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Kalamazoo College was founded in 1833, making it the oldest 

college in Michigan and one of the 100 oldest colleges and 

universities in the United States. Because of its age, Kalamazoo 

College is naturally rich in history and tradition. This history and 

tradition is very important in a small college (1250 students) 

because it instills a sense of direction and identity. One of the 

traditions of this college is to treat a person as an individual rather 

than as part of a group. Students on this campus are not numbers. 

Instead, each student is a person with feelings, concerns, and ideas, 

and they are treated as such. Teaching and counseling are both done 

on an individual basis, and if someone is having a personal or 

academic problem, most administrators and professors are willing 

to spend as much time as is necessary to help that student. Concern 

for the individual student has been a long standing tradition at 

Kalamazoo College, and one that is held with pride. It is this 

atmosphere that the admissions booklet points to when it describes 

the "family of Kalamazoo College."1 

1 "Experience the World Through a World of Experiences," Kalamazoo College 
Admissions Handbook, 1990, 1-5. 



A second important tradition at Kalamazoo College is one of 

community involvement. The college does not divorce itself from 

the community; on the contrary, the college accepts its 

responsibilities to the city and works to integrate itself into the 

city of Kalamazoo. It is important to remind both the college and 

the community of the traditions at Kalamazoo College. Kalamazoo 

College respects the individual, and it gives as much back to the 

community as the community gives it. Dr ~rnest Bouldin Harper 

represented both of these traditions admirably. By revealing Dr. 

Harper's beliefs and activities while he was here at Kalamazoo 

College, I offer the reader an example of how a single professor can 

exemplify these traditions. 

Ernest Bouldin Harper was born in 1886 in Virginia. He was a 

member of the Order of First Families of Virginia (FFV), meaning he 

could trace his lineage back to one of the first families who settled 

Virginia in 1607. He obtained his Bachelor of Arts from the 

University of Virginia where he distinguished himself by being 

elected a member of Phi Beta Kappa. He continued his schooling at 

the University of Virginia where he also obtained his Master of Arts 

before beginning his military service.2 Harper left the United States 

for France in December of 1917 as part of the American 

Expeditionary Forces (AEF) and returned to the United States in July 

of 1919. The experience of the First World War affected Ernest 

Harper greatly and he was very disillusioned with the armistice. He 

already. believed in the uselessness of war, but with the armistice, 

2Kalamazoo College Faculty Minutes, 11 March 1929; Kalamazoo College Index, 
15 January 1932. All references will be to the Index in the future. 
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Harper was convinced that the United States had lost the war as 

well as won it. The United States won in the traditional sense -

but lost in human lives as well as purpose. He believed that the 

peace settlement was not a just or practical means of maintaining 

peace. With the United States' refusal to join the League of Nations, 

Harper was completely disenchanted and expressed the feeling that 

he believed America's part in the World War had been all but useless. 

He believed that if we were not going to work to maintain world 

peace, we should never have entered into the war.3 

Following his service, Ernest Harper returned to academic life 

and received a Ph.D. in both Sociology and Education from the 

University of Chicago. Dr. Ernest B. Harper then went to the 

University of Kansas where he taught in the school of religion from 

1922-1923. Following his brief stay at the University of Kansas, Dr. 

Harper came to Kalamazoo College where he was offered the position 

of assistant professor in the Sociology Department. The first year 

he taught social psychology and pedagogy4 with President Emeritus 

Herbert Stetson. Soon, however, he added a rich collection of 

classes to the curriculum, including Criminology, Educational 

Sociology, and Experimental Psychology. 

Although Dr. Harper was only 29 at the time of his arrival, he 

was already well-published and well-respected in the field of 

sociology.5 This success can be largely explained by his innovative 

theories and approach to sociology. He saw sociology as having a 

3/ndex, 15 November 1923. 
4Pedagogy is defined as instruction concerning principles and methods of teaching 
5/ndex, 20 June 1923; 7 February 1924. 
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very practical slant and believed that teachers of sociology should 

be affiliated with social work agencies.B Furthermore, Harper 

believed that social work agencies should not be exclusively geared 

towards economic relief (food, clothing, and shelter) as they had 

been in the past, and still were in much of the world. In the 

twentieth century, Harper recognized a new trend in American 

sociology. He saw many sociologists beginning to concern 

themselves more and more with medicinal and biological questions. 

