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C H A P T E R  F I V E

Forging the Free Child’s Armor

ON OCTOBER 23, 1956,  the Korea Times transported readers to a dark, 
drafty orphanage in Seoul. It introduced them to Pak, a four- year- old who 
had lost both of his parents during the recent war. Th e sorrowful child had 
little to look forward to, the paper reported, aside from a daily helping of 
porridge doled out by distracted attendants. Pak’s life would change dramati-
cally, however, with the arrival of Helen Tieszen and her colleagues. Tieszen 
did not patch the orphanage’s paper doors or fi x its splintering fl oor. Instead, 
she worked to reform the building’s inhabitants. With support from two 
American voluntary organizations, Christian Children’s Fund and the 
American- Korean Foundation, Tieszen and her fellow American educators 
trained Korean child- care workers in new ways of interacting with children. 
Th ey urged native workers to treat children as individuals and taught them 
how to transform their institutions into loving homes. Th e Americans also 
played with Pak and his peers. Th ey sought to arouse the children’s imagi-
nations, creating puppets and staging dramatic puppet shows. Once a for-
lorn child, the newspaper reported, Pak soon became a happy youngster who 
enjoyed “rollicking” games with his playmates.

To American voluntary agencies, and to the United States Information 
Ser vice photographer who captured his likeness for the newspaper, Pak’s 
transformation was at once a personal and a po liti cal victory. Th e Cold War 
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was a battle for hearts and minds, but it was also a struggle to create a cer-
tain type of heart and mind, a par tic u lar confi guration of personal character. 
Th rough interventions in the lives of youngsters such as Pak, American 
workers during the 1950s and 1960s sought to mold children with the per-
sonal characteristics— emotional security, creativity, in de pen dent thought— 
that they thought would bolster demo cratic regimes across the globe. In the 
pro cess, they transformed the family room, the playroom, and the classroom 
into key sites in the United States’ battle against communism.

FREE CHILDREN AND AUTOMATONS

In December 1950, over fi ve thousand social workers, educators, parents, 
and children convened in Washington, D.C., for the Mid- Century White 
 House Conference on Children and Youth. A gathering of child- care profes-
sionals that met every de cade throughout most of the twentieth century, the 
1950 conference was or ga nized by a committee composed of social scientists 
and child welfare experts, including Margaret Mead, Lawrence K. Frank, 
and Benjamin Spock. With the theme “a healthy personality for every child,” 
the 1950 meeting represented the fi rst White  House conference to focus on 
children’s emotional health and personality development.

Addressing conference participants on December 5, President Harry 
Truman spoke of “the tremendous struggle of our time— the struggle be-
tween freedom and Communist slavery.” He described the principles of 
freedom, in de pen dent thought, and self- reliance on which American democ-
racy rested. And he rooted the contrast between free and communist soci-
eties in the personal character of their citizens, forged during the formative 
years of childhood. “If children have a good home— a home in which they 
are loved and understood— and if they have good teachers in the fi rst few 
grades of school, I believe they are well started on the way toward being useful 
and honorable citizens,” Truman contended. He contrasted American 
methods of child rearing with those in communist lands: “Th e great weak-
ness of dictatorships is that they enslave the minds and the characters of the 
people over whom they rule. And the eff ects of this enslavement are most 
serious in the case of children.”

Convened as the United States faced growing setbacks on the battlefi elds 
of Korea, the 1950 White  House conference was an occasion for Americans 
to refl ect on the global signifi cance of children’s personality formation. “We 
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can only hope to achieve our ideal of a free society,” noted Lawrence K. Frank, 
“through healthy personalities who are capable of bearing the burdens of 
freedom.” Th e Washington Post agreed; personal character, the newspaper 
opined in 1950, constituted the “free child’s armor.” Th e Post explained the 
signifi cance of a healthy personality to the Cold War confl ict, which had 
recently turned hot:

For we are at last realizing that this is not only the best insurance against the 
warped mind that breeds the fanatic, the hatemonger, the tyrant, but is also 
the genesis of the responsible citizen upon whom the survival of free demo-
cratic government depends. . . .  Th e free child fi nds himself greatly outnum-
bered by the hordes of the regimented. As he grows up he will fi nd himself 
one of a relatively small brigade that must uphold mental enlightenment and 
human freedom against ruthless primitive masses seeking the slavery of the 
spirit. To do this he must be given the “strength of ten” through his emo-
tional stability, maturity, self- discipline and creativeness.

Creativity, in de pen dent thought, and emotional stability  were personal char-
acteristics long celebrated by American child- care experts. But their po liti cal 
salience had shifted over time. Previously a tool in the fi ght against fascism 
and authoritarianism in postwar Eu rope and Japan, these personality traits 
 were now a shield that could eff ectively contain the spread of communism 
across the globe.

While Americans believed that the kinds of citizens Communist countries 
 were seeking to shape— unthinking, obedient— were tremendously diff erent 
from those that the United States sought to create, many recognized that 
Communist leaders shared their understanding of children’s malleability. 
While citizens in Germany and elsewhere had to be taught that personal 
characteristics  were shaped during childhood, not inborn, Communist 
leaders appeared to already recognize the transformative potential of child 
rearing— and they  were eager to use it to their own advantage. Stories about 
Communist, particularly Soviet, eff orts to indoctrinate children circulated 
widely in the United States. Headlines such as “Reds Brainwash Greek 
Tots” and “Red China’s Children Brain- Washed Early” revealed nefarious 
communist plots to take advantage of youngsters during their formative years. 
“Children are the raw material from which good communists are molded,” 
noted Foster Parents’ Plan’s Fred Mason in 1956. Th is “raw material,” 
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American child- care experts fretted, could prove just as dangerous as the 
uranium in the superpowers’ nuclear arsenals. Child rearing remained a 
means of reshaping the world “more powerful than the atomic bomb,” but 
it was now a weapon wielded by Americans to eff ectuate the victory of the 
West, not a tool to usher in global harmony.

If government offi  cials and child- care experts in the United States and in 
the Soviet  Union and China shared similar conceptions of children’s malle-
ability, however, the communist understanding of human development rested 
on a diff erent theoretical basis than that of its Western counterparts. Th is 
incongruence had signifi cant implications with regard to child- rearing prac-
tices. American social workers Herschel and Edith Alt, who visited the So-
viet  Union in 1956, noted that a longstanding reliance on the tenets of be-
haviorism meant that those caring for children placed a good deal of emphasis 
on learned behaviors but devoted little attention to youngsters’ emotional 
lives. Th e elevation of Pavlov over Freud led parents and welfare workers to 
look to outside stimuli, rather than to internal disturbances, as explanations 
for deviant childhood behaviors. And it led them to attempt to correct these 
behaviors via collective social pressure rather than individualized counseling. 
“Nowhere did we fi nd any recognition that stealing might be a symptom of 
a child’s emotional confl ict,” the Alts recounted in a book relating their im-
pressions of Soviet child welfare. “To them stealing is a product of insuffi  -
cient or bad education that can be corrected by better education.” Th e “emo-
tionally disturbed” child, the Alts observed, was a fi gure Soviet child- care 
professionals refused to recognize. Pavlov also trumped Freud in China, ob-
servers noted, where state- run nurseries and schools adopted a system of “re-
fl exive teaching,” designed to mold youngsters into unthinking agents of the 
state.

Th e contrast between American and communist child- rearing ideals was 
reminiscent of the opposition between behaviorists such as John Watson and 
proponents of the child guidance movement in the United States a genera-
tion earlier. Communist child- rearing wisdom resembled the advice dispensed 
by Watson and his peers during the 1920s and 1930s, advice that many mid-
century experts in the United States had dismissed as outdated. Moreover, 
the communist understanding of personality development and the methods 
of dealing with children to which it gave rise supported the perceived goal 
of the totalitarian regime: to mold a populace guided not by internal moti-
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vations but by the external will of the state. “Th ere has now developed in 
the Soviet  Union a theory of child training internally consistent and showing 
a point- for- point congruence with Soviet po liti cal and social theory,” noted 
Margaret Mead in a 1955 study of Soviet child- rearing ideals, coauthored 
with psychiatric social worker Elena Calas.

American writers who visited China and the Soviet sphere often described 
the governments’ systematic attempts to suppress children’s in de pen dent 
thought and action. For example, an American journalist wrote of his visit 
to a Young Pioneer headquarters in Tashkent, Uzbek: “Th ere  were no bub-
bling, rambunctious kids such as one might expect to fi nd in that age bracket 
in any large group. Somehow they seemed spiritless. . . .  Gravely they did 
everything they  were told to do without hesitation or questions.” Writer Jacob 
Wechsberg described communist child rearing in similar terms in an article 
in the Saturday Eve ning Post. “Schoolteachers and kindergarten nurses,” he 
wrote, “have been charged with the duty to turn the kids into communist 
robots with mechanical brains.” Wechsberg recounted a Czech father’s la-
ment over the Communist government’s infl uence on his son: “the commu-
nists are now making an automaton out of him. Th ey don’t want him to 
think. Th ey want him merely to repeat what they are thinking.” A visitor to 
China described observing a “pro cession of solemn children marching four 
abreast” one Sunday morning. He asked an interpreter where the children 
 were headed. Th e children  were going on a picnic, the surprised visitor was 
told.

