 

David Cayley 

From the very beginning of Miller's efforts at change the 

Massachusetts experiment was monitored by researchers 

from Harvard University's Centre for Criminal Justice. 

When Miller moved to close the institutions the focus of 

this research effort shifted to the community-based 

programs. The first results from this study, in 1975, 

showed no overall decline in recidivism, or repeat 

offences, but marked declines in regions where the 

community programs Miller considered the best were in 

place. Later studies found lower rates of recidivism 

throughout the state, as well as a remarkable decline in the 

percentage of adult prisoners who were alumni of juvenile 

corrections. 

 

Jerome Miller 

For those kids where we were able to design the program 

to fit the kid there were dramatic differences. The Harvard 

study showed that, where it was well-implemented and 

there was someone on each kid's case and they worked 

hard with them, you could have really a fairly dramatic 

effect on the possibility of the kid getting in further 

trouble. But you had to sustain that, and it's something that 

I don't think I appreciated as much at that time as I do now, 

because I work now with young and older adolescent and 

older sex offenders, and kids involved in violence. 

 

It's very clear that with a lot of the kids involved in the 

more serious offences, to use a medical analogy, you have 

to deal with it almost as you would a chronic issue rather 

than an acute or trauma issue. That doesn't mean you have 

to be involved in long-term treatment, but you have to have 

put in place, or found or identified, a support system within 

the community, or the family, or relatives, and the kid has 

to know when to reach out and get a little help before 

things deteriorate. It's just like someone with diabetes, or 

epilepsy has to learn to recognize the triggers, or when 

things are deteriorating, or when their blood sugar is off 

and they’d better get in and do something about it. 

 

It's very, very similar, and it isn't that one needs particular 

professional care at such times, it's just that you need to 

reach out, you need to have something available, and there 

really needs to be some caring person—I don't know how 

else to say it—a person to follow this strand, to be there. It 

can't be a series of agencies or doors, or places to go to for 

help; you really need a person, someone you can call at 

night, someone you can talk to when you have a problem, 

and just that kind of stability to shepherd one through the 

maze of social service and other agencies. I think the 

programs that we set in place in Massachusetts that even 

approximated that were the programs that worked the best. 

 

And if I were doing it again, I would not have RFPed—as 

they called a Request for Proposals for group homes or 

treatment programs. I would have RFPed kids: I would 

have said, we have Johnny Smith, who needs help with his 

education, he needs to live with someone who'll provide 

this-this-this; who would like to come and offer this? Who 

can offer help for this person? Here's how we see, and he 

sees, his needs, or she sees her needs. And I think that 

could be well done; I mean, the information systems and 

computerization and all would allow for that. You could in 

fact do that, then tailor the programs, tailor the supervision 

and all to the vicissitudes of each kid. 



IDEAS: BEYOND INSTITUTIONS II 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

11 

 

 

David Cayley 

Jerry Miller left Massachusetts in 1973 to take over the 

Department of Children and Family Services in Illinois. He 

had successfully closed the institutions and established 

durable and effective alternatives. But he knew nonetheless 

that his days in Massachusetts were numbered because of 

the political enemies he had made in the process. If you 

want to change a system overnight, he once remarked, 

you'd better be prepared to leave in the morning. The 

changes, however, lasted, and Massachusetts today still 

locks up the fewest teenagers of any state in the United 

States. 

 

Jerome Miller 

I still hear from a number of them. It's very strange. Within 

the last couple of weeks, I got a call from a guy, who's now 

I guess in his late thirties. He said: "Is this Dr. Miller?" I 

said: "Yeah." He said: "This is Angus; you remember me?" 

And I remembered the name because it's an unusual name.  

He was a kid who had run away from somewhere and I 

hired him in Central Office, and he kind of hung around 

there and he finally worked his way out. He's a policeman 

now [laughs] out in the mid-west. He really called just to 

see what's happening and how things are going kind of 

thing, and wondered if I'd send him a note about what we 

do. And I'll hear from kids like that; every few months 

someone will pop up somewhere, and they'll want to say 

things went well with them. 

 

David Cayley 

Today Jerry Miller runs the National Centre on Institutions 

and Alternatives in Alexandria, Virginia. There he ruefully 

contemplates the condition of an American criminal-justice 

system that has completely ignored the successful outcome 

of his Massachusetts experiment. His views on that system 

make up the next program in this series. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

On Ideas tonight the fourth program of Beyond 

Institutions, by David Cayley. The series continues 

tomorrow night, when Jerome Miller will discuss the 

ominous changes that he believes have occurred in 

American criminal justice in recent years. Technical 

production was by Lorne Tulk; production assistance: Liz 

Nagy and Gail Brownell. The executive producer of Ideas 

is Bernie Lucht, and I'm Lister Sinclair. Goodnight. 

 

Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 
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Lister Sinclair 

Welcome to Ideas. I'm Lister Sinclair with the fifth 

program in a series by David Cayley, called Beyond 

Institutions. Tonight, a critical look at criminal justice by 

American criminologist Jerry Miller. 

 

Jerome Miller 

The violence, particularly in some of the inner cities, is 

more a product of law enforcement than law enforcement 

is a response to the violence. It begins to produce the very 

thing you claim to be treating, but you cannot understand 

this with the paradigms that are being used in research 

today, so when you say these things people either think 

you're off your rocker or they don't know what you're 

talking about. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

In the United States in 1980 there were half a million 

people in prisons and jails, a very high proportion by the 

standards of Canada or other Western countries. In the 

years since, violent crime in the U.S. by a number of 

measures has decreased, but today there are nearly a 

million and a half Americans behind bars. More than half 

of them are black or Hispanic. And the U.S. is planning for 

more people in jail. In November the Senate passed a 

so-called anti-crime bill, which allocates $3 billion for 10 

new high-security prisons, $3 billion more for boot camps, 

and $8.9 billion to hire more police. The bill has already 

been endorsed by Bill Clinton. 

 

The politicians promoting more prisons, more police, and 

stiffer sentences say that crime makes these things 

necessary; they tell stories about Americans cowering 

fearfully in their homes, two-year-olds who come to 

daycare with viles of crack in their pockets, and 

thirteen-year-old boys who kill "just for the kick of 

it"—this last a quotation from the president himself. 

 

Dr. Jerome Miller believes that matters stand precisely the 

other way around. He thinks that the institutions of 

criminal justice are often the cause of crime. Dr. Miller has 

run the juvenile corrections systems in Massachusetts and 

Pennsylvania, and now heads the National Centre on 

Institutions and Alternatives, an organization he founded in 

1977. Its purpose is to develop alternatives to institutions, 

for, in the centre's own words, "the mentally ill, 

developmentally disabled, adult and juvenile offenders, the 

aged, and children." His reflections on what Karl 

Menninger once called "the crime of punishment" 

comprise Part 5 of Beyond Institutions, by David Cayley. 

David Cayley 

"The failed products of a century-and-half's dependence on 

custodial institutions haunt us." So begins Jerry Miller's 

book Last One over the Wall, the story of how he closed 

Massachusetts' ten scandal-ridden institutions for 

delinquent youth and moved all but forty of the thousand 

kids committed to that system into community-based 

programs. This was the start of what has so far been a 

twenty-five-year career in rescuing people from 

institutions. In the mid-seventies, in Pennsylvania, he 

rescued a thousand more youths, this time moving them 

from adult prisons into community settings; and since then 

he has pioneered what are called "alternative sentencing 

proposals." These involve intervening in court with 

well-researched, well-considered plans, which offer judges 

alternatives to imprisonment. His organization, the 

National Centre on Institutions and Alternatives, has now 

done more than ten thousand of these. 

 

One of the first things that came to Jerry Miller's attention 

when he took over juvenile corrections in Massachusetts 

was a piece of research done at the Lyman School for 

Boys, one of the department's institutions. It showed that 

the longer a boy was in the institution the more likely he 

was to reoffend. Miller's own observations confirmed him 

in the view that punishment breeds crime. Believing this, 

he has watched in growing alarm over the last ten years as 

all the institutions of American criminal justice have grown 

steadily more punitive, and more simplistic in their 

understanding of crime. The more people are imprisoned, 

he believes, the more the culture of the prison infiltrates 

the communities from which the prisoners come. A vicious 

circle is then created, in which prisons generate crime, and 

this crime then mandates even harsher prisons. 

 

In 1993 I visited Jerry Miller at his National Centre on 

Institutions and Alternatives. The centre is in Alexandria, 

Virginia, adjacent—as you will occasionally hear in what 

follows—to the Washington, D.C. airport. Our 
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conversation ranged over alternative sentencing, the loss of 

narrative in criminology, and the plight of 

African-American males in the criminal-justice system. It 

began with the growing influence, strongly evident for 

example in rap music, of prison culture. 

 

Jerome Miller 

The talk of the streets is the talk of the prison. I mean, it's 

prison jargon, it's prison language, it's prison ethics, it's 

prison norms. We've just succeeded in creating a society on 

the street which is a mirror image of the society we would 

like to put people in, only it's out on the street. I don't have 

any doubt if you were to go to a busy part of the city in 

D.C., a poorer part of the city where there is a fair amount 

of crime and violence, that the great majority of people out 

there will be alumni of this or that prison or juvenile 

detention centre. 