This concern (which included the deleterious effects caused by such 

things as unbalanced glands and poor genes) brought on the strong 

interest in eugenics7 and sterilization laws in the early 1900's. 

According to Dr. Harper, however, there was a new movement (a 

movement which he helped to pioneer) that redefined the role of 

American sociology and social work. This group saw the problems of 

maladjustment as being primarily caused by conflicts with society. 

As a result, these sociologists were interested in social rather than 

individual forces8 and they had a "conception of social work as a 

professional service rendered to clients in need of it, irrespective 

of economic class."9 

Harper believed that social maladjustment occurred in three 

stages. The first is a period of conflict. This happens most often 

when someone is placed in a new social setting that expects one to 

BErnest B. Harper, "As an American Sees It," Social Services Review, 
September 1932, 164. 

7Eugenics was a movement that began in the 19th century following Darwin's 
theory of natural selection. This movement was devoted to improving the human species 
by. controlling heredity. 

8Ernest B. Harper, "Shifting Emphases in Case Work: The Sociological 
Viewpoint," Social Forces, June 1931, 507-508. 

9Harper, "As an American Sees it," 165. 
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act in different ways and to hold different values than the social 

setting in which he/she was raised. This period of conflict is 

marked by a subconscious effort to repress one, or both, of these 

sets of values. The second stage is a period of maladjustment -- a 

period when the body can no longer withstand the inner conflict. At 

this point, the individual begins to show outward manifestations of 

his/her illness such as lying, daydreaming, delinquency and 

excessive worrying. If not treated, the individual then proceeds to 

the third and final stage. This is a stage of complete 

disorganization and demoralization.1 ° 
Once an individual with a problem was identified, a case-study 

was performed to determine the exact nature of the maladjustment 

and its source. According to Dr. Harper, a case-study is one which 

tries to secure all of the 

significant facts, individual and social, which have 
entered into the formation of the behavior patterns of 
the subject.... It employs tests and measurements, 
history, observation, and analysis of records and 
documents. ... The case-study investigates the ancestry 
and background of the subject, as well as his own mental 
and physical condition, his home and neighborhood 
situation, his companions' habits, interests, and personal 
history.ll 

In doing so the social worker attempts to determine how the family 

life has influenced and modified the subject's character. Harper 

loErnest B. Harper, What Religion Does for Personality, Chicago, University of 
Chicago Presses, 1932, 54-69. 

11 Ernest B. Harper, "The Case Study," Religious Education, May 1927, 505. 
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pointed out that a case-study is more than just a life history -- it is 

a living document of the subject's life. 

Dr. Harper believed that the case-study was absolutely vital in 

social work for two reasons. The first is that he saw it as an 

empirical and scientific way of getting to the root of an individual's 

problems. 12 According to Harper, the particular reason for a 

subject's maladjustment was multi-fold and usually includes one or 

more of the following reasons: 1) abnormally strong appetites and 

desires, 2) a bad home and family life, 3) mental defectiveness, 4) a 

weak will, 5) poverty, and 6) not having learned what is socially 

acceptable.13 The second reason that Harper considered case

studies vital to social work was because the material is often quite 

vivid and moving. He believed that the "public is more often 

persuaded to take action by such material than perhaps any other."14 

Having identified the problem, the social worker must next 

devise a cure. Dr. Harper suggested that this is best done by placing 

the subject in a situation where the inner conflict can be confronted. 

Above all, this conflict must not be avoided, but rather confronted. 

This confrontation is "a necessary antecedent to readjustment, and 

is the means for the creation of new values, attitudes, and patterns 

of behavior."15 Once the subject begins to face the problems, he/she 

can use constructive and effective methods of readjustment. It is 

12Ernest B. Harper, "The Influence of Family Life Upon Character 
Development," Religious Education, October 1927, 840; Harper, "As an American Sees 
it," 166. 

13Ernest B. Harper, "Individualizing Sin and the Sinner," The Journal of 
Religion, July 1925, 398-401. 