Th e Alts off ered a less sensationalized assessment of childhood in the 
communist sphere, but they too emphasized the discipline and obedience 
expected of youngsters. “Where we would be concerned that our social 
institutions— the family and the school— provide the youngster with oppor-
tunities for expression of impulse, for experimentation, for creative expres-
sion and choice, the Soviet emphasis is on restraint, on the harnessing of 
impulse and directing it,” they explained. “Most of us would assume,” the 
Alts noted, “that the principles the Rus sians advocate and practice would 
most certainly produce a personality lacking in initiative and creativity and in 
spiritual aspirations.” As the Cold War intensifi ed, the pernicious repercus-
sions of the communist model of child development added new urgency to 
Americans’ eff orts to spread their own understanding of personality growth 
to their allies overseas.
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CHILD CARE IN KOREA

Th e war in Korea provided a new focus for American humanitarian attention 
and an opportunity for child- care workers to put their methods of care into 
practice on the ground. At the conclusion of World War II, the Korean pen-
insula had been divided into the Soviet- occupied North and the U.S.- occupied 
South. In June 1950, Communist North Korea invaded its southern neighbor. 
With the outbreak of hostilities, thousands of families poured south of the 
38th parallel, which divided North and South Korea, and many others fl ed 
homes in war- devastated areas. Th e number of orphaned and abandoned 
children expanded exponentially. American observers in South Korea de-
scribed with pity and horror groups of emaciated waifs begging on street cor-
ners and huddled in train stations. In 1953, as hostilities concluded, the 
American- Korean Foundation dubbed Korea the “Land of Lost Children.” 
Observers estimated that the war had produced over 100,000 orphans, about 
40,000 of whom had found shelter in the orphanages that  were rapidly 
springing up across the country. “Little boys and girls who but a short time 
ago enjoyed the love and warmth of home are today, because of this war, 
little urchins starving and suff ering from exposure and cold,” observed Verent 
Mills during a trip to Korea in 1952. “Th eir stomachs are swollen, while their 
necks, legs and arms look like bean poles.” As in postwar Eu rope, homeless 
children in Korea served as a potent symbol of social chaos. But impression-
able youngsters also off ered hope for the country’s reconstruction. In “se-
curing the cause of democracy for the future, the children of Korea off er a 
gilt- edged investment,” asserted Leonard Mayo, an American social worker 
who traveled to Korea in 1953.

Foreign agencies seeking to reach the greatest number of needy people 
looked to institutions such as orphanages and retirement homes as an effi  -
cient means of channeling aid. As a result, such institutions, which had been 
few in number prior to the war, proliferated; by early 1953, Korea boasted 
an estimated 350 to 400 orphanages. Members of the American military 
supported many of these institutions. According to one account, American 
troops in Korea gave more than a million dollars in voluntary contributions 
to needy Koreans between July 1950 and October 1953; almost two- thirds 
of these contributions went to orphanages. American voluntary workers 
agreed that needy children  were better  housed in orphanages than living on 
the street. But they questioned the care these institutions provided. “It is 
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doubtful if 50 of these ‘orphanages’ are giving a quality of care that would 
be comparable to the lowest standards tolerated in the United States,” as-
serted an American committee that toured Korea in 1953 under the leader-
ship of Howard Rusk, physician and president of the American- Korean Foun-
dation. Korean child- care workers, American observers complained, had no 
knowledge of modern child- rearing precepts. CCF’s William Asbury repeated 
to J. Calvitt Clarke a complaint he claimed to hear frequently: “Koreans don’t 
know how to take care of children.”

In 1954, the Unitarian Ser vice Committee (USC) sought to improve Ko-
rean social welfare by sponsoring three men to undertake advanced social 
work study at the University of Minnesota. When these men returned to 
Korea in 1957, they worked, with the assistance of USC funds, to or ga nize 
a department of social work at Seoul National University. One of the men, 
Sang Nak Ha, who had previously managed Foster Parents’ Plan’s Seoul of-
fi ce, was instrumental in establishing the fi rst child guidance clinic in Korea. 
Ha and the other Korean workers who launched the child guidance clinic 
saw it as playing a key role in their country’s national development. “We soon 
came to realize that the future of our country, lies upon the shoulders of 
our youth,” they noted. Indeed, the work of foreign voluntary agencies and 
the growing cadre of American- trained social workers in Korea helped re-
orient Korean social welfare away from a Confucian emphasis on the care 
of the el der ly and onto a new concern for the welfare of children and youth.

CCF, which already had a large presence in Asia, moved quickly to assist 
Korean youngsters. By 1952, the or ga ni za tion had extended aid to at least a 
quarter of Korea’s orphans. As it had in Japan, the or ga ni za tion sought to 
introduce modern methods of child care in the orphanages it supported. To 
do this, the or ga ni za tion enlisted Helen Tieszen, an educator with degrees 
in childhood development and early childhood education from the Univer-
sity of Minnesota. Tieszen had volunteered to serve abroad with the Men-
nonite Central Committee, a voluntary or ga ni za tion affi  liated with the Men-
nonite Church, and was in turn assigned to work with CCF. Upon arriving 
in Korea in early 1955, Tieszen learned that the American- Korean Founda-
tion had been planning a similar project. Th e American- Korean Founda-
tion’s child welfare con sul tant was  Rose Alvernaz, a former member of the 
United States Children’s Bureau who had worked extensively in Brazil.

Tieszen and Alvernaz decided to work together. Over the course of the next 
two years, they or ga nized a series of courses for institution superintendents, 
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child welfare workers, and infant caretakers. Th e need for these courses was 
great, Tieszen contended. In 1955, she reported on a visit to a typical Korean 
orphanage in which the children had put on a program for their guests. 
“During the entire program,  house mothers  were simply policemen for the 
children. In the long prayer which preceded the program, the children  were 
expected to fold their hands and bow their heads. Th ose who did not main-
tain the correct posture  were given a sharp rap on the head,” Tieszen re-
counted. Th e staff , she told her American colleagues, was in need of “a good 
bit of re- education.”

In planning their courses, Tieszen and Alvernaz worked with the League 
of Social Workers, a semioffi  cial Korean or ga ni za tion of institution direc-
tors. In some instances, they collaborated with other voluntary agencies, such 
as PLAN and the American Friends Ser vice Committee. Children’s institu-
tions throughout Korea served as hosts to the program so that trainees could 
observe the behavior of actual children while the courses  were in session. 
Tieszen and Alvernaz worked to impart to their Korean colleagues an under-
standing of the psychological theories of child development developed by 
Anna Freud and her peers. Th ey encouraged child- care workers to “think 
of what it means to a child to be deprived of his family” and urged them to 
transform their orphanages into homes. Th ey spoke about the emotional roots 
of behavioral problems and imparted the fundamentals of child nutrition, 
sanitation, and health. A total of 369 Korean superintendents and child- care 
workers participated in the courses.

Korean child- care workers  were exposed not only to new information but 
also to new methods of teaching. Tieszen and Alvernaz required the active 
participation of their students, encouraging them, for example, to draw con-
clusions based on their observations of child behavior. Korean trainees “were 
accustomed to teachers who outlined each lecture for them to write in their 
notebooks. Being expected to think for themselves in class was a novel experi-
ence for them, and at fi rst they thought they  were learning nothing,” Tieszen 
and Alvernaz recounted. A language barrier further complicated the women’s 
teaching eff orts. As neither spoke Korean, they conducted their courses using 
translators. Some child- care workers, Tieszen and Alvernaz noted, found new 
ways of thinking about children too diffi  cult to assimilate. Others demon-
strated little motivation to learn. “Many of our trainees,” the women acknowl-
edged, “were very poorly paid institutional personnel who had selected 
their occupation on the basis of having no other means of livelihood.”
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But some participants responded enthusiastically. After participating in 
Tieszen and Alvernaz’s course, a group of child- care workers at one institu-
tion formed the Bo A Yun Gu Whai, or  House mothers’ Child Study Monthly 
Meeting. Th e workers met once a month to discuss methods and share prob-
lems relating to institutional child care. Th e idea soon spread to other chil-
dren’s homes. Some of the students who had been reticent during the training 
courses became active participants in these study groups, Tieszen reported. 
A bulletin on child care written by the Bo A Yun Gu Whai demonstrated a 
fi rm grasp of the psychological theories of child care Tieszen and Alvernaz 
had worked to impart. “No greater power could exist than love in the edu-
cation of the child. Th is has been my faith in ordinary times, but through 
the lectures of Miss Alvernaz and Miss Tieszen in the training course, I be-
came confi dent of it,” one  house mother wrote. “We should try to give love 
similar to that of their real parents and brothers, and our love should be trusted 
by all the children,” she argued. A report by a Korean social worker’s league 
off ered a somewhat more mea sured assessment of the courses and their in-
fl uence. Th e report noted that attendees had “learned much from the course” 
and “were greatly enlightened in social work knowledge.” But although 
learning about the care of children in the United States was interesting and 
useful, the social workers noted, “we should never expect all of the Amer-
ican ways would apply to our present Korean situation as they are. Th ere-
fore, we must try to fi nd out our way in caring [for] children.”