 

And not only that, but they will have gone into that system 

originally for nothing approaching a violent offence—they 

would have gone in for something relatively minor, and 

they would have gone in initially primarily because of their 

socio-economic status. You know, two-thirds of people 

awaiting trial in this country that are sitting in jail are there 

because they do not have $500 and a bondsman—they are 

there on $5,000 or less bond. So it means by definition 

they are poor people—anyone of minimum means would 

be out. You get sucked into the system and it teaches you 

some pretty awful lessons. 

 

David Cayley 

One of the lessons young people growing up in 

criminalized cultures learn is not to trust anybody, and this 

mistrust, in Miller's view, is actively fostered by the 

institutions of criminal justice. These institutions are so 

obsessed by crime, he says, that they now routinely destroy 

every decency within the communities they are supposedly 

protecting.  

 

Jerome Miller 

One example that has struck me is the now-routine 

technique of using informers and of setting people 

up—"sting" operations and what-have-you. That was so 

easily accepted in this country. It began with Abscam, in 

Congress, where they set up a number of congressmen, 

fifteen, twenty years ago, and it got great public support. 

But that sort of thing eats away at the norms of the society. 

You have a situation now in the city where you have 

primarily young African-American males being arrested. 

About 80 to 90 percent of the drug arrests are of this 

group; even though they're not serious arrests, that's what 

they're about. 

 

So you have that large a percentage of these people being 

brought into the criminal-justice system, at least briefly, 

and then you'll overcharge a young man. Although he 

hasn't done that much you'll charge him with something 

that can carry a horrendously long sentence, and then you'll 

say, but if you'll give me information about who else you 

know that has dealt drugs or whatever, we'll consider 

something lesser, which they may or may not do. It's very 

common now for law enforcement in this country to lie 

through their teeth at every step and no one says much 

about it, it's just routine, it's part of the procedure. So you 

can't plan on those promises. 

 

But even if you could, it turns the community, particularly 

a certain age group, into informers; for those that are not 

informers, it puts them into a situation where they're 

concerned that someone might be informing on them. And 

so you have a very volatile situation. 

 

If you look at the prison as a metaphor for society, I think 

you'd find that those prisons that have relied on informants 

and snitches to maintain the management of the place are 

potentially the most violent prisons. If you look at the 

Santa Fe riots in this country ten years or so ago—the most 

violent, brutal, bloody riot of this century in this country, 

most of it inmate-on-inmate violence—the warden of that 

prison used to say to visitors, whenever he saw, say, four 

or five inmates talking, "I own three of them; they're mine, 

I own them," because the place was run on the basis of 

snitching. Once the lid breaks on that the hatred, the anger, 

the lack of social bonding is fantastic. 

 

And that's essentially what we've accomplished in the inner 

city. You have basically a latent prison riot sitting there all 

the time, where no one knows whom to trust, at any level. 
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Even childhood buddies are fair game in this if someone 

gives a bit. And then you throw into that volatile mix 

handguns, willy-nilly—everybody has handguns—it would 

be akin to going into a prison run in that fashion and 

handing out guns and saying, now let's see what happens. 

 

No one can trust anyone; everyone for themselves. You 

have to do what in prison parlance they call "fronting," you 

have to do a lot of that to show that you are your own man, 

which means you have to show that you can be brutal, that 

you have no feeling for others, and if you threaten anyone 

you have to deliver in action very soon or you will be a 

victim.  

 

So you don't just mouth off "I'm going to get you some 

day," or "I may shoot you," you shoot him, or you're going 

to be the next person. It's like we've so criminalized and 

prisonized the inner city that we have brought the prison 

ethic, the prison culture, into the street. 

 

David Cayley 

Jerry Miller uses the term culture here in its full 

anthropological sense. He believes that for young 

African-American males particularly, criminal-justice 

processing has become a puberty rite—the available and 

obvious way of becoming a man. This rite may begin on 

streets already dominated by older prison alumni, or it may 

be initiated by the police. Between 1987 and 1990, for 

example, the Los Angeles police department and the 

county sherriff's office pulled in 50,000 kids in anti-gang 

dragnets that consisted of virtually random sweeps through 

their communities. And once people are in the system, 

Miller says, certain consequences will inevitably follow. 

 

Jerome Miller 

Most people that get involved in serious crime were not 

involved early on. There are a few, but they would be so 

small in number and such a small percentage, that it would 

be negligible in terms of the horrendous national statistics 

we have. But you have a society and a structure now that 

will take relatively naïve people—people who are not into 

crime—and will make them so angry along the way, in 

terms of the handling they see either of themselves or their 

relatives or their friends, and you pound it home day after 

day after day. 

 

For example, there's no reason police have to do what they 

do in arresting people, routinely now: there's no reason 

everyone has to be thrown on the ground or humiliated in 

front of their friends. Again, much of it may be related to 

the lack of what used to be authentic community policing, 

where the policeman walked around and knew the people 

in the community and they knew him, and most of these 

things could be negotiated, and they could talk about an 

incident with the people involved and involve others and 

what-have-you. 

 

There's no room for any of that now. Things are handled 

by the book, and they are escalated very quickly. And if 

you move away from those models, you are considered 

unpatriotic or a wimp, or whatever. There are a few, I 

think, who understand this, like Lee Brown, the former 

police commissioner in New York City, who's a very 

bright, studied, intelligent, sensitive man. He disbanded the 

narcotics tactical squads, took great heat for it, but in fact 

after that crime went down in New York, the number of 

incidents went down. These squads were not going around 

looking for people to throw on the floor and make a scene 

over dealing drugs. He didn't ignore the dealing of drugs, 

but you do not go in and stimulate these things. You know, 

most crime in this country—well, a good portion of 

crime—is not reported crime; most of the arrests are not 

necessarily in response to a report of a crime, they are in 

response to a policy that's been implemented by the local 

police force or the local prosecutor. They will decide to go 

out and raid, or to go out and make this a primary issue, 

and they will look for it. They will screen, they'll set up 

road blocks, they'll go into communities—usually minority 

communities—and start knocking down doors on the basis 

of information, et cetera, but not on the basis of reports of 

crime. So in a sense policy is driving much of this. 

 

And it comes with its payback. It's become really, in an 

anthropological sense, for young African-American males 

in this country, their rite of passage—the rite of passage 

where you become a man in American society is to go to 

jail, to be arrested in front of your peers, usually 

handcuffed to your peers, and dragged off at least for a few 

hours to the jail and humiliated in front of everyone. And 
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then by the second time, as I've known for years, working 

with young delinquent kids in detention, the strongest, who 

would have the most potential, learn quickly to "front," 

learn quickly to show to their friends "this is no bother at 

all, I can take this standing up," and it builds an attitude. 

 

If this were happening to towheaded white kids in the 

suburbs to the degree it's happening in the city, in terms of 

the police practices, people would be up in arms. I mean, 

they'd be dragging these kids off to therapy after the awful 

experience they'd had or what they'd seen or whatever, but 

it's taken as a matter of course when you move into the 

inner city and no one seems to question it. 

 

David Cayley 

Studies done by Jerry Miller's National Centre on 

Institutions and Alternatives reveal the extent to which the 

war on drugs and the war on crime are actually wars on 

black America. In Baltimore, Maryland, for example, on an 

average day in 1991, 56 percent of all African-American 

men between ages eighteen and thirty-five were under the 

supervision of the criminal-justice system—that is, they 

were either in jail, on probation or parole, out on bail, or 

being sought on an arrest warrant. Fifty-six percent on one 

day. 

 

And as the number of African-Americans in custody has 

increased, Miller says, so has the brutality of the system. 

 

Jerome Miller 

If you were to look at the statistics from the 1920s, for 

example, the percentage of African-American males in our 

prisons, nationally, in this country, was somewhere 

between 20, 22 percent, something in that range; and at 

that time African-Americans in general made up about 11 

to 12 percent of our national population. So they were 

always overrepresented, but it was somewhere like double. 

 

But if you were to follow that from the 1920s up till the 

1990s, what you'd find particularly in the last fifteen years 

is this dramatic upsurge of black males going into our 

system, because the percentage of African-Americans in 

the general population has not changed from 1920 to 

1990—it was about 11 percent in the twenties, it's about 12 

percent now. So there's no significant change. Yet the 

percentage going into the correctional system has, in just 

an inexorable fashion, year by year, crept up. Then, with 

the drug war there was this fantastic surge. 

 

And this was done in the face of falling crime. I mean, 

that's what's most interesting about this. If you were to go 

back twenty years, crime peaked in this country in 1972; 

yet if you were to look at the percentage of blacks going 

into our system, it was creeping up year by year. And I 

think that the rhetoric has gotten more vicious and the 

handling more harsh, almost in proportion to the 

percentage of blacks we knew were going into the system, 

so that we talk at two levels in this country. When people 

say, we have to get tough on law and order, we have to 

lock more people up to stem crime, what they mean is: we 

need to lock more black men up. 

 

No one says that, but that's what they mean, because that's 

in fact what we're doing, that's what's happening. Drug 

arrests in this country have been an assault on the black 

community. I mean, all the statistics available from the 

National Institute of Drug Abuse suggest that drug usage 

by various ethnic and racial groups in the country is 

roughly equivalent to their representation in the country. 

Most of the usage of cocaine, for example, is by white 

people—about 70, 75 percent. There's no indication there's 

greater drug usage in the black community; it's somewhere 

in the area maybe as high as 15 percent, for 12 percent of 

the population. 