14Harper, "The Case Study," 512. 
15Harper, What Religion Does for Personality, 62. 
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interesting to note, however, that total and complete adjustment is 

not necessarily the desired goal. As Dr. Harper pointed out, "a rebel 

may be a greater social asset than a conformist."16 Usually, it is 

most desirable for the subject to retain some of his/her old values 

while at the same time, learning to accept new ones.17 

One thing that Dr. Harper concluded from his work is that the 

behavior we term criminal in the legal sense is often quite normal in 

the sociological and psychological sense. Harper admitted that there 

are, of course, some insane or otherwise deficient individuals, but 

he believed that the vast majority of those we term criminal are 

really sick patients. All humans want to have their appetites and 

desires fulfilled. As a means of protection, society places 

restrictions on how one may fulfill these desires. The normal 

person accepts these limitations while the maladjusted does not. 

Therefore, the "criminals" are really patients and should be treated 

as such. For this reason, Harper argued, the traditional punishments 

of incarceration and hard-labor are senseless. They do not reform 

the "criminal" and prisons are, in fact, notorious for being schools 

of crime. In addition, these punishments do not deter crime because 

the "criminal" does not understand that what he/she is doing is 

inappropriate. According to Harper, the patient must be taught the 

appropriate ways to satisfy his/her desires. Ideally, this 

16 Ernest B. Harper, "Conformity and the College Student," Engineering 
Publications, May 1930, 40. 

1 7 Harper, What Religion Does for Personality, 61-62. 

7 



"treatment should aim at the readjustment of the offender in light 

of the causal factors operative in his individual case."18 
I 

Dr. Harper believed that over the last twenty years (early 

1900's), the number of both social and "criminal" maladjustment 

cases had increased dramatically. He attributed this increase to the 

failure of the church to respond to the needs of the people. He saw 

religion as having the power to appeal to the conscience of the 

people to follow and maintain the social values -- but the church had 

failed to do so. He found that increasingly, trained professionals in 

sociology and psychology were playing the role of priest to people 

who in earlier times indeed would have gone to their respective 

priest or minister. In fact, Harper felt that what is very often 

needed is a religious education on morals and a "curing of the soul" 

so that the individual can learn to adjust to the restrictions and 

values society places upon him/her. Harper believed that 

unfortunately, most priests and ministers were either untrained or 

uninterested in the task of "curing souls." Furthermore, those that 

do perform the task almost unanimously do so in large groups, hence 

losing the critical individualized attention. Therefore, Harper 

maintained that unless the church and social agencies began to work 

together, the problem would only get worse.19 

When Dr. Ernest Harper arrived at Kalamazoo College, he was 

immediately embraced by the students. This was partly a reflection 

18Harper, "Individualizing Sin and the Sinner," The Journal of Religion, July 
1925, 398-407. 

19Ernest B. Harper, "Social Re-education and Nervous disorders," The Journal 
of Religion, March 1923, 178-179, 185-186; Harper, "Individualizing Sin and the 
Sinner," 255-256. 
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of his young age, but also a reflection of his personality. Described 

as well-groomed and well-dressed, he is remembered by his 

students to have been "quite a dapper man."20 Also, most of his 

students remember him as being a fun professor to have in class and 

having a "grand sense of humor."21 For example, one semester he 

was discussing the problem of divorce with one of his classes. Dr. 

Harper had his students publish in the Index the following statistics 

they had gathered on divorce and the different "offenses" one could 

commit: 

Grounds for Wife Divorcing Hubby 

1) Wedding ring turning finger green: 
2) Snoring second tenor: 
3) Blond hair on coat collar: 

Grounds for Hubby Divorcing Wife 

1) Chewing an apple while he is 
trying to read the paper: 

2) Trumping hubby's ace in bridge: 

Percent 

20/0 
3% 
99.44% 

Percent 

6.50/0 
710/022 

In another case, one of his students jokingly asked him right before 

the final what he should buy Dr. Harper for Christmas. Without 

hesitation Dr. Harper answered, "some new intelligence tests to 

give. All of my tests so far have been way beyond the mentality of 

the college."23 

20Mary Ross (Kt 30), Interview by author, phone interview, Kalamazoo, MI, 5 
May 1991. 

2111ene Hempy Swoap (Kt 30), Interview by author, phone interview, 
Kalamazoo, MI, 7 May, 1991. 