Th e child- care lessons imparted by Tieszen and Alvernaz informed all of 
CCF’s operations in Korea. For example, Ernest Nash, the or ga ni za tion’s di-
rector in Korea, chastised the director of an orphanage in Pusan whose wards 
had appeared unhappy during a recent inspection. “Th e ‘school’ discipline 
which is now enforced must be wholly replaced by the type of ‘home’ disci-
pline which characterizes the great majority of our CCF homes,” Nash in-
sisted. He threatened to withdraw support from the orphanage if the super-
intendent did not work to ensure that his staff  was “animated by a spirit of 
true home parenthood towards the children.” By 1956, Nash insisted on 
calling all of the or ga ni za tion’s Korean orphanages “homes” in order to better 
capture the “generally unregimented, happy, and carefree character of the 
‘home family.’ ”

Tieszen’s lessons in child care would touch several generations of Korean 
practitioners: she worked in Korea, with only a brief interruption, for more 
than four de cades. During the 1960s, Tieszen conducted child- care training 
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courses for workers in children’s homes and day- care centers as a member of 
the Mennonite Central Committee’s team in Taegu. In the 1970s, she taught 
in Yonsei University’s newly created Department of Child and Family Studies, 
training instructors to teach courses in child development, home economics, 
and parent education. Tieszen continued to serve as an editor of a Korean 
journal of child studies even after her retirement in 1992.

Tieszen was one of a growing cadre of women who would serve with vol-
untary agencies not only in Korea but elsewhere in Asia and the Middle East. 
Th ese women faced both a distinct set of challenges and a unique set of op-
portunities. Unlike in the United States and Eu rope, social work in the East 
was not necessarily considered “women’s work.” In the mid- 1950s, more men 
than women  were enrolled in all the Asian schools of social work, with the 
exception of the Philippines. Th e student body at the Madras School of So-
cial Work in India in 1960, for example, consisted of ninety men and only 
ten women. Women  were also not a signifi cant presence among native vol-
untary workers: in Middle Eastern countries with a tradition of purdah, in 
par tic u lar, women’s participation in or ga nized eff orts outside the home was 
discouraged.

American women working overseas found that their local counterparts 
 were often men— and sometimes men who resented female authority. For 
example, Arlene Sitler arrived in Korea in 1954 to work for CCF. She found 
that her gender often put her at a disadvantage when interacting with Ko-
rean government offi  cials and orphanage superintendents and, at times, when 
dealing with her American colleagues as well. “Th e snap judgment and quick 
change of mind on the part of a woman in this culture didn’t advance the 
cause of female suff rage at all, and certainly not CCF’s relations with the 
Ministry,” complained an American male colleague when Sitler changed her 
mind about something during a meeting with a Korean minister. “Being a 
lady in Korea poses special problems as you well know, and many superin-
tendents have said there ought to be a man in the job,” the man related. By 
1955, CCF had decided that a man should be appointed to take over Sitler’s 
responsibilities, and Sitler had resigned in frustration. Sitler’s troubles might 
have stemmed from personality clashes as much as from outright gender dis-
crimination, but being female was essentially a further strike against her. Dis-
avowing gender prejudice as a pesky Eastern phenomenon allowed Sitler’s 
American colleagues to embrace sexism while simultaneously denying their 
role in its perpetuation.
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Among American agencies’ country directors in the non- European world 
during the 1950s and 1960s, men generally outnumbered women. Women, 
however, predominated among child- care con sul tants. Moreover, men who 
served abroad with American agencies often brought along wives who per-
formed important, if frequently unrecognized, work. Alma Mills assisted her 
husband, Verent— CCF’s overseas director— with such tasks as letter writing. 
Robert Arculli, who served with CCF in India, reported that his wife had 
assumed responsibility for taking photographs that could be used in CCF 
advertisements. Harold Berrean was in charge of Save the Children Federa-
tion’s program in Korea, but his wife, Sally, reviewed every translation and 
status report before it was sent out. Th e AFSC recognized the contributions 
made by wives, hiring couples to lead several of its overseas initiatives. A 1958 
job description for an AFSC representative in the Arab Middle East called 
specifi cally for a “single man or married couple.”

Being a female worker abroad did have some advantages. Women workers 
often had better access to local mothers than did their male counterparts, 
particularly in countries where women traditionally had little contact with 
men outside the family. PLAN’s executive director at the time, Gloria Mat-
thews, noted that her gender helped her when “dealing overseas with bu-
reaucracies in masculine cultures,” as she was not perceived to be a threat. 
Matthews had joined PLAN in 1941 as a secretary. Although she lacked 
formal training in social work or child welfare, her enthusiasm for PLAN’s 
work earned her the role of assistant director in 1951 and executive director 
in 1954. (Matthews would become the or ga ni za tion’s fi rst international ex-
ecutive director in 1973.) Matthews regularly visited PLAN’s far- fl ung op-
erations, traveling for four to fi ve months out of the year. Women such as 
Matthews  were often in a better position than their male colleagues to dis-
pense advice regarding child rearing. Orphanage superintendents “apparently 
take it [child- care advice] from a lady, whereas they resent it coming from a 
man,” noted one CCF worker in Korea in 1960.

“A LIVING SYMBOL OF DEMOCRACY IN ACTION”

In addition to training foreign personnel, American agencies worked to in-
ject a familial spirit into the architecture and or ga ni za tion of their children’s 
homes overseas. In the United States, cottage- style homes had begun to 
replace large dormitory- style orphanages in the late nineteenth century. 
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Orphanages arranged on the “cottage plan” sought to replicate for children 
the experience of living in a family home. Th ey grouped children of varying 
sexes and ages into “families,” each of which lived in its own  house under 
the care of a “cottage mother.” Reformers praised cottage- style homes for 
off ering children the love and individualized attention they needed to grow 
into healthy adults. Institutions or ga nized according to the cottage plan 
 were more costly to run than dormitory- style homes, but child- care experts 
insisted that the individual attention they provided to children was priceless. 
By 1937, the Child Welfare League of America endorsed the cottage system 
as the preferable means of caring for institutionalized children. But although 
cottage- style children’s homes had gained widespread popularity in the United 
States by the mid- twentieth century, the idea had yet to take root in Asia or the 
Middle East.

In 1952, CCF embarked on a project to build a model cottage- style home 
in Hong Kong. Children’s needs in Hong Kong  were acute. Between 1949 
and 1951, over 2 million refugees fl eeing China arrived on Hong Kong’s 
shores. Many  were women and children whose husbands and fathers had 
been killed by the communists. Th ese refugees lived in fl imsy hillside shacks 
or crowded into government- built concrete dwellings. Two thousand chil-
dren resided in orphanages that off ered— according to Western observers— a 
dubious level of care. “Psychology as yet, is an almost unknown science in 
Hong Kong,” noted Penelope Brooke- Johnson, who worked for CCF in Hong 
Kong. Th e staff s of most orphanages, she observed, “were convinced that 
children  were born either bad or good, and that nothing could be done to 
change them. Th e idea of trying to help a naughty child was very strange to 
them.”