Yet if you were to look at arrests, you'll find that in New 

York City, for example, 92 percent of the drug arrests in 

1990 were blacks and Hispanics. In Columbus, Ohio 90 

percent; in Jacksonville, Florida, over 90 percent—so that 

it's been focused very much on that group. 

 

There are a lot of reasons for that: because they're poor 

people; because the dealing tends to be done outside in the 

open; because it makes great TV—you can alert the 

cameras, and they can come in. A large percentage of our 

law enforcement officials are on the make politically at all 

times, particularly sherriffs that are locally elected, and 

they love to get on the evening news, so they alert the local 

news cameras and they follow them around. They would 
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never do this in the white community. The drug war has 

made very explicit the racism that has always driven the 

criminal-justice system in this country. It's within the 

lifetime of a large number of people, you know, that we 

were still lynching people here; but not only that, most of 

the lynching was overlooked by the law-enforcement 

establishment. I don't think it takes any stretch of the 

imagination to suggest that at least at some archetypal 

level, or some unconscious level, those attitudes are still 

very much there. 

 

David Cayley 

It is because of this element of racism that Miller fears that 

the current American panic about crime may not have the 

self-limiting character of previous moral panics. 

Sociologist Kai Erikson observed years ago that the Salem witch 

trials ended when influential members of the community began to be 

accused; the Red Scare of the fifties collapsed when its accusations 

became embarrassing to established authorities. 

 
But in this case American society has embodied its worst fears in a 

racially and geographically distinct group, and then surrounded this 

group with institutions that stimulate and reinforce its worst elements. 

This will tend, Miller fears, to make the resulting criminal culture 

self-perpetuating rather than self-limiting. 

 
This is the same fear that Norwegian criminologist Nils Christie 

expressed in a recent book called Crime Control as Industry, a 

book which bore as its ominous subtitle the question 

Towards Gulags, Western Style? In this book Christie 

noted that crime control is an industry, and as such creates 

jobs, launches political careers, provides a steady supply of 

public enemies, and stimulates investments in the evolving 

technologies of control, surveillance, and incarceration. 

Might the U.S., he wondered, end up with a large, 

dehumanized population whose social function in effect is 

to provide the raw material for this industry? Jerry Miller 

has the same question. 

 

Jerome Miller 

For the first time in our history the absolute majority of 

people in our prisons nationally now are either black or 

Hispanic; it's a little over 50 percent black and another 15 

percent Hispanic. And that makes it quite different in terms 

of whether there's much hope for change, because I think 

there is very little support within the majority white 

community to undo harsh handling of young black men, 

and so I think it will tend to build on itself. 

 

I think Nils Christie is quite correct that by the end of this 

century we will see a large percentage, if not the absolute 

majority, of younger black men in gulags or in prisons or 

camps. They will be called "helpful"—they'll call them 

"boot camps," they'll call them "training centres." You 

know, there was a move here right before the Gulf War to 

start turning military bases into correctional facilities; these 

would be ideal for camps. That was talked about, but then 

the war came along and no one said much more about it, 

but it was a very large thing. A lot of people in the Bush 

administration and in the Justice Department were talking 

a great deal about it. 

 

I think that will return, and I don't think that we'll lower the 

percentage of blacks going into the system. Our estimates 

now—and I think they're soundly based on some pretty 

good research—are that about 80 percent of young black 

men will be arrested and jailed at least once before they 

reach age thirty-five, and the lifetime risk of arrest is going 

to be well over 90 percent. Now, a lot of those arrests won't 

go anywhere, but they will go into the system at least 

briefly, and then a certain percentage will come back and 

be totally alienated from the society, as they are now. 

 

David Cayley 

Jerry Miller began his career in the 1950s as a psychiatric 

social worker. He was influenced by psychoanalysis, in the 

revised version prevalent in the U.S. at mid-century, and 

by a social-work tradition that he believed to be humane, 

non-judgemental, and respectful of the confidence of 

clients. In the years since he has witnessed what he calls "a 

sea change in the ethics of professional helpers." Much of 

the reason for this change, he believes, is the spreading 

influence of crime control as the paradigm of social work. 

 

Jerome Miller 

What was formerly kept pretty much in the criminal-justice 

arena has now crept out to engulf a whole variety of other 

so-called helping services, for example the child-protective 

services. If you go to the average court room and watch a 

case being presented, if there are any criminal charges 
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against anyone in a family, you will find the 

child-protective worker sitting with the prosecution, 

feeding information. In fact, they view themselves very 

much as avenging angels. 

 

Originally probation, for example, was invented by John 

Augustus, a Boston shoemaker who literally went to court 

every day and argued with the court to be able to take boys 

home so that he could help them find jobs. He was very 

much an advocacy-oriented person. And that's what 

probation was all about: alternatives to incarceration. Now 

you find probation an arm of law enforcement. Probation 

officers in this country now routinely view themselves, or 

their role, as that of catching people and ensuring they are 

locked up. The idea of offering help is almost a 

contradiction. Some may try to be counsellors to some 

degree, but it really doesn't work because they have for the 

most part such a need to report things, to look for 

problems, at best to preach but at worst to reincarcerate. 

 

So you have an odd situation in this country now where a 

substantial percentage of people in prison are not there for 

having committed a crime in and of itself, but they are 

there for having been in technical violation of the 

conditions of their probation. They were originally on 

probation and they ticked off the probation officer; they 

didn't do anything sufficient to warrant a new trial or a new 

charge, but something like not keeping appointments, 

getting drunk, moving without permission, marrying 

without permission, showing up with a positive urine 

screen, something like that. 

 

In the old days a probation officer would have worked with 

that person to try to put things back together and they 

would have viewed it as their role to try to keep that person 

functioning in the community and with the family. It's 

precisely the opposite now in this country. I don't think 

that's true, incidentally, in Canada to the degree that it is 

here. It certainly isn't in Great Britain. I've been over there 

a number of times in the last years, and the probation 

department over there, much to their credit, are still 

considered a bunch of bleeding hearts that try to keep 

people out; but that's certainly not the case here, and I fear 

that the virus that's infected American society will spread. 

David Cayley 

Is this wider than just probation too? 

 

Jerome Miller 

Oh, I think so. I think you see it across the board. For 

example, psychiatrists, although in the press very often 

they're portrayed as individuals who try to excuse people 

from their responsibility for crimes, or they are permissive, 

they are this, they are that. That was probably true to a 

degree thirty years ago, when I started in this field; that is 

not true anymore. We see more often than not psychiatrists 

going in and talking like prosecutors and policemen. 

 

Treatment programs are another example. If you were to 

take some of these self-help drug programs and look at 

them as little societies, what they are are little fascist 

societies; they are nothing that you would want to have in a 

democratic society. You wouldn't want to run a country 

that way, where blind obedience counts and you do not 

question anything. They are psychological forms of 

aggravated assault, I guess is how I'd characterize them. 

 

But it's become a very judgemental field. I think it's 

infected school counselling. A lot of the high schools in 

this country, the new ones, when you look at them are 

indistinguishable from correctional institutions, in terms of 

how they look and how they're built. When you go up and 

down hallways, as I did this past week—I'd been seeing a 

young man here who's graduating and I went over, he was 

going to give a class and asked if I'd come and speak to his 

class—you're stopped every hundred yards by someone 

with a beeper asking where you're going and what's 

happening. All of this armamentarium of law enforcement 

has been brought in. Now, the rationale is that it's to stem 

violence, but in fact I think it contributes to a mood and to 

a self-concept that feeds the violence. 

 

David Cayley 

For Jerry Miller it is an axiom that social-work professions 

and law enforcement must be strictly separated. The 

principle involved was spelled out in an essay written in 

1917 by the great American social psychologist George 

Herbert Mead. The essay is called "The Psychology of 

Punitive Justice," and Miller cites it frequently in his 
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writings. "It is quite impossible psychologically," Mead 

wrote, "to hate the sin and love the sinner." But, he went 

on, societies often delude themselves on this point, 

imagining that the same hand that punishes can also 

reinstate the offender in the community. This is manifestly 

wrong, Mead says. Understanding and reconciliation have 

completely different roots than catching and punishing; 

and therefore, he concludes, "control of crime through the 

hostile procedure of law and control through 

comprehension of social and psychological conditions 

cannot be combined." 

 

These two properly autonomous functions, Miller believes, 

have now collapsed into a maniacally single-minded 

emphasis on punishment and control. He thinks that one of 

the reasons this has happened is the interplay between the 

institutions of criminal justice and the mass media. 

Criminal justice necessarily works on binary good/bad, 

innocent/guilty kinds of logic; mass media have an 

insatiable craving for the dramatically obvious. The fit is a 

natural one. But Miller also blames academic sociology 

and its sub-specialty, criminology. His own models came 

from what he calls the "street-pounding school of 

sociology"—writers like Clifford Shaw, of Chicago, who 

in the twenties and thirties studied what he called 

"delinquent careers" through detailed biography. Sociology 

and criminology today, Miller feels, often try to be hard, 

mathematical sciences, with the result that narrative sense 

has tended to wash out of them. He finds welcome support 

for this view in a book called Acts of Meaning, published 

in 1990, by psychologist Jerome Bruner.  