CCF had run courses for orphanage superintendents and staff  in Hong 
Kong that familiarized them with American methods of caring for children. 
Th e courses instructed workers to create a relaxed atmosphere in their homes 
and to off er children sympathy and understanding rather than punishment. 
But if strict discipline had no place among children, it was accepted with 
regard to employees: CCF instructors gave child- care workers two weeks to 
write an article explaining how the techniques they learned in the course 
could be applied in their own institutions. Th e articles  were submitted to 
the CCF offi  ce, where they  were assessed to determine workers’ “interest and 
concern.” Th ose who evinced reluctance to adopt the new techniques  were 
fi red.
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But the or ga ni za tion wanted to do more for Hong Kong’s children. “Fu-
ture citizens could be best developed under the infl uence of a mother- fi gure 
in a cottage- type home rather than the cold, austere, and loveless regimen-
tation of an institution- type orphanage,” the or ga ni za tion explained. Using 
funds collected from individual donors— 77,000 of them— along with a con-
struction grant from the Hong Kong government, CCF purchased a fi fty- one- 
acre parcel of land near Kowloon, at the base of the Saddleback Mountain. On 
it, the or ga ni za tion constructed what it boasted was the “largest cottage- style 
children’s home in the Far East.” Named Children’s Garden, the home opened 
in early 1958 with sixty- fi ve cottages, each with four bedrooms, a living/dining 
room, a bathroom, and a kitchen. Th e cottages  housed a total of 845 children, 
with 13 children per cottage. CCF praised Children’s Garden not only as a 
model child welfare institution but also as “a living symbol of democracy in 
action on Communist China’s doorstep.” CCF’s ideas about child care touched 
many of Hong Kong’s institutionalized children: by the late 1950s, the or ga-
ni za tion was supporting more than two- thirds of the three thousand institu-
tionalized children in Hong Kong in both cottage- plan homes such as 
Children’s Garden and in more traditional dormitory- style homes.

But some of CCF’s Chinese staff  members did not share the or ga ni za-
tion leaders’ enthusiasm for the cottage system. CCF constructed a smaller 
cottage- style home, the Clarke Children’s Home, in Hong Kong to replace 
a dormitory- style orphanage that it had been supporting. Th e orphanage’s 
child- care workers  were “violently opposed” to the new cottage- plan system, 
Penelope Brooke- Johnson related. If CCF offi  cials saw the cottage system 
as an emblem of democracy, local workers viewed it as an unwelcome for-
eign imposition. Th e workers did not relish their new roles as cottage mothers 
and resented the child- care advice imparted by their Western colleagues. “It 
was clear at the outset that they would have great diffi  culty in accepting these 
ideas of the ‘foreign dev ils,’ ” Brooke- Johnson reported. She expressed hope 
that the cottage system would eventually gain widespread ac cep tance among 
indigenous workers. Once it did, she asserted, it would bring about “a revo-
lution in Child Care— not only for Hong Kong, but for the  whole of the 
Far East.”

Several years after the institution opened, local attitudes toward Children’s 
Garden remained mixed. Assistant Superintendent James Ming N. Ch’ien 
reported that many local citizens criticized Children’s Garden for spoiling 
children with too much material comfort and thus making it diffi  cult for 
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them to adjust once they reentered the world outside the home. In addition, 
disciplinary problems, particularly with boys,  were a recurrent problem, 
keeping many cottage families from enjoying the pleasant home life for which 
Children’s Garden had been designed. While reaffi  rming the orphanage’s 
commitment to providing children with “love and care” and to rearing them 
in a “demo cratic environment,” Ch’ien noted plans for “tightening control 
and enforcing discipline.” Th e institution added men to its staff  in the hope 
that male guidance would help solve some of the home’s disciplinary woes. 
While CCF offi  cials saw the care and aff ection provided by mothers as es-
sential to the rearing of strong demo cratic citizens, local workers, frustrated 
with youngsters’ perceived poor behavior, emphasized the importance of pa-
ternal discipline.

Despite its problems, Children’s Garden would serve as a training ground 
for child welfare workers from across the continent. Welfare professionals 
visited the institution to study the operations of a cottage- plan orphanage and 
to observe “modern” methods of child care. CCF also constructed cottage- 
style children’s homes in Korea, Japan, India, the Philippines, and Puerto 
Rico. At the Philippines home, also called Children’s Garden, each cottage 
had a pet dog as a playmate for the children, and youngsters called their cot-
tage mothers “Mommy.” Hong Kong’s Children’s Garden would arouse 
the interest of people in places as far afi eld as Turkey. In 1959, the governor 
of Istanbul thanked CCF’s Ernest Nash for sending him plans that would 
allow him to construct a Children’s Garden in his city.

Th e cottage system also took root in Korea. A cottage- style children’s home 
stood as the centerpiece of the Central Social Worker’s Training Institute in 
Seoul. Built with assistance from the U.S. and Korean governments, the 
United Nations Korean Reconstruction Agency (UNKRA), and private 
American agencies, the school trained Korean workers in social welfare 
methods. Th e U.S. government lauded the institution as the “fi rst Center in 
Korea to provide courses of study, demonstration and good practice in child 
care.” As many students at the center  were expected to work in children’s 
institutions after graduation, they conducted fi eldwork in the attached 
cottage- style Un- dong children’s home, which cared for youngsters “in the 
most modern methods.” Th e training center emphasized children’s need for 
individual attention and gave demonstrations of play techniques. It trained 
approximately 550 orphanage directors, social workers, and government of-
fi cials in its fi rst year of operation alone.
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Cottage- style homes  were designed to provide children with the love and 
aff ection that would help them grow into confi dent, emotionally stable adults. 
Th eir proponents also hoped that they would combat the uniformity and 
collective mentality seen as plaguing traditional dormitory- style homes. Chil-
dren reared in collective environments, many American experts argued,  were 
more likely than their peers reared in families to follow the dictates of the 
crowd— even if the crowd chose to support a totalitarian leader. American 
commentators often cited respect for the dignity of each citizen as a defi ning 
feature of a democracy. Th ey contrasted the American enshrinement of in-
dividual human rights with communist societies in which the needs of the 
collective took pre ce dence. In order for democracy to fully take root in the 
East, Americans argued, citizens needed to learn to respect the needs and 
desires of each individual.

Child- care workers  were on the front lines of this re orientation. Tieszen 
and Alvernaz noted that the fi rst step in their child- care training program 
was to foster an interest “in each child as an individual having emotional, 
social, and spiritual needs. Only as this goal was achieved would the trainees 
be ready to modify constructively their ways of dealing with children.” Th e 
women required trainees to observe the behavior of a single child and to write 
a paper based on these observations. Th e American Jewish Joint Distribu-
tion Committee, which ran day nurseries for young children in several coun-
tries in the Middle East and North Africa, also made an eff ort to encourage 
the individual personality development of each child under its care. “Th is is 
an age when a child can be molded easily,” a JDC worker explained. “Th eir 
individuality can be easily taken away from them. We will then be turning 
out sausages, each one like the other, instead of children.” Child- care 
workers’ emphasis on children’s individuality projected American ideals. But, 
set against the backdrop of the culture of conformity within the United States 
at the time, it also gave expression to American anxieties about personality 
development at home. To what extent could individual thought thrive in the 
climate of fear produced by the domestic anticommunist crusade? Was the 
United States itself producing “sausages” or children? America portrayed it-
self as the model of individual rights and freedom of expression on the global 
stage, but these ideals  were in peril not only abroad but also within the bor-
ders of the United States itself.

Child sponsorship programs forced child- care workers to consider the per-
sonality of each youngster under their care, as American agencies required 
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local staff  to fi ll out detailed case histories for each sponsored child. Th ese 
histories  were then forwarded to American sponsors, giving them insight into 
the personalities and aspirations of their foster children. PLAN, for example, 
required orphanage staff  to complete a questionnaire that asked not only 
about a child’s familial and educational background but also about his or 
her “personal traits” and “what [he or she] want[s] to be.” Treating each 
child as an individual was at once good child- care practice, a method for 
molding demo cratic citizens, and a means of earning a child a place in an 
American sponsor’s heart.

In 1959, Mildred Arnold, a U.S. Children’s Bureau offi  cial, toured sev-
eral Asian countries on her way to an international social work conference 
in Tokyo. Arnold was encouraged by the progress she observed. “Th e dig-
nity and worth of the individual is beginning to be emphasized in these Asi-
atic countries. Th is is sharp contrast to the situation just a few years ago,” 
she contended. Arnold recalled the international social work conference in 
India in 1952, when most Eastern countries  were preoccupied with the mere 
struggle for survival. Now, she argued, a heightened standard of living had 
allowed a concern for the individual to come to the fore. Arnold recounted 
a query posed to her by a Japa nese conference delegate: “Th e United States 
has achieved so well this concern for the individual. Won’t you tell us how?”

But not all observers lauded the perceived rise of individualism, as it sig-
naled as well the decline of the traditional family system. In 1958, a Western 
priest in Korea criticized the proliferation of American- supported orphan-
ages. Th ese institutions, he charged, had helped to “disrupt the Confucian 
sense of family responsibility.” Th e priest contended that the availability of 
institutions to look after orphaned children made family members less in-
clined to assume responsibility for their care. Ernest Nash dismissed the 
priest’s criticisms. He argued that the war and the country’s rapidly mod-
ernizing socioeconomic system— not American humanitarian groups— were 
to blame for the disintegration of the traditional Korean extended family. 
Orphanages  were the response to, rather than the cause of, “the public dis-
regard of Mr. Confucius,” Nash maintained.

 Rose Hum Lee, an American professor of sociology who traveled around 
the world observing social welfare conditions, noted that new ideas about 
the relationship between the individual and the family had disseminated un-
evenly throughout many Eastern societies. As a result, few countries had de-
veloped a social welfare infrastructure concordant with new ideals. Lee de-
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scribed the plight of a divorced woman with children in Asia or the Middle 
East. “She and others of her generation have adopted the ideal of individu-
alism and freedom from ancient fetters that bind her to male dominance and 
unsatisfactory interpersonal relations,” Lee noted. But such a woman was 
likely to fi nd herself ostracized by family and friends, unable to earn a living, 
and without any social welfare programs to assist her. Lee urged the estab-
lishment of more adequate public welfare systems in Eastern countries. But 
she acknowledged that the development of these systems was stymied by a 
dearth of trained workers, a lack of funds, and the instability of the po liti cal 
structures necessary to support them. American commentators connected 
individual personality development to the social order writ large. But, as Lee 
understood, the line between personal and societal transformations was rarely 
direct or immediate.

FREEDOM IS CHILD’S PLAY

Child welfare experts located the roots of emotional security, creativity, and 
in de pen dent thought in the love and individualized attention children re-
ceived within the familial setting. Another source of these personal attri-
butes, experts argued, was creative play. To child welfare experts and volun-
tary workers alike, play epitomized childhood. As the nineteenth century 
waned, declines in child labor and infant mortality led to the development 
of a new conception of childhood. Parents and educators came to understand 
the early years as a distinct phase of life. Th ey saw children as vulnerable 
beings, properly sheltered from the tribulations of the adult world, and placed 
a new premium on children’s happiness. Childhood became a time of play 
rather than work. “War or peace, there are a few basic expressions which be-
long to the world of childhood,” asserted author Clara Lambert. “Th e oppor-
tunity to play is one of these, as much as the opportunity to be fed,  housed, 
clothed, kept in health, and sent to school.” Play also served an important 
developmental purpose. By the postwar years, child welfare professionals 
understood play to be essential to children’s healthy personality development. 
According to contemporary experts, play helped children work through dif-
fi cult emotions, served as a rehearsal for life’s tasks, and helped children  develop 
their creative facilities. Play, argued Lambert, “is emotional education.”

Th e therapeutic value of children’s play assumed heightened signifi cance 
in the aftermath of the Second World War. “We are now living in a period 
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when we all have been exposed in varying degrees to savagery and war,” ex-
plained the Play Schools Association, a New York– based or ga ni za tion that 
off ered advice regarding methods of stimulating children’s creative play, in 
1947. “As a result, children the world over are expressing themselves in ag-
gressive play or are withdrawing into passivity or disassociation from the 
group.” Th e association urged children’s caretakers to encourage children’s 
play in order to help them come to terms with their war time experiences. 
Voluntary agencies working in Eu rope after World War II regularly used play 
therapy in the rehabilitation of the war’s youn gest victims. Th e AFSC trans-
lated American material on play therapy for use in its child guidance clinic 
in Wuppertal, Germany, and the JDC sent materials from the Play Schools 
Association to its overseas representatives. “Nursery equipment has been par-
ticularly helpful in overcoming the shy, unemotional and withdrawn defense 
mechanism resulting from Nazi brutality and terror,” the JDC explained in 
a letter to a donor. “Toys are the tools used in releasing inner tension and 
directing energies into healthy constructive channels.”

In the aftermath of the war in Korea, voluntary workers continued to rec-
ognize play’s therapeutic function. Helen Tieszen used play therapy to re-
habilitate the confl ict’s young victims. Some children had been so trauma-
tized by the upheaval of war and by familial separation that they did not 
know how to play, Tieszen recounted in a 1957 article in the child welfare 
journal Children. When a group of severely deprived orphans, aged fi ve to 
seven, fi rst encountered a permissive play situation, she wrote, “Th ey had no 
skills at their command for adequately meeting the demands made upon 
them.” Th e orphans refused to share play materials and had no concept of 
how to interact with other youngsters. Th ey behaved “emotionally” in the 
manner of two- year- olds, Tieszen noted, though they had the memory and 
intelligence of children their own age. Tieszen worked to demonstrate to Ko-
rean child- care workers the therapeutic value of children’s play. With the con-
tinued attention of patient adults, the orphans gradually learned to share their 
toys and to work together to build with blocks.

Child- care experts’ focus on play cloaked children in Korea and other 
Eastern countries, whose foreignness threatened to place them outside the 
realm of American concern, within the Western mantle of sentimentalized 
childhood. By presenting donors in the United States with images of young-
sters at play around the world, American agencies promoted a universalized 
understanding of childhood that portrayed children everywhere as defi ned 
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by the same needs and desires. “Children are alike,” the Play Schools Asso-
ciation asserted, “in their need to play at all times and in all places.” A booklet 
produced by the AFSC to raise funds for Korean children aff ected by the 
war introduced American youngsters to foreign counterparts very much like 
themselves. “In that land where a war has just been fought, do the children 
still play games, sing songs, go to school, help their mothers, or do any of 
the other things that you do?” the booklet queried. Th e answer, of course, 
was yes: “Right in the midst of bombed buildings boys and girls  were doing 
what boys and girls everywhere have always done and what you and your 
friends do.” More than a de cade later, as the United States’ involvement in 
Southeast Asia intensifi ed, the AFSC produced a fact sheet on children in 
Vietnam that employed a similar tactic. By depicting youngsters fl ying kites, 
playing games with small stones, and receiving toys during the mid- autumn 
Festival of the Children, the AFSC underscored the similarities between Viet-
nam ese children and those in the United States.

Play also provided evidence of the universality of the stages of child de-
velopment. Children’s play— like children’s physical, intellectual, and emo-
tional development— followed a predictable developmental sequence, child 
welfare experts contended. As children grew, their play progressed naturally 
according to a set pattern. In fact, one expert noted, one feature of neurotic 
children was that their play did not follow a developmental sequence. So im-
portant was the progression of children’s play according to a set pattern that 
Lambert instructed teachers and parents to allow children whose play had 
deviated from the pattern to “make up” the stages they had not experienced. 
“If they have missed, even though they are eight or nine, the play life of the 
four or fi ve year old, they should be given time to catch up with themselves 
by playing like four or fi ve year olds,” Lambert recommended. American over-
seas workers reinforced the idea that children’s play progressed according to 
a set sequence. In a book written for teachers in foreign day- care centers, for 
example, the JDC’s child- care experts described the interests and abilities 
of three-, four-, and fi ve- year- olds, recommending play activities appropriate 
for children in each age group. Th e “play life” of a fi ve- year- old, the JDC’s 
experts implied, looked largely the same the world over.

While images of children at play emphasized the similarities between chil-
dren in the United States and those around the world, depictions of play 
could also serve to highlight the diff erent conditions under which children 
in the free world and those in communist countries  were reared. Pop u lar 
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publications in the United States regularly carried stories recounting the per-
nicious encroachment of the communist state on the intimate sphere of 
children’s play and games. In Poland, the Saturday Eve ning Post recounted, 
children played “Red Army soldiers and fascists” instead of cops and robbers. 
In Czech o slo vak i a, youngsters worked together to build with blocks— but 
they constructed only factories, never castles. Even children’s fairy tales, 
American readers  were told, received a communist overhaul: in the Czech 
retelling of Little Red Riding Hood, the heroine was a poor working girl 
and the wolf a capitalist. Sleeping Beauty’s suitor recoiled upon discovering 
the privileged sleeping princess and instead of kissing her awake, went out-
side to join a parade of people “celebrating the victory of work.” In China, 
kindergarten children pointed toy machine guns and rifl es at imaginary cap-
italists and revisionists. And in Cuba, American readers learned, children’s 
“fi rst animal stories are set on collective farms,” and “their fi rst bogeymen 
are Yanqui imperialists.” 

American descriptions of children at play both affi  rmed and denied the 
po liti cal salience of play and games. On the one hand, images of youngsters 
at play evoked a  wholesome, “natural,” and universal childhood on which 
the demands of the state dared not encroach. Descriptions of children at play 
in communist lands off ended American sensibilities precisely because chil-
dren’s play in these countries had become politicized. On the other hand, 
however, experts saw children’s play as a symbol of national development and 
as a constructive tool to be marshaled into ser vice for the good of the country. 
American workers  were rarely clear as to whether creative play was a learned 
behavior that required inculcation or an innate drive stifl ed by caretakers 
unschooled in its importance. But many agreed that children’s play was es-
sential not only to personal growth but also to national progress.