 

Jerome Miller 

He says the same thing, that this loss of a sense of narrative 

is not only a personal loss, it is a loss in terms of the stuff 

of science, that in fact what we're getting now from the 

current methodology are artifacts; we are not getting a 

sense of movement, of texture, of career in people's lives; 

and above all, there's no sense of meaning to anything. At 

best it's a behaviourist approach, at worst it's a very 

manipulative, bottom-line-oriented type sociology. It 

allows you to pull yourself back from the people you are 

studying, and to detach yourself from their lives, and 

therefore be very manipulative, very judgemental. 

 

There's a marvellous old saying from George Mead, the 

great social psychologist in the early part of this century, 

who said that to the degree that you know someone, to that 

degree you can't be punitive. And so what we have now in 

the area of criminal justice particularly, is a system 

designed to ensure that we remain ignorant of people; it's 

designed to ensure that we don't know them too well, 

because then the categories break down very quickly. I 

testify a lot in court here, particularly in capital-punishment 

cases, and it's always amazing to me how the prosecution 

in these cases dances about the room trying to keep you 

from saying things that are real, or that are honest or 

truthful, for fear the jury will be drained of a need to 

punish. It's an exercise in trying to keep things in very neat 

categories and trying in a sense to avoid dealing with 

reality, which is much more complex than the 

criminal-justice system allows. 

 

David Cayley 

Prisons, to Jerry Miller, are as much a cause as a 

consequence of crime, and one of the focuses of his work 

has always been on keeping as many offenders as possible 

out of them. In the 1970s he was involved in major 

deinstitutionalizations in Massachusetts and Pennsylvania, 

and since then he has pioneered something called 

"alternative sentencing" to help keep people out. 

 

The idea began to take shape in 1974, when he was a 

special assistant to the governor of Pennsylvania for 

community-based programs. Pennsylvania law then 

allowed juvenile judges to sentence youthful offenders 

who displeased them to adult prisons. In one, the Camp 

Hill Prison, there were 392 such kids, one of them a boy 

who was there because his parents had found a marijuana 

cigarette in his athletic jacket and reported him. He had 

been raped in the prison, and then hanged himself. The 

resulting scandal allowed Miller to convince the governor 

to get all of them out. 

 

Jerome Miller 

For each of the kids we moved out we prepared an 

individualized plan: he needs to live in X-type of setting, 

he needs this amount of supervision, he needs this amount 

of education, et cetera, et cetera. And then we would go to 
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the sentencing judge and we would say: look, if we could 

put all this together, would you let him out of prison to go 

into this? And most of the judges were willing at that 

point, because nothing like this had ever been presented to 

them before. 

 

And so we took that model and made it our model here. It's 

something again that happened by accident, or by 

happenstance. When we first came down here from 

Harrisburg and started this organization, we really were 

into doing consulting with state governments around 

deinstitutionalization strategies and budget strategies and 

what-have-you. And along the way a youngster who had 

just turned eighteen, a young man who was a friend of 

someone on the staff back in Harrisburg, got in trouble, 

and his mother called and said, can you do anything for my 

son? 

 

He'd been a pain to her. He had been kind of a lazy kid and 

didn't get a job, and she sought advice from a local police 

chief who was a friend of hers, and he said, well, have him 

arrested for tresspassing [laughs] . . . which is bizarre. So 

this kid's asleep in his bedroom one morning, and a 

policeman comes in at about five and arrests him and takes 

him off to jail. Well, while he's in the jail—he's there only 

three or four days and then they send him home—while 

he's there he meets a federal prisoner who's on a detainer or 

something, in transport, who's very sophisticated in crime. 

Anyway, the kid goes home and a couple of weeks later 

this guy shows up at the front door that he'd met in the jail, 

and says, "Let's go out for an evening." 

 

Well, the evening amounted to their breaking into a house, 

stealing a bunch of guns, wrecking a car, and this federal 

inmate runs off with this kid's girlfriend in someone else's 

car to New York and whatever, and the kid is left drunk by 

the side of the road where he is then arrested and charged 

in a rural county with all these horrendous crimes and 

facing a fair amount of time. And then the mother called 

and said, can you do anything? 

 

I talked with my colleague Herb about it, and we said: why 

don't we do what we did with the Camp Hill kids? Neither 

one of us had ever been in an adult court at that point, I 

had always been in the juvenile area. So we put together a 

little package. We would have him come down here and 

work for us; we would have him in some kind of therapy; 

we would file regular reports with the court; we would 

make sure he wasn't drinking and went to A.A. meetings. 

And we did a whole little plan and went up there and 

presented it—a rather conservative court—and the judge 

went with it: didn't send him to jail, sent him right down 

here. 

 

Well, while we were sitting there—I remember very 

vividly—there were seventeen people sentenced that 

morning and afternoon, in that court; and what you saw 

was a parade of tragedy. They'd come in for sentencing, 

they'd all been found guilty a couple of weeks before, and 

they were being sent off to the county jail or the state 

prison, willy-nilly. Now and then a mother would come 

and beg, you know: can he come home? or, he's a good 

boy, or whatever. But our case was one of the heaviest or 

more serious ones of the day, yet the judge let him come 

with us. And it didn't have to do with any influence: I 

didn't know the judge and I don't think he knew me. 

 

And, riding back, we said, if we had been there and done 

little plans for each of these seventeen people, probably 

fifteen of them wouldn't have been sent anywhere. So we 

said, let's try that and see what happens. 

 

We looked through the newspapers, literally, for a case that 

would be difficult and have some symbolic value. And the 

first case was of a kid in a drunk-driving—ostensibly 

drunk-driving—incident, up at Fort Mead in Maryland, 

driving a pickup truck with ten friends in the back, hit a 

tree, all ten were killed going around a corner. Ten deaths, 

one survivor—the driver, a seventeen-year-old boy. And it 

wasn't drunk driving. They'd been to a party, they'd had a 

little marijuana, but it was a very dangerous curve and it 

turns out there had been a lot of accidents on this particular 

curve at night in this place. 

 

We prepared an alternative plan, and the plan involved his 

losing his driver's licence—literally, as I recall, for life, I 

don't think he'll ever get it back; that he have alcohol 

treatment if he needed it—he didn't need it, but we got him 
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in a program anyway; that he would do three years of 

twenty hours or thirty hours a week (which is virtually all 

his leisure time, evenings and weekends) of unpaid 

community service, working with a shock-trauma unit, 

handling horrible accident cases or learning about that; that 

he maintain a full-time job, et cetera, et cetera. He was so 

traumatized by it when we would interview him in our 

other offices, you couldn't mention the accident—he'd 

faint. He would just fall right on the floor, you couldn't talk 

about it with him. 

 

Obviously some of the parents wanted him sent away 

forever; I mean, they wanted him killed. But a colonel, an 

army colonel and his wife, who lost their only two children 

in this accident—a teenaged boy and a girl—came forward 

and said they didn't see any reason to destroy this other kid 

behind their tragedy. And so we got them and we got two 

or three others of the surviving families to support our plan 

when he went to court, which they did—came in and 

testified for it. And the judge went with it. The kid, 

incidentally, eventually went on to become a medical 

technician. So we did that, we were pleased with that. 

 

Then we looked around for a second case, and it was three 

kids who burnt down a high school—$6 million 

arson—and again what we did was, we just called the 

lawyer and said we'd be willing to do this free, as just a 

service, if they would like it; and of course they jumped at 

it, and we did it for them. And similarly, it worked out: we 

designed the community service, and they each had to—it 

was an onerous thing: they each had to pay ten thousand 

over the next ten years, each, out of their own earnings, 

which they did. 

 

From there we went into doing other cases. We got a small 

grant from the Clark Foundation, did regular street-crime 

cases, and we've done now ten, twelve thousand such 

alternative sentences around the country. And then people 

started to pick it up. We were the first to do it in the nation. 

I mean, when we would go into court a lot of time the 

judge would just laugh at us, and the prosecutor: who are 

these people? what is this all about? I mean, it was so 

bizarre that you would come in and propose something like 

this—when you're supposed either to go on probation or to 

jail, you don't propose all these other things. And we 

would give written plans that would be pages long with 

documentation and letters and what-have-you. 

 

If it were done routinely, incidentally, the prison 

population nationally would be cut at least by a third, 

because sentencing is just done very, very poorly. That's 

because for the most part it's done by lawyers, and they're 

only interested in whether you're guilty or innocent or 

whether they can find a technicality to win on appeal. 

They're very poor at sentencing; they don't like to deal with 

a guilty client. They're like doctors with a terminal patient. 

That part of the criminal-justice procedure, which to the 

individual is the most important—how many years am I 

going to go away?—is handled in a very offhanded 

fashion, very little thought gone into it, et cetera, et cetera. 

It's almost malpractice what you see happening. 

 

I think we have focused attention on that aspect, so that 

you do find lawyers doing a better job or bringing in 

people to do that. Of course then what you see in response 

to that are the mandatory sentences where you can't 

consider all this; if you do the crime you do the time, 

which is just like the meat-axe approach to sentencing. 

 

David Cayley 

Mandatory sentencing is, in effect, the complete opposite 

of the approach Jerry Miller has been able to take in local 

and state courts, where judges retain discretionary powers. 

It was introduced in 1984, when the American Congress 

passed the Sentencing Reform Act. The Act mandated the 

creation of a federal sentencing commission, which in turn 

created detailed tables specifying the precise degree of 

punishment to be meted out for each crime. The reform 

was sponsored by a curious coalition of conservatives, who 

felt that judges were too lenient, and liberals, who felt that 

they were too prejudiced. By the time the law was passed, 

the conservative agenda was in the ascendant and as a 

result the sentencing guidelines have made sentencing 

more harsh, as well as more complicated.  