In a 1963 book titled Children’s Games around the World as Enjoyed by 
the Children of the World- Wide “Family” of Christian Children’s Fund, CCF’s 
Helen Clarke and her daughter Jeanne Clarke Wood took readers on a whirl-
wind tour of children’s amusements across the globe. Just in time for 
Christmas, the book’s lighthearted narratives introduced readers to a variety 
of indigenous children’s songs, toys, and games. But the book also brought 
a critical eye to bear on foreign children’s play behavior. Clarke and Wood 
subtly ranked countries along a scale of civilization, using children’s play as 
a proxy for a country’s level of development. At the top of the scale stood 
countries such as France, whose children enjoy a “repertoire of games as varied 
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and lengthy as our own.” At the bottom rested places such as Haiti, where 
youngsters “have known practically nothing of play and games as we know 
them. In fact, witchcraft and cockfi ghting are the only diversions some of 
them know.” Clarke and Wood  were surprised to fi nd countries in which 
the state of children’s play and national development  were not in congru-
ence: “In observing the spirited play of Paraguayan children,” they noted, 
“one could wonder why the small country should be so far behind others in 
its development.” 

Voluntary agencies  were not alone in their concern for children’s play over-
seas. Th e U.S. Children’s Bureau sent pamphlets on creative play to inter-
ested parties abroad. Th e U.S. Information Agency also promoted children’s 
play. Th e agency translated Play Is Our Business, a fi lm about the importance 
of play made by the Play Schools Association, into twenty languages and 
distributed it around the world. Th e fi lm portrayed children’s play as essen-
tial to both individual development and to the well- being of the free world. 
Playing together taught children cooperation— an important demo cratic 
ideal. Play also helped children become emotionally stable, self- reliant, free-
thinking, and creative people— the kinds of citizens on whom the survival 
of a demo cratic society depended. “Children are the raw materials of democ-
racy,” the fi lm explained. Th eir enrichment through creative play activi-
ties would be a boon to free countries everywhere.

American voluntary workers  were confi dent that children given the op-
portunity for free play and creative expression would develop into strong 
demo cratic citizens. But play occupied a less exalted position in many coun-
tries around the world. American workers stationed in Asia and the Middle 
East  were troubled to fi nd that parents and child- care workers did not uni-
versally understand childhood as a time for carefree play. For example, Tieszen 
and Alvernaz found Korean orphanage workers resistant to the suggestion 
that they or ga nize play activities for the children under their care. Th e Ko-
rean workers argued that “since these  were poor children they needed to learn 
to work rather than play,” the women recounted. Play materials  were so alien 
to some Korean workers, Tieszen noted, that they placed gifts from chil-
dren’s sponsors directly into a cupboard, never distributing them to their in-
tended recipients. JDC con sul tants reported a similar phenomenon in the 
or ga ni za tion’s day nurseries in Morocco. “When some new toys  were sent to 
[local teachers], such as donkeys and camels for imaginative play, they locked 
them up in the cupboard to await the next visit of the day care con sul tant, 
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saying that [i]n their training course no one had instructed them how to use 
these toys,” recounted Minette Jee, a JDC day- care con sul tant.

Moroccan parents also took issue with the JDC day nurseries’ program 
of play activities. “Th ey think we ‘spoil’ the children, giving them too much 
freedom and not enough ‘discipline’; they say that this form of education 
may be satisfactory in our western culture, but it does not equip the chil-
dren to adjust to demands of schooling  here,” day- care con sul tant Mary Grist 
reported. But the JDC remained fi rm in its commitment to its creative pro-
gram and to its emphasis on freedom. In 1959, Minette Jee worked to revise 
the curriculum of the JDC’s day nurseries in Morocco to expand the fi ve 
hours per week allotted to free play. But she found her eff orts frustrated by 
a dearth of educational play materials and a cadre of local teachers who lacked 
the training necessary to engage children in meaningful play experiences. 
Jee conducted training courses with the nursery teachers that stressed the 
signifi cance of children’s play to their overall development. Th e absence of 
free play in the Moroccan nurseries, however, made it diffi  cult to connect 
theory and practice. Many of the creative play activities encouraged by the 
JDC con sul tants, such as painting pictures and modeling with clay,  were 
entirely alien to local teachers in North Africa and the Middle East. When 
the or ga ni za tion initiated its day nursery program in Tunisia in 1951, for 
example, the JDC con sul tant found she had to demonstrate to teachers how 
to rip paper to put on easels and how to roll clay into balls. Th e majority of 
the women teaching in the JDC’s Moroccan nurseries, complained Mary 
Grist in 1962, “are literate rather than educated. Th eir schooling has de-
manded of them passivity and obedience and there is no wave of the magic 
wand that will bring an immediate response of creativeness and initiative.”  
Whether children under the care of these teachers could themselves develop 
into creative and in de pen dent adults was a question that remained to be 
answered.

In addition to creativity and cooperation, play intersected with another 
emblem of democracy: the free market economy. In the United States, many 
commentators looked to a booming consumer economy as a means of cre-
ating a more prosperous, happy, and egalitarian society. As industries recon-
verted to peacetime production in the years following World War II, middle- 
class Americans  were treated to an unpre ce dented profusion of consumer 
goods. Many saw American capitalist abundance as a reproach to the com-
munist planned economy and situated the country’s well- stocked supermar-
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kets and shiny time- saving appliances as the icons of democracy and free 
choice. Children  were an integral part of this new mass consumption so-
ciety, the benefi ciaries of a proliferation of amusements that manufacturers 
promised would make youngsters smarter, happier, and more creative. Toys— 
preferably, those designed by experts in child development— were by mid-
century fi rmly ensconced in the pantheon of childhood necessities.

American organizations frequently rallied assistance by describing foreign 
children who had no toys with which to play. In a 1952 publication, for ex-
ample, PLAN printed a large photograph of forlorn- looking refugee children 
in West Germany gathered around a large puddle. “With not one toy in the 
entire group, these child- refugees fi nd enjoyment round a muddy puddle in 
Feldafi ng Camp (Bavaria). God sends the rain,” the or ga ni za tion noted wist-
fully. “We could send them toys.” In a description of a visit to a Korean chil-
dren’s home, voluntary worker LeRoy Bowman and his colleagues told of 
youngsters so desperate for toys that they “grabbed for burnt- out fl ash bulbs 
for playthings.” CCF interpreted Pakistani children’s lack of interest in play-
things as an indictment of the country’s child- rearing practices: “Children 
of Pakistan have not been nurtured in the cheerful warmth of childhood 
pleasures. For instance, newly arrived children in CCF affi  liated homes and 
schools often do not know what to do with TOYS.” 

Both PLAN and SCF ran doll contests as a means of drawing attention 
to the plight of children overseas. “How tragic the plight of little girls who 
never owned a doll and how wonderful the experience of the ‘fi rst doll,’ ” 
noted SCF. Partnering separately with Seventeen magazine, the organizations 
asked American girls to decorate and clothe dolls. Luminaries including El-
eanor Roo se velt and Marian Anderson  were called on to judge the girls’ cre-
ations, awarding prizes to the best ones. Th e dolls  were then donated to needy 
girls. PLAN saw the dolls as helping to “forge a chain of love and friendship 
between American girls and their counterparts overseas,” and thousands of 
girls relished the gifts. But while PLAN was pleased with the publicity its 
doll contest generated, it noted that most of the letters it received in response 
“asked for PLAN help and not dolls.” Many foreign families preferred to 
receive monetary assistance rather than toys.

As PLAN noted, consumer goods— toys, but also clothing and other 
supplies— often served as a medium that connected foreign children with 
their American foster parents. Th e gifts sent by American sponsors to their 
children overseas  were a tangible manifestation of the bonds of love and 
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obligation that bound them together. In their letters to the United States, 
many children expressed love and gratitude. But for children who  were 
more emotionally reticent, who  were less adept at letter writing, or who had 
simply run out of things to say, describing in detail the gifts they received 
was a handy means of fi lling the required missive. Some children’s letters 
read like inventories of goods received. “On Feb. 23, I received your Plan 
Grant in the amount of Hwan 10,360 ($8.00), and a sweater, three pairs of 
socks, fi ve notebooks and a color painting- set and a school- bag,” one Korean 
youngster told his foster parents. Several months later, he thanked them for 
“two bars of soaps, a bottle of insect repellant lotion, two toothbrush and a 
clothing.” Descriptions of gifts written by children  were, however, some-
times touching or humorous. “I am proud to possess such fi ne new underwear 
from America!” a refugee child in Germany wrote in an excited letter to his 
foster parents. Korean youngster Soon Ok reported in a letter to her foster 
mother: “I look so charming in my lovely swimming suit that you kindly 
sent me that everyone who sees me on the beach envies me with my swim- 
suit.” A Greek boy was equally thrilled by the gifts he received. He told 
his American sponsors:

I want my good friends to know how I laugh and be glad that I do not get 
the old mended things nobody could wear any more. I got new shiny shoes 
and much new clothings. Oh, I laugh the  whole time because I am so happy 
from my Foster Parents. I thank you from the  whole of my heart.