 

Jerome Miller 

The federal sentencing guidelines have gotten so bizarre 

and so complicated that you have to be a Talmudic scholar 
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to know how to fashion a sentence. It isn't that you can't 

propose alternatives. It's like, if you plead him to more than 

one ounce of this or three ounces of that, the years go up 

accordingly and if you do this or if he's walking that way or 

getting this way out of his car, it'll go up that way, or they'll 

bring this charge. It's got so that there are whole books on 

the subject. I have a picture of a medieval monk in a room 

going all over and looking for each jot and tittle, and that's 

where we are in federal sentencing. 

 

It would be comical if it weren't so tragic, and of course the 

effect has been more discriminatory than the old system. 

There have been a number of studies that have found that, 

under the federal guidelines now there is more racial 

discrimination than there was when judges had total 

leeway. And that is because all the power to make these 

decisions is still there, you can still individualize, but it's 

been passed to the prosecutor. He decides what the charge 

will be. So he will overcharge in order to get a confession 

or in order to get information on other people, and if the 

guy co-operates to this level or that level, he may alter this 

charge or that charge. 

 

All the wheeling and dealing now, and all the individual 

considerations, are being done by prosecutors—who are 

politicians, because in this country most federal 

prosecutors are politicians; they got appointed because of 

political connections and a large percentage of them plan 

to run for office, like Rudolph Giuliani in New York. I 

noticed when Janet Reno, the new attorney general, 

announced they were firing all the federal prosecutors 

nationally, when she came in—they were going to replace 

them because they were political appointments—the two 

here in Virginia immediately announced that they might 

run for governor. I mean, this is what we're talking about. 

 

I wish we had the crown prosecutor system they have in 

England, where they're appointed the way judges are and 

they don't have to have another agenda. But here it's so 

politicized. That's why they routinely stand on the 

courthouse steps and yak away about law and order and 

what needs to be done—it has very little to do with justice. 

 

David Cayley 

Mandatory sentencing has destroyed the element that 

Miller thinks should be most prominent in court 

proceedings, what he called before the narrative element. 

Judicial discretion can certainly be abused, but it does 

allow sentencing to vary with circumstances, and that in 

turn requires what to Miller is most important, that the 

social and psychological dimensions of a case should come 

to light. 

 

Jerome Miller 

At least that was a human element. It came with all the 

problems that you bring to it with a human being, and all 

the biases and all the issues; but what it's been replaced 

with has been horrendous. There's no possibility of human 

consideration—they've just ruled it out. And it has the 

effect of taking the attention of the larger society away 

from the really important issues. It has always seemed to 

me that the task of informed people in this field is to be 

messengers to the larger society about what's happening, so 

I think it is great if you can bring into a courtroom at the 

time of sentencing a person's life history and lay it out. 

 

I think it's important that everybody know that murderers 

don't drop out of the sky and go off and kill someone 

because they are possessed by the devil or they were born 

that way. It's very important that all of this be discussed in 

grand detail. The sentencing guidelines don't allow that. 

You are not allowed to bring that information in. If you 

are, it's sealed and no one says anything about it; and it 

misleads the public into thinking there is in fact such a 

thing as a criminal who is defined by that act, that's their 

whole identity and definition. I've never known such a 

person, and I've known a lot of people who've done 

horrendous things and deserve that kind of label, but they 

also have other attributes. And they didn't fall out of the 

sky—they came out of a particular experience, and you 

need a system that takes that into account. 

The judicial system still did that to some degree, in a very 

lumbering, very often unfair way, but if there's anything 

clear in the research now, it's that the sentencing guidelines 

across the country have made matters much worse for 

everybody, and there's more bias, more discrimination—it's 

just that it's now handled by politicians. We've been in 

courts where the judge will cry at sentencing, saying: I'm 



IDEAS: BEYOND INSTITUTIONS II 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

22 

 

 

forced to put this sentence into place, and it makes no 

sense to me. This has happened a number of times. 

 

In fact, a number of federal judges within the last six 

months have refused to take drug cases; they refuse to hear 

them now, the older judges, because they say it is so unfair 

and they will no longer sit on the bench and send some 

eighteen-year-old off for thirty years for X-Y-Z, 

particularly when he's in that position because of the 

attitude of the prosecutor, because he's on the make locally, 

politically, and wants to make this an example. There are a 

number of very respected judges that have spoken up on it, 

which is very unusual because federal judges tend not to 

say a great deal. 

 

David Cayley 

Despite this backlash against certain aspects of mandatory 

sentencing Miller thinks that the general trend in American 

justice is running strongly in the direction he described 

earlier in the program: more police, more prisons, and 

more simplistic thinking. Unless the political climate 

changes dramatically in the next few years, he believes that 

this can only lead to the same destination predicted by Nils 

Christie in his Crime Control as Industry: a society of 

extreme violence, with a permanent, criminalized 

underclass whose only culture is the prison and whose only 

social standing is as fodder for the crime-control industry. 

But in the meantime, Miller goes on, as he has in the past, 

rescuing whomever he can. 

 

Jerome Miller 

I was trained in the Catholic tradition, and Saint Thomas 

Aquinas says at one point that of the so-called cardinal sins 

of the medieval era the worst is the sin of despair, of giving 

up hope, because that closes off the possibility one can do 

better. I think that's what I struggle with as I watch this 

country go down the tubes, because it gets more wearing as 

time goes by.  

You then try to find a niche of your own and you try to 

surround yourself with people that at least sound 

reasonable to you in what seems to me at this point to me a 

very insane world and getting more so. 

 

I want to maintain some hope, and I wouldn't want to 

sound totally despairing about it, but I'm not really all that 

hopeful, at least for the immediate future. You take for 

granted that humanity will eventually out and things will 

change for the better, but it's been a horrific decade in 

criminal justice, and it's now got a momentum of its own 

that is so destructive that there's virtually no articulate 

response on that side of the political spectrum that you 

would hope would say something. They either stand mute, 

or they join the crowd. That has ominous implications. 

 

I know Canada fairly well, and there's much more hope 

there, I think, if they can fend off the influence of the 

States with reference to this sort of craziness. 

 

There is a favourite writer of mine, a Spanish philosopher 

by the name of Miguel de Unamuno, who says very briefly 

that there's something to be gained in the battle even if one 

loses it, that there's something hopefully ennobling about 

the struggle, and I guess that's what keeps me going as long 

as I have a little vigour left in me. 

Lister Sinclair 

On Ideas, the fifth program in our series Beyond 

Institutions, by David Cayley. Dr. Jerome Miller, who was 

featured in tonight's program, is the author of Last One 

over the Wall: The Massachusetts Experiment in Closing 

Reform Schools, published by the Ohio State University 

Press. A new book, called Search and Destroy: 

African-American Males in the Criminal Justice System, is 

forthcoming from Cambridge University Press. 

 

David Cayley's six-part series concludes tomorrow with a 

program based on Norwegian sociologist Nils Christie's 

book Beyond Loneliness and Institutions. Technical 

production was by Lorne Tulk; production assistance: Gail 

Brownell and Liz Nagy. The executive producer of Ideas is 

Bernie Lucht, and I'm Lister Sinclair. Goodnight. 

 

Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 
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Lister Sinclair 

Good evening. I'm Lister Sinclair, and this is Ideas on 

institutions and alternatives. 

 

Nils Christie, at the University of Oslo, is mainly known to 

the world as a criminologist. He began his career with the 

study of the concentration camps established by the 

Germans in Norway during World War Two. Limits to 

Pain, his first book in English, was a meditation on 

punishment; and his most recent book, Crime Control as 

Industry, is a warning against the attitudes that have 

allowed the prison population in the United States to more 

than double in recent years. 

 

Tonight's program is about another side of Nils Christie: a 

relationship he has had for many years with the Camphill 

villages of Norway. These are communities, modelled on 

the ideas of Rudolf Steiner, which welcome people with 

mental handicaps. Christie lived for a time in one of these 

"communes for extraordinary people," as he calls them, 

and in the book he wrote about the experience, Beyond 

Loneliness and Institutions, he claims that they have much 

to teach ordinary society. His reflections on this theme 

make up the final program of our six-part series Beyond 

Institutions, by David Cayley. 

 

David Cayley 

Deinstitutionalization of mental patients and other people 

with disabilities began in the 1960s and has gone on in fits 

and starts ever since. In June of 1993, for example, Ontario 

announced that it would cut the number of psychiatric 

patients in institutions in half during the next decade. Later 

in the year the federal government announced aid to the 

province of New Brunswick to speed that province's plan 

to move virtually all the people with mental retardation 

who remain in institutions into the community within five 

years. But what happens then? Will the extraordinary 

people who have been in institutions find satisfying lives in 

ordinary society, or only loneliness and isolation? 

 

That is one of the questions Nils Christie raises in his book 

Beyond Loneliness and Institutions. He argues, as his title 

implies, that these need not be the only alternatives. 

Norway's Camphill villages, he says, show a way that 

holds much richer possibilities for extraordinary people 

than either institutionalization or isolation in ordinary 

society. 