Foreign orphans brought to the United States to receive medical treat-
ment or for publicity tours  were often publicly showered with consumer goods. 
A pair of Eu ro pe an orphans brought to New York by a women’s or ga ni za-
tion for a fund- raising tour received brand- new wardrobes, courtesy of the 
B. Altman department store. Photographs of the children’s shopping spree 
 were splashed across the pages of Life magazine. An or ga ni za tion called the 
Federation for Orphans in Greece sent two seven- year- old girls maimed by 
communist grenades for plastic surgery in the United States. As they em-
barked on their well- publicized return trip to Greece, the girls wore pretty 
pink dresses and clutched bride dolls— a testament to American benevolence 
and to the robustness of the country’s consumer economy.

In 1954, SCF embarked on a project aimed at assisting the children of refu-
gees fl eeing Iron Curtain countries. Th e or ga ni za tion provided each child with 
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a toy “as a welcome to the free world.” In their emphasis on providing chil-
dren with material goods, American organizations trained foreign children to 
be consumers. Th ey reinforced gender- specifi c patterns of consumption— 
dolls for little girls— and imparted to children the connection between ma-
terial abundance and po liti cal freedom. Child sponsorship programs invited 
Americans to help fi ght the Cold War as consumers. As Christina Klein has 
argued, American organizations essentially converted intangibles— a child’s 
happiness, U.S. domination in the struggle against communism— into com-
modities available for purchase.

American voluntary workers sometimes used the language of modern cor-
porate transactions in describing their work. For example, J. Calvitt Clarke 
noted in a 1951 letter that CCF “tries to ‘sell’ the children to the public.” 
William Asbury explained the or ga ni za tion’s mission using similar language. 
“Our sponsors in eff ect buy a share of an orphanage with their $10 per month,” 
he wrote in 1954. “Th ey expect us to keep title in their holdings.” A group 
of high school students in Seattle adopted a boy and raised money for him 
by selling “stock” in him under the name “Orphans Unlimited.” For $1 per 
share, a stockholder received a photograph of the foster child and a copy of 
his case history. American organizations and their supporters linked child 
welfare with capitalism and consumption. By applying the language and tech-
niques of modern business to the private activity of rearing children, they 
domesticated corporate aff airs. Th ese groups implied that modern business 
techniques could enhance personal relationships rather than diminish them. 
Even as they encouraged the sharing of capitalist wealth with benefi ciaries 
overseas, they suggested that a better world was, at least in part, available 
for purchase.

But the commodifi cation of humanitarian action had its limits. In 1959, 
members of the Committee on Foreign Aff airs in the U.S.  House of Repre-
sentatives  were concerned by reports that packages donated by voluntary agen-
cies to needy families overseas  were being resold in retail stores in several 
countries in Asia. Similarly, offi  cials from American child sponsorship agen-
cies  were deeply disturbed to learn that their model of sponsorship had given 
rise to a new type of business in Korea. Enterprising citizens with a knowl-
edge of En glish had set up agencies patronized by poor families that col-
lected the addresses of ordinary Americans and wrote letters to them pleading 
for assistance. Th e agencies charged the families a fee or took a portion of 
what ever assistance arrived from the United States. Th ese situations stripped 
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American assistance to foreign families of its aff ective cloak. Th ey reduced 
humanitarian aid to a mere economic transaction, undermining the confl u-
ence of capitalism and sentiment advocated by child welfare agencies working 
overseas.

LESSONS IN FREEDOM

While American child- care experts believed that children learned many im-
portant demo cratic principles through family relations and creative play, 
schools also played a signifi cant role in shaping the youn gest citizens of the 
free world. As they had in Germany, American workers in Korea and other 
countries around the world saw cold, rigid relationships between children 
and their caretakers as conditioning citizens to accept authoritarian leader-
ship in government. But as American eff orts moved eastward, the locus of 
fears regarding authoritarian child rearing migrated from the family to the 
classroom. In some ways, this shift represented an expansive interpretation 
of Freudian ideas that applied to teachers and parents alike. American ef-
forts to reform foreign classrooms also refl ected the ways in which Amer-
ican fears about poor child rearing took on a class- specifi c dimension. In 
Asia and the Middle East (and later, in Latin America), American workers 
critiqued poor families for their apathy and ignorance, not for their authori-
tarian tendencies. Charges of authoritarianism came to rest instead with 
teachers, who  were generally more educated than local parents.

In 1952, the Department of State approached the USC about the possi-
bility of or ga niz ing a mission to help Korea improve its educational system. 
Th e request originated with the Korean Ministry of Education, which sought 
advice regarding how to re orient its schools along more “demo cratic” lines. 
Th e majority of Korean teachers had been trained during the Japa nese oc-
cupation, which had ended in 1945. As a result, American observers con-
tended, Korean teaching was plagued by “rigid, authoritarian methods.” Th is 
manner of teaching did little to encourage children’s learning and develop-
ment; even worse, it was distinctly out of sync with the vision of a thriving 
democracy Americans hoped Korea would become. Teachers who nurtured 
children’s confi dence and creativity, however, could produce a population 
ready to take on the challenges of demo cratic citizenship. Th rough these 
teachers, USC team member Vester M. Mulholland contended, “a demo-
cratic nation can come into being.”
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A number of groups, including the U.S. Army and the United Nations, 
participated in the eff ort to rebuild the Korean system of education. Th e war 
had devastated Korean schools. An estimated 80 percent of books, furni-
ture, and school equipment had been destroyed. Nearly a million students 
 were not attending school due to lack of facilities. Many Korean classrooms 
 were  housed in fl imsy, unheated buildings with upwards of sixty students 
per class. Nonetheless, the USC  rose to the challenge. “We feel that in this 
critical area of the world, a challenge such as this must be met,” explained 
Helen Fogg. Th e or ga ni za tion had experience in taming “authoritarian” 
methods of dealing with children, and it drew on its experience running the 
Child Care and Education Institutes in Germany in planning its Korean 
project. Between 1952 and 1954, the USC sent three teams of educational 
experts to Korea. Th e project was supported in its fi rst year by the Depart-
ment of State; later, it received funding from UNKRA and the American- 
Korean Foundation. Th e USC’s teams worked with Korean principals and 
teachers on revising school administration, teaching methods, and curricula. 
First, in a series of workshops, and later, working directly with teacher’s 
training schools, they sought to impart the new theories of child develop-
ment and education they saw as reinforcing Korea’s nascent democracy. Th e 
Americans worked as a team in order to best demonstrate the pro cess of co-
operative decision making.

Th e American educators urged their Korean counterparts to craft a ho-
listic “experience curriculum” that invited children to learn through educa-
tional activities rather than by rote memorization. Th ey encouraged teachers 
to abandon uniform curricula and to instead consider the individual learning 
style of each child. American advice often extended beyond teaching methods 
and into the realm of child development and psychology. “Children are born 
neither good nor bad,” USC team member Elizabeth C. Wilson wrote in a 
handbook for Korean teachers compiled by the mission. Wilson blamed the 
educational system imposed by the Japa nese for producing citizens who pas-
sively deferred to authority. A more fl exible teaching style geared toward en-
couraging children’s growth and creativity would help develop strong demo-
cratic citizens.

Th e USC’s eff orts  were far reaching: the or ga ni za tion estimated that it 
made contact with about a third of Korea’s 54,000 teachers during its fi rst 
year of work alone. Th e American embassy in Korea was pleased with the re-
sults of the program. “Th ere are reports everywhere of changes in educational 
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approach as a result of the institutes,” noted an embassy offi  cial. In a hand-
written letter to the USC, Korean teacher Eun Yong Ki thanked the or ga-
ni za tion for the program. “We have known already ‘What is the real demo-
cratic education’ but we could not realize it for we  were too weak. From I 
attended this class of mission I get new self- confi dence and courage,” she 
wrote. But even enthusiastic teachers no doubt found their eff orts to imple-
ment new methods of teaching hampered by lack of supplies and severely 
overcrowded facilities. A teacher could hardly consider individual learning 
styles in a classroom with sixty students.

Th e JDC also sought to reform foreign schools. In Iran and Tunisia, where 
the or ga ni za tion ran large- scale programs to assist local Jewish communi-
ties, the JDC worked to transform the classrooms in which local schoolchil-
dren  were taught. In 1960, the or ga ni za tion embarked on a project to im-
prove a fi rst grade class in Tehran. Th e JDC had no control over the class’s 
curriculum, which had been set by the government. Instead, the or ga ni za-
tion sought to change teachers’ “attitude and understanding of children,” 
promoting a friendly and relaxed student- teacher relationship that contrasted 
with the perceived rigidity plaguing most Ira ni an schools. Th e JDC devel-
oped a teacher- training program that focused on the classroom’s emotional 
atmosphere, covering such topics as “how a child feels about the teacher”; 
“teachers have feelings”; and “understanding children’s feelings.” Many of 
the teachers  were initially resistant to the lessons, JDC con sul tant Evelyn 
Peters reported. But some gradually accepted the precepts the JDC sought 
to impart. “I never knew how much I could aff ect a child’s feelings,” one 
teacher noted upon completing the course. “I never realized that a child could 
learn as much from a teacher when the teacher was kind as when the teacher 
was strict,” commented another.