 

 

The Camphill movement is based on the ideas of Rudolf 

Steiner, a German, who died in 1925. He was the founder 

of what he called "anthroposophy," a philosophy which 

stressed the cultivation of spiritual insight. He was an 

artist, an editor, and a prolific writer and lecturer. He left 

behind productive bodies of ideas which still animate 

communities of followers in art, agriculture, education, and 

medicine. 

 

Another set of ideas concerned the dignity and potential of 

the handicapped. These ideas were brought to Scotland in 

1939 by a group of Viennese emigrés whose leader was 

Karl König, and there they established the first Camphill 

Village, a residential school which evolved into a 

residential community. "We felt," König wrote, "that 

handicapped children were in a position similar to ours. 

They were refugees from a society which did not want to 

accept them as part of the community. We were political, 

these children social, refugees." 

 

König's ideas spread throughout the British Isles and then 

throughout the world. Today there are more than eighty 

such communities in eighteen countries. The first one in 

Canada began in Ontario in 1986. Norway, where there are 

five villages, is one of the centres of the Camphill 

movement. Nils Christie began visiting these villages many 

years ago, at first bringing groups of his students who were 

studying types of social organization. As his interest and 

his friendship for these places grew he became a member 

of the governing board. Then during one term he 

undertook to lecture to a seminar which met alternately at 

the university and at Vidaråsen—one of the villages—a 

seminar composed of a mixed group of university students 

and people with mental retardation. The topic was: 

principles of justice. 

 

Nils Christie 

It was a very intense seminar that we had jointly. I brought 

my students to Vidaråsen, which is one of these villages, 

and they came also with buses from Vidaråsen to the 

university, where we had joint seminars here. I have to 
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confess that sometimes it went completely wrong—I wasn't 

good enough. Particularly it went wrong when I fell into 

the trap of being an academician, sort of following the 

usual rules of the game, using the first two hours to explain 

what I would do and what sort of general perspective it 

was, and who were the big writers on this, et cetera, et 

cetera. 

 

 

Of course that was extremely dull, and it was not the right 

way of doing it. So when I reformulated my approach and 

went into the real problems—what would be a just 

solution?—and took up the concrete cases of justice, then 

the audience turned into a very vivid and active group. 

And to me—I lectured in Berkeley for several terms; I was 

also in Berkeley just after '68, when the whole place was 

filled with vivacity and energy and student activity—and I 

would say that some of these lectures where the majority of 

the listeners were mentally retarded reminded me of the 

Berkeley period: so much activity and so much laughing, 

so much thinking, such a creative atmosphere that existed 

in these situations that I felt really back in time. 

 

Some people would say: well, is this real? are you sure 

they follow you? And I would then have to say: no, I'm not 

sure—some do. And some would still come to me when I 

visit Vidaråsen, with a continued discussion of the themes 

of those seminars. But some would of course not be able to 

say anything—they might lack words, or they might lack 

courage in taking up the themes, but they were in the 

atmosphere, with these elements, from soul to soul. Why 

shouldn't that also be possible in a seminar on an important 

topic, where you feel that other people are struggling with 

something and you feel maybe a little that you're a part of 

that whole thing? 

 

David Cayley 

Nils Christie eventually went to live for a time at 

Vidaråsen, and then tried to express what he felt was the 

significance of the way of life in these villages in his 

Beyond Loneliness and Institutions. One of the things that 

he stresses about them is that they really are villages and 

not therapeutic communities in disguise. People without 

handicaps live in the villages as co-workers, so-called, but 

they are in no sense a staff. In fact, Christie says, part of 

the culture of these communities is a deep distrust of titles, 

labels, and formal classifications. Institutions very often 

are transition zones, places one passes through. These are 

places, simply, to live. 

 

Nils Christie 

Those who arrive tend to stay, and the ideal is that you 

could be there forever. So this is very complicated, 

particularly for doctors, to understand, because they think 

it should be a help so you can develop out of it, be cured. 

But you are not cured from being extraordinary—it is a 

permanent condition. It's a question of using your 

resources to the utmost, and this is a place you can use 

your resources to the utmost. But you are not improving 

out, it's not an ideal for the village that you should do that. 

If there should be an increase or any movement, then it 

would be to create more villages and give more people this 

opportunity, but not to go through it. 

 

David Cayley 

The Norwegian villages are not at all self-sufficient, but 

they are as much as possible self-supporting, with 

agriculture, maintenance, and some craft production, all in 

the hands of the villagers. This work is jealously guarded 

against both labour-saving technologies and overly helpful 

visitors and co-workers. 

 

Nils Christie 

In the villages the extraordinary people have their jobs. 

The danger with visitors and also with too many people 

who are not extraordinary is that too little work is left for 

the extraordinary. It's so easy to do things for people, 

instead of letting the people act themselves. I think it is a 

very characteristic experience in the villages that when 

villagers have been away, for example, in their own 

families for some days, they will often come back to the 

village less able than they were when they left, because 

they will very often in the family where they have been 

born, they will have been taken care of to a much larger 

extent and not have been accustomed to do things 

themselves, so back in the village it takes a day or two until 

they regain the independence they have learned there. 

 

David Cayley 
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Life in these villages is communal. People without 

handicaps who live there as co-workers, for example, are 

entitled to a share of the common wealth rather than to 

payment as such; and this uncoupling of work and money 

is one of the features of the villages that Nils Christie finds 

most significant. 

 

Nils Christie 

They have in a very interesting way got rid of the usual 

way of paying people. You would get a bed, and you 

would get a house, and you would get very good food, and 

you would get interesting work, and you would get access 

to car when you needed a car to go to Oslo, and you would 

get some money when you needed to go on a 

vacation—probably in a group with extraordinary people, 

you could go to Greece and have three good weeks there; 

but you would never get any money as a part of your work. 

You might get money since you needed money, but money 

and work are completely split. I have never in my life in 

these villages heard anybody say that I'm now doing such a 

fantastic job, so I need money, or I need extra money, or 

anything like that. They have in a fascinating way been 

able to put the money question out. 

 

Then you can ask: where do they get money from? And 

they get it to a large extent from the state. People who are 

severely handicapped will get some money, state money, 

health money, et cetera, et cetera, and they put all this 

money in one hat and they use it as they need. But you can 

imagine that in this situation people are very hesitant to use 

too much money, because they know that all this money 

can be used for all sorts of good purposes in the village. In 

recent years they have used their money to a large extent to 

try to establish such villages in eastern Europe. People 

from these villages and money from these villages are now 

involved both in creating a village in Poland and one in 

Estonia, and also one in Russia; and there's lots of inerest 

in the eastern European countries in this concept.  

 

David Cayley 

In his book Beyond Loneliness and Institutions Nils 

Christie describes life in the villages as being in some ways 

more vivid and more elemental than life in ordinary 

society. He had already noted in lecturing to groups that 

contained people with mental handicaps that the pressure to make his 

ideas plain forced him to eliminate academic pretense and dig for the 

roots of his subject. Living at Vidaråsen intensified this impression. 

 

Nils Christie 

The closeness in your interaction means that life becomes 

very fundamental in various ways. I lived there for a 

period, and I remember so well we got a visitor once who 

asked: how can you tolerate never to be alone, private? 

how can you be yourself? Then a very experienced 

co-worker said that she was herself. 

 

And I've been really thinking on that statement and 

thinking on ordinary life, how we go out our private 

apartments or houses, we go into the day of work, maybe 

we are out in the social life afterwards, and then we come 

home and then we in a way open that door, shut it behind 

us, and say: oh, at last I can be myself! But then my 

question is—and her question was—what were you when 

you were not at home? You were pretending to be 

something different, you were not yourself. But if you live 

with people who are extraordinary, they do not to that 

extent pretend; they are themselves in most situations 

partly because some of them do not have the ability to 

pretend to be other than they are in private—they are the 

same in all conditions. And to me it is a very high ideal to 

relax from that burden of pretensions and just to be 

yourself. And then if you are yourself, then you don't have 

the need for privacy; you might have a need for being 

completely alone to think some thoughts continuously, but 

you do not have the need to be alone because you then can 

behave in another way than you would with other people. 

 

David Cayley 

What did you find happened to you under those 

circumstances? 

 

Nils Christie 

Ja, I felt it as a great relief in many ways to live in 

Vidaråsen, and I think it has changed my life to a large 

extent, that hopefully I'm able to take some of that 

experience with me also in the rest of my life, when I'm 

forced not to live in a village to be able to continue with 

my work at the university—the villages are too far away 

—that it is not too dangerous to be very open and a bit 
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simple in my forms. It fits me also in what I'm writing. To 

a large extent it is a question of being courageous, and if 

you observe that you have nothing to lose, there's no need 

for being courageous anymore and it becomes more of a 

natural behaviour. So to me I find it is a blessing what I 

have experienced in these villages. 

 

David Cayley 

Nils Christie's account of life at Vidaråsen reverses the 

received idea that small communities force an oppressive 

conformity on their members, while cities are places where 

we can find the freedom to be ourselves. Christie doesn't 

deny that small places can be stifling, but he thinks the 

villages escape this danger because so many of their 

members are extraordinary. 