A healthy emotional environment in the classroom, however, did not al-
ways correspond with traditional academic achievement. Th e JDC ran a sim-
ilar program on an experimental basis in a preschool class in Tunis. At the 
end of the academic year, the school’s principal observed that children in 
the JDC’s class read and wrote with less fl uency than did their peers in other 
sections. But, he noted, they  were certainly happier. Peters praised the pro-
grams’ eff ect on children’s personality development. Th e graduates of the spe-
cial class, she noted,  were “lively, responsive, and alert,” while those in the 
traditional classes  were “apathetic, frightened and dulled.” But some foreign 
educators complained that the JDC’s “progressive” methods of imparting 
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knowledge  were less eff ective than traditional methods of learning by rote. 
In Tunis, admitted the JDC’s chief day- care con sul tant, Dorothy Beers, “there 
is little enthusiasm for this experimental class anywhere but in JDC.” 

Both the USC’s and the JDC’s educational programs attempted to spread 
overseas a model of progressive education that had long been pop u lar in the 
United States but that by the mid- 1950s had become subject to growing 
criticism. Promoted by turn- of- the- century phi los o pher and educational re-
former John Dewey, progressive educational methods  were designed not 
only to impart knowledge but, more importantly, to shape youngsters’ per-
sonalities. Dewey and his followers eschewed curricula that emphasized rote 
memorization and blind submission to the authority of teachers in favor of 
experiential learning programs that encouraged children’s creativity, curi-
osity, and in de pen dent thought. “Teachers must help parents to see that per-
sonality adjustment and good- quality living take priority over learning to 
read at any par tic u lar age or other traditional subject- matter goals,” argued 
William Heard Kilpatrick, a student of Dewey and a prominent progressive 
educator, in 1949. During the fi rst half of the twentieth century, the tenets 
of progressive education assumed a prominent place in classrooms across the 
country.

By the mid- 1950s, however, progressive education had become caught up 
in the politics of the Cold War. Some conservative critics blamed the per-
ceived privileging of social and emotional development at the expense of in-
tellectual rigor for the United States’ lagging place in the technology race, 
particularly following the Soviet launch of Sputnik. To many educators and 
child welfare experts, however, progressive education promised to mold citi-
zens with the personality characteristics essential to the perpetuation of a 
free society. Th ey asserted that traditional methods of imparting knowledge, 
such as rote memorization,  were doing little to cultivate the creativity chil-
dren would need to compete eff ectively on a global scale.

Th e perceived po liti cal signifi cance of creative learning to progressive ed-
ucators was particularly evident in a teacher- training program or ga nized by 
the USC in Cambodia. Shortly after the or ga ni za tion completed its work in 
Korea, the U.S. Foreign Operations Administration asked it to assist Cam-
bodia in improving its primary education system. On a fact- fi nding tour in 
1955, Helen Fogg was dismayed to fi nd the majority of Cambodian teachers 
relying on stern discipline and a series of interminable verbal recitations. “Th e 
 whole business is a matter of rote learning and memory, of question and 
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answer, of endless correction which, if it results in the child saying the right 
words, is deemed successful,” Fogg recounted. Over the next few years, Fogg 
and her colleagues would work to train Cambodian educators in new ways 
of interacting with young children. Working in collaboration with the United 
States Operations Mission and the Royal Government of Cambodia, the USC 
constructed a teacher’s training college in the village of Kompong Kantuot. 
Th e school, which opened its doors in December 1957, imparted to young 
would- be teachers the importance of involving students in learning activi-
ties instead of forcing them to engage in rote memorization. Th e USC saw 
the training center as a means of shaping young citizens who would go on 
to strengthen the newly in de pen dent nation. “If the Center can function suc-
cessfully in the kind of an educational program it attempts, it can be a pow-
erful tool in the drive to instill in citizens a desire to be free and in de pen-
dent,” the USC argued.

Th e USC was particularly concerned with training educators to encourage 
children’s creative expression. In 1960, the or ga ni za tion hired a Kentucky 
artist, William G. Boaz, to serve as an art con sul tant to the training school. 
Boaz was assistant professor of Art at Murray State College, where he taught 
art education and sculpture. He had previously developed art curricula for 
public schools. Boaz saw the training school’s art program as serving a larger 
national purpose. “Th ere was a feeling on the part of some Cambodians that 
although Cambodia had obtained its in de pen dence from France seven years 
earlier, its people  were still not ‘emotionally’ free,” Boaz explained. Th e USC 
sought to help Cambodian teachers create art programs that would culti-
vate national pride and help children “become more free and creative indi-
viduals.” Boaz was displeased with the teaching methods he observed among 
his Cambodian counterparts. Cambodian art teachers insisted on “imposing 
the patterns of French culture” rather than encouraging students to take pride 
in their own national artistic tradition. Boaz tried to demonstrate to these 
teachers the importance of getting students to draw from their own experi-
ences. In a nod to burgeoning understandings of cultural integrity, he urged 
them to abandon their requests for expensive art supplies and to work in-
stead with local materials, such as clay. He argued that encouraging children 
to express their emotions freely was much more important than creating 
impressive- looking works of art.

Boaz saw children’s artistic expression as essential to the creation and main-
tenance of a free country. “Boys and girls can through art experiences be-
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come free (from the inside) and consequently produce free free [sic] expres-
sions. . . .  Free thinking and acting boys and girls make way for free adults; 
thus a free society,” Boaz explained. But Boaz found Cambodian teachers 
resistant to his methods and philosophy. Art instructors at the teacher’s 
training center  were unenthusiastic and reluctant to try new approaches, Boaz 
complained to his colleagues in the United States. When forced to use the 
lesson plans Boaz created, they simply followed them mechanically. Th e as-
sociations between creativity and po liti cal freedom so apparent to Boaz seemed 
not to resonate with the Cambodian teachers. He returned to the United 
States frustrated that he had been unable to accomplish more.

By training child- care workers, redesigning children’s homes and schools, 
and providing children with opportunities for play and creative expression, 
American voluntary workers sought to equip youngsters overseas with the 
“free child’s armor”— a personality healthy enough to withstand the chal-
lenges of demo cratic citizenship. Th e personality traits celebrated by American 
workers  were not new ideals at midcentury: the emphasis on creativity, 
in de pen dent thought, and emotional health would have found an eager au-
dience among John Dewey and his peers during the opening de cades of the 
twentieth century. But these traits gained newfound po liti cal signifi cance 
in the context of the Cold War. Voluntary workers’ eff orts to promote cre-
ativity and in de pen dent thought  were a rebuke to the perceived communist 
goal of molding children into unthinking agents of the state. Th eir emphasis 
on building emotionally stable children through individualized attention and 
familial love contrasted sharply with communist child- rearing tenets that 
allegedly gave little attention to children’s individual personalities or to their 
emotional lives.

Th e ideal demo cratic citizen projected by American child welfare workers 
showcased American values; however, it also betrayed hints of deeper fears 
and insecurities. During the 1950s and 1960s, many American commenta-
tors decried the creeping conformity infecting American life. Th ey voiced 
fears that the rise of big corporations and the growth of mass consumerism 
signaled the death knell of individuality and creative life. Child- care experts, 
in par tic u lar, expressed fears that a pop u lar emphasis on group adjustment 
was producing citizens without the backbone to defend their own beliefs. 
And even as Americans looked to the family to produce strong citizens, 
social workers lamented the perceived disintegration of the family unit. 
Attendees at the 1960 White  House Conference on Children and Youth 
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described the family as “threatened, weakened, imperiled, crumbling, deterio-
rating, disintegrating, exposed to the acids of carelessness and selfi shness.”  
Perils internal to the free world, just as much as the foreign communist 
menace, threatened to erode the “free child’s armor.”

In their eff orts to assist children overseas, American voluntary agencies 
portrayed democracy not as a form of government but rather as a state of 
thinking and feeling. Democracy, argued William Heard Kilpatrick, “now 
reaches beyond the legal aspects of government into the animating spirit of 
ethics and friendship. Such a democracy is founded primarily on respect for 
human personality.”  Spreading democracy meant rearing children who  were, 
in the words of William Boaz, “free (from the inside).” It meant enlisting 
caregivers, teachers, and parents in the mission to protect the free world. It 
meant crafting environments— families, children’s homes, schools— that 
would produce emotionally healthy, freethinking, and creative people. Amer-
ican agencies never openly contemplated the possibility that such people might 
choose communism over democracy.
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