 

Nils Christie 

We are often, when we talk in favour of community, 

forgetting about the unpleasantness of the small and 

oppressive town where everybody had to behave in an 

exactly correct way, otherwise you were an outsider, and 

punishments were strong and swift. With great relief lots of 

people have left the oppressive small towns. And I would 

also accept that there are dangers in the villages, that they 

might become oppressive, and it might be a result of my 

age and also outsider status that I haven't felt that sort of 

oppression in the villages. But on the other hand I think 

there is some help in having so many extraordinary people 

in the village; you have to accept, you have to listen, and 

you have to accept that there are qualities in being 

extraordinary, and you let people in a way be as they are to 

a larger extent than usual. They have been able to preserve 

some of the pleasant traditions from the small town. I know 

it best from the rural valleys of my country, where you 

often meet people who are more "characters" than you 

meet in the city. 

 

I can walk from farm to farm and here lives that character, 

you know him, and everybody knows him; and he has a 

very peculiar way: he might look different, he has his own 

style, but he has had it for fifty years and in a way purified 

his own style; it might be a style in clothing, in talking, in 

spitting, but this is as he is, and as long as he keeps to his 

own style then he is accepted. But it would not be possible 

for him to copy his style or if he suddenly changed, so he is 

in a way forced to remain in that role. That might be the 

oppressive element. 

 

But it gives some room for being different if you are 

systematically different, and this is very characteristic of 

the village, that people are themself to a large extent and 

they are accepted as that. When I walk in the major street 

of the capital of Norway, of Oslo, then I often am 

reminded of people I know in the village: oh yes, here 

comes Peter, or she has something of Karen in her 

behaviour. But when I am in the village I never think of 

people in the streets of Oslo or people I know. The people 

in the city are in a way conforming to standards that make 

them less easily typified; they are more an industrial 

product—standardized, look similar, greet each other 

similarly, very uninteresting in the lack of variance, 

externally at least. I find more variance in the village than I 

find in ordinary city life, and that is natural since we don't 

know each other. We have a greater need for being 

conformists, while in Vidaråsen people know each other, 

and they know they have the freedom to also express 

themselves in their typical way. 

 

David Cayley 

One area in which the Camphill villages of Norway have 

always exercised great vigilance is their choice of tools. 

They have valued forms of work that are accessible, 

convivial, and respectful of other beings, over more 

instrumental goods like convenience or efficiency. They 

are guided in this partly by Rudolf Steiner's teachings. 

What Steiner called "biodynamic farming," for example, 

discourages pesticides and artificial fertilizers and favours 

fingers over heavy machinery that would compress the soil. 

Cows are still milked, and most harvests gathered, by hand. 

Tractors, after long debate, are in sparing use. Dishwashers 

are banned.  

 

Nils Christie 

They have the idea that dishwashers are a bad thing, and 

this is a very conscious choice. They are bad because they 

kill that type of work that everybody can perform and 

which, in addition, is a good meeting place in social life. 

So they will not have it. And here they are in collision with 

the health authorities, because the health authorities say 
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that here are many people who are in need of very clean 

food, and they are not always cleaning the dishes quite 

correctly, so many people together, and they want them to 

have dishwashers. But the villagers insist that it's more 

important to have social life and work than to be 

guaranteed the highest hygienic standards. So they made a 

compromise on the cafeteria, where visitors very often 

come, and there they have a dishwasher, but this is the only 

case I know of. 

 

Television there is an absolute ban on. This is very much 

discussed, but by and large it's an agreement that with 

television it is difficult to maintain social life, particularly 

cultural life, during the evenings. They have meetings 

nearly every evening—lectures, music, et cetera. You 

might easily be addicted to television. They don't have 

liquor freely available and they don't have television freely 

available, and they look at these as two problematic 

substances. And this has again been a fight, because some 

people in the external community would say that here live 

many people who are handicapped in one way or another 

and they should have the right to take part in the usual 

cultural life, and it's a sort of human right to have 

television for everybody. Even the minister of health was 

asked about this, and I think he concluded it was a human 

right, but the villages have just refused to take this 

seriously. 

 

David Cayley 

How are such decisions made within the villages? 

Nils Christie 

The villages have a great meeting every Tuesday night, 

where everybody attends—I can say literally 

everybody—and where all sorts of problems can be taken 

up. Of course, to a large extent those who are most clever 

in talking get the floor more often than the others. But on 

the other hand it's of great interest to know what everybody 

really thinks. So very often such questions—for example, 

television—will be brought up in the village assembly, and 

you get heated debate. And it is not the case that only those 

who are "ordinary" always get their will. 

 

A classical example was the debate on time, on what sort 

of rhythm should exist in the village. The village had the 

rhythm of the old country time. That meant that they 

started relatively early on work every day; they had a very 

long break in the middle of the day, as in the old farms 

where you could go back, you had a long mid-day meal, 

you had coffee and conversations, maybe you had a little 

sleep; and you went back to work, and you ended in the 

evening, and went back again to a new meal. 

 

But this is not as it is done in all modern societies. We tend 

to compress the work hours to something very intense. 

Lunch or the mid-day break might be half an hour and you 

are back to work. So the villages tried to modernize, but 

then after a year there was really a revolution at one of the 

village meetings, where one villager after another stood up 

and said, we want the old time back. And they gave several 

reasons: one, it becomes too hectic; secondly, you 

say—you who made the modern time—that then we will 

get more time in the evening for cultural activities, but on 

the other hand, by the new time, by the modernization, the 

real result is that we don't meet each other anymore, and 

particularly we—the extraordinary people—do not meet 

the ordinary. 

 

How did that come about? Well, of course the ordinary 

people in the villages reacted as we all do when we get 

more spare time. This is a temptation of the ordinary life: 

we tend to privatize our lives. If we get off from work early 

we can go away, we can barricade ourselves, so the social 

arrangement creates a situation of segregation. And so the 

extraordinary people sensed that they didn't find anybody 

in this long interval after work is over, so they wanted back 

the old time, and it was decided in this meeting, yes, you're 

right, we succumbed to this. Now they are back to the old 

time. 

 

David Cayley 

How people use and experience time has been a subject of 

considerable reflection for Nils Christie. He has long been 

in the habit, he says in his book, of asking people what 

they are doing when they are not working. What do we 

mean by what we call "free time"? or by the word 

vacation, which signifies literally emptiness or vacancy? 

He has come to the interesting conclusion that the 

concentration of time in industrial societies is at the same 

time a concentration of privilege. 
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Nils Christie 

I have been arguing strongly for a complete reorganization 

of the time pattern in our society. We should abolish 

summer vacation; we should abolish most of the Christmas 

vacation and the Easter vacation; we could reduce work 

hours to four hours a day, or three hours, if you so wish. 

And if you raise that question, then you can see 

immediately who would protest. Males would protest, lots 

of males, because of what they would lose. They would be 

forced back to their community to a large extent, they 

wouldn't have the usual excuses for leaving that 

community. Who would profit? I think a lot of females 

would be rather satisfied if we reorganized work and took 

away terrible vacations, brought the males back to the 

community, and also made it possible for them to be in 

paid work, without too great problems. 

 

But males, the tourist industry, parts of other industries, 

have a vested interest in the present arrangements. In my 

country you can see this on any spring weekend. When 

Friday evening arrives the neighbourhood is emptied. The 

able-bodied people, young and middle-aged, gather their 

families, their children, in the car and they move off 

somewhere. And who are left? Old people, sick people, 

deviant people, extraordinary people are left in this 

neighbourhood. So you in a way weaken neighbourhoods 

to a large extent through the present organization of time. 

 

I think we should always ask ourselves: in whose interest is 

it to organize life as we are doing? And from my own 

personal experience I would say that I don't know any 

place in life where I feel more at ease and less frustrated 

and pressed than in the villages. I would be extremely 

happy if it was possible to get villages in the larger cities, I 

would immediately have moved to such a living 

arrangement. And I tried to get it going in Oslo, but 

unsuccessfully. 

 

David Cayley 

Another appealing feature of village life for Nils Christie is 

the way in which conflicts are expressed. As a 

criminologist, Christie has argued in an article called 

"Conflicts as Property" that conflicts are a community 

resource. Expressing them invigorates and informs a 

community, healing its wounds and strengthening its moral 

sinews. But too often, Christie says in this article, conflicts 

are stolen by the apparatus of formal justice and moved 

into an institutional sphere where the community can no 

longer benefit. At Vidaråsen, he found, the community did 

strengthen itself in this way. 

 

Nils Christie 

They are very clever in getting conflicts open. They say: it 

is such a dull place to live where conflicts are not brought 

out and exposed, so we can't live in such a place; it is a 

blessing in our situation that we can bring things up. So 

I've never been in any social system where conflicts are so 

openly brought up in all sorts of circumstances. This is 

partly due to an extraordinary, powerful, strong person 

who dares to do this, but it has then slowly become a 

tradition of the place. I'm scared when I am confronted 

with conflicts like that; I would prefer to gloss things over 

very often, but I've learned that I can't get away with that 

when I'm in the villages, so I receive my share of the blame 

when something goes wrong. 

 

David Cayley 

Were you during your period of living there taken to task 

yourself at times? 

Nils Christie 

Ja, not very strongly, but I felt that I could have improved 

on several points and I did my utmost, but maybe they are 

too kind towards me. What I had most trouble of all with in 

this place is that it's a basic demand that everybody take 

part in all sorts of activities. I like very much to do manual 

work, so that was no problem; and I like to take part in 

seminars and all that, so that was no problem. 

 

But they have all these performances. They make plays 

they perform for Christmas and Easter and all this, and 

there you are expected to take part. And I hated it! But here 

the pressure was very strong, and I'm so dumb in learning 

by heart—it's nearly impossible to me—so I was a great 

fiasco. And people believed that I did it intentionally, that I 

hadn't tried to learn these six sentences I should express; 

but it wasn't intentionally, and we had certain conflicts 

around that. 
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They have a mechanism—once a year they have a big 

celebration, and in that celebration people are often 

mocked or praised, people who they think should maybe 

change clothes a bit more often will maybe get a gift of 

some nice clothes. I got some wings, angel wings, with 

some remarks that maybe I should go a bit more upwards 

and be interested in fundamental religious problems than I 

am. So I saw their point, but I'm afraid I haven't improved. 

David Cayley 

Where does power and leadership come from in the 

community? 

 

Nils Christie 

It's very, very complicated and very difficult really to 

know. It has a bit to do with age. If you have been there for 

a long time, you gain a lot of experience; but some people 

have been there forever and have no power. It has very 

much to do with the basic acceptance of taking all sorts of 

work. If you are not participating in everything, you have 

no chance. I have been there so long, so I've seen several 

people who were supposed to be important, more 

important than most people, people who were listened to; 

but I've seen them rise and fall, and their fall has nearly 

always been related to attempts to isolate themselves, for 

example, becoming a sort of cultural guru, because then 

you were not trusted. If you were not a participant when 

the potatoes had to be picked, then it wasn't quite okay; 

you were not listened to with the same attention anymore. 

 

This demand of general participation is a sort of iron test. 

Whether you are able to be a decent person in the 

household is open to examination every day; if you are 

decent in the ordinary work, it isn't easy then to manipulate 

the system as very often such sectarian leaders do, by 

keeping quiet most of the time and then suddenly reading 

their message on how the sect should develop. You have 

the daily banalities of life, and in these banalities you are 

tested out. 

 

But then within these villages they are very active 

culturally, and it is not enough that you are plainly okay in 

your household and okay in the ordinary labour; you have 

also to have some interest in cultural life and interest in 

books. I trace this in the villages to a central European 

influence—Steiner has some thousands of pages to 

read—and a sort of openness to ordinary cultural ideas. If 

you don't have that openness, you are also outside in this 

village culture. I find it's an interesting cultural life in these 

villages—equally interesting and often more interesting 

than I meet in the university. 

 

David Cayley 

Nils Christie believes that the Camphill villages of Norway 

are much more than just refuges for those unable to live in 

ordinary society. In his view they show an example to that 

society. They display the advantages of being in touch with 

perspectives outside the range of what we call normal. 

They highlight the problematic aspects of conceptions of 

time, work, and leisure that prevail in ordinary society. 

And finally, they raise the question of whether there may 

not be something perverse about the current enthusiasm for 

getting people who have been in institutions back into 

ordinary society. 

 

Nils Christie 

In Norway, as in Canada and as in most industrialized 

societies, the trend has been deinstitutionalization. And 

that is good . . . and bad. It is good because a lot of these 

institutions are very, very bad. But then we have gone from 

having extraordinary people in institutions in the direction 

of "integrating" them, as it is called, in ordinary society. 

But this has happened without reflection. They are moved 

away from the institutions, where they after all had their 

base—many had lived there for thirty years, forty years, 

and they had other people to interact with. 

 

Now they are moved into ordinary society, but that move is 

also a move into loneliness, because that ordinary society is 

not functioning, the modern society is not functioning in a 

way where it is easy to be integrated. Mentally retarded 

people are brought back to that society, often with extreme 

costs. They are given a place to live, sometimes in a group 

home, with, four or five people living together, and then 

with social workers coming to see if they are okay. But 

then basically they are in a very lonely and sad position. In 

my book I introduced the word paid friendship, because 

these people do not have other people—very often they do 
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not have other people coming to visit them, so the social 

worker is the only alternative, and that social worker then 

is paid for doing it. 

 

Then we see the problems in this concept of paid 

friendship, the internal strain in being paid to function as a 

substitute friend. Friendship has usually something to do 

with interaction, with give and take both ways, but here it 

is not that, and as far as I can see a lot of mentally retarded 

people in our societies are living a life which isn't very 

satisfactory. We have, out of idealism, I think, created a 

situation with severe problems for them. 

 

David Cayley 

What do you think this ideal is? 

 

Nils Christie 

Well, the ideal is that the mentally retarded people should 

have the same rights as everybody to live in the ordinary 

society. But since that ordinary society is complicated to 

live in, for ordinary people also, it is particularly 

complicated for mentally retarded people. But they have 

the same urge for friendship, for ordinary social life, as 

other people, and they will seek arenas for such friendship 

and very often it will go wrong. 

 

David Cayley 

Efforts at friendship miscarry, Christie believes, because 

the extraordinary person often cannot be understood in the 

edgy and hurried atmosphere of contemporary cities. A 

certain soil is necessary for such persons to flower, and the 

villages provides that soil. But in this respect, he says, the 

villages often run afoul of the view that people with 

disabilities should be integrated into ordinary society, 

rather than form communities of their own. 

 

The debate between these two views has a long history. At 

the end of the last century, for example, Alexander Graham 

Bell carried out a vigorous and successful campaign to 

eliminate sign language from deaf education on the ground 

that it isolated deaf people in a world of their own. "We 

should try to forget that they are deaf," Bell once said, "we 

should teach them to forget that they are deaf." Bell's 

opponents argued that the deaf were a people in their own 

right, not deficient versions of hearing people. Bell's 

arguments prevailed, and for seventy-five years the deaf 

were deprived of their language. Nils Christie sees vestiges 

of the same idea among those who refer to the Camphill 

villages as "ghettoes."  

 

Nils Christie 

I'm afraid of this fight against the ghetto, this fight against 

letting people with the same problems be together in large 

quantities, but I accept there is a problem. One step in the 

extermination of the Jews was of course to force them into 

the ghettoes, to create the distance necessary to push them 

further. But then on the other hand, we know from several 

of the ghettoes of the eastern European countries and the 

descriptions of these ghettoes that there people also had a 

very, very fine life with a lot of dignified arrangements, a 

lot of interesting cultural expressions. 

 

We see the same now with people—for example, in this 

country we have lots of people from Pakistan and from 

Turkey. Should they be spread out all over the country? 

They would feel very unhappy. They would be forced to 

depend on the Norwegian social-services system as a sort 

of alternative to friends and people from the same country. 

So they are helped by being allowed to organize themself 

in ghetto-like circumstances. And this is of course what the 

upper classes in our countries always are doing: they are 

organizing themself in relatively closed neighbourhoods 

and profit from that. So is it only the underclass, or those 

with troubles, or from other ethnic backgrounds who 

should be denied the possibility to live relatively close 

together? 

 

David Cayley 

To Nils Christie, when people of one kind are together in 

critical numbers, their character can be more fully 

expressed. The Camphill villages in this sense, he says, are 

part of a rebirth of diversity and natural variation in ways 

of living. 

 

Nils Christie 

Industrialization has reduced the differences on this globe. 

It has reduced variance when it comes to plants, to animals, 

but then also to the way of organizing social life. We have 
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lost a great amount of the interesting alternatives, because 

industrialization forces us into the same pattern. 

 

In a way, these villages are one among several examples of 

a rebirth of alternative ways of living, which in reality are 

very old-fashioned ways. But then the question arises: 

could that be multiplied in the cities, and wouldn't it be 

better than attempting to assimilate handicapped people or 

extraordinary people in city life, as if they were ordinary? 

To create extraordinary places in the cities where they can 

live in a more satisfying way? The same problem as for 

mentally retarded will be there also for people who are 

seen as mad—they are also extremely lonely, they cannot 

use the towns as ordinary people can. They would profit 

very highly from living in settings as they, through 

insights, have created in the villages. 

 

David Cayley 

Nils Christie feels that the insights on which the Camphill 

movement is based have broad applications.  

In making places where extraordinary people can lead 

dignified lives, Vidaråsen and the other villages have 

made, he thinks, a way of life which might be better for 

everyone—a way of life with a depth and vividness he says 

he misses in his daily life in Oslo. This is the gift he 

discovered when lecturing to extraordinary people, the gift 

of finding his own thought intensified and enriched when 

he was forced to slow down and reduce his ideas to more 

fundamental terms. But this gift, he believes, can only be 

given in certain circumstances. 

 

Nils Christie 

To me my life in the villages and the increasing circle of 

extraordinary people I meet has made me aware of how 

handicapped we ordinary people are, when we are kept 

away from people who are extraordinary. They are such 

good teachers. So it seems to me to be important to arrange 

social conditions so that most people in society have a 

chance to experience this. But then it must be a real 

experience, and the problem with integration is that then 

you have one extraordinary with one hundred 

non-extraordinary. The extraordinary person cannot put his 

stamp on the interaction, his stamp on the situation, and 

will easily be ignored, forgotten. One mentally retarded 

person in the classroom will not change the pattern and 

style of that class, he will be neutralized in a corner. But 

when you have several then they in a way force the whole 

system to change. So I think it is so mistaken, this 

complete spreading out, because then that salt loses its 

power. 

 

Lister Sinclair 

On Ideas tonight, the final program in our six-part series 

Beyond Institutions, by David Cayley. Technical direction 

was by Lorne Tulk; production assistance: Gail Brownell 

and Liz Nagy. The executive producer of Ideas is Bernie 

Lucht, and I'm Lister Sinclair. Goodnight. 

 

Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 

 