22/ndex, 14 January 1926. 
23/ndex, 19 December, 1923. 
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This wit was a major personality trait of Dr. Harper and it was 

present outside of the classroom as often as it was present inside it 

-- and sometimes at the most unexpected times. In one chapel 

service, Dr. Harper was speaking about marriage and divorce among 

college graduates and giving the latest statistics. At the end of the 

service, Dr. Harper looked up and with a wry smile said, "which 

means ten years from now, only one half of you girls will be married 

-- now let us sing hymn number ... "24 

With such a sense of humor, it was natural that Dr. Harper was 

frequently asked to participate in various society functions. In one 

year alone, he and his wife were asked to chaperone no fewer than 

six parties and dances (approximately half). This included 

everything from the Senior Class Party to the Sigma Rho Sigma 

Bal1.25 Furthermore, he frequently acted as judge. for various 

competitions between the societies, and also as critic for plays and 

poetry readings for the two literary societies, Alpha Sigma Delta 

and Kappa. Pi. He was so well liked among the student population, in 

fact, that he was made an honorary member of Sigma Rho Sigma and 

attended many of the meetings.26 

Dr Harper's involvement with the various societies was not 

limited to acting as judge, critic, and chaperone. He was also a 

frequent speaker at various society meetings. At one such Sigma 

Rho Sigma program, Dr. Harper was asked to speak on the subject, itA 

Chicken has got to be Stewed Before it gets Tender." He is said to 

24/ndex, 1 May 1930. 
25/ndex, 1, 15 November 1923; 7 February; 15,22,29 May 1924. 
26/ndex, 15 October; 26 November 1925. 

10 



have evaded the question with "true professional style." Instead of 

addressing the subject he gave a test termed the "1000/0 

Americanism Test," the results of which were rather surprising. 

According to Dr. Harper, the findings showed that the majority of 

those in attendance were completely "red," but he chose not to 

comment on the future of the students involved.27 

At a Philo meeting, Dr. Harper gave a talk in which he jokingly 

compared students from the three universities he had either 

attended as a student or taught at as a faculty member. According 

to him, the University of Virginia's first commandment, from which 

all others follow, is "be a gentleman." He described the students 

from the University of Chicago as wearing shell rimmed glasses and 

having long and unkempt hair. He/She carries a briefcase and has no 

social manners or skills whatsoever. At the University of Kansas, 

there are so many rules that everyone just ignores them. The only 

ones that are followed are those of the different schools. If you are 

a member of the Literary School, you must carry a cane; whereas if 

you are a member of the Law School, you must carry a swagger stick. 

A member of the Engineering school, however, wears a two quart hat. 

Apparently, these were the only rules that were regularly followed 

at the University of Kansas.28 

It is important to remember that Dr. Ernest Harper was not 

just will-liked by the student body; he was also well-respected.29 

Mrs. Ilene Hempy Swoap was a sociology major (class of 1930) and 

27/ndex, 17 January 1924. 
28/ndex, 4 October 1923. 
29Charles Blagdon (K' 33), Interview by author, phone interview, Kalamazoo, 

MI, 12 May, 1991. 
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remembers Dr. Harper quite well. He could be a lot of fun in class, 

but he could also be very serious. Mrs. Swoap remembers Dr. Harper 

as "a great teacher -- when you finished his class, you knew your 

stuff. "30 Students believed that one of his great appeals was his 

talent as a lecturer. Dr. Harper was able to get his points across to 

everyone by beginning on the students' level, and slowly bringing 

them up to his own. Mrs. Swoap remembers that by the end of the 

class period, it seemed as if almost everyone was able to understand 

even the most complex of issues discussed. 

Another character trait that made Dr. Harper liked among the 

students is that he was Wl1 a "hammer-home type of guy." He wanted 

the students to understand all of the different facets of the issue, 

but never tried to impose his views upon the students. He wanted 

them to think for themselves. Harper's desire to have students think 

through important question on their own is further exemplified by 

his tradition of inviting students to his house three to four times a 

quarter to discuss current topics. These issues mayor may not have 

been covered in his class, but they were social topics that he felt 

were important and should be discussed. Most of the discussions· 

were aimed at making the students understand that people were in 

need, and that the more fortunate had an obligation to help those 

less fortunate.31 

Dr. Harper did more than just stress the importance of 

classroom work and open discussion. He was also a strong advocate 

of practical field work and all of his classes (except the 

30Swoap (K' 30), 7 May, 1991. 
31 Swoap (K' 30), 7 May, 1991. 
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introductory ones) contained a fair amount of it.32 The middle-level 

classes might participate in a group project observing a social 

worker in the field. An upper-level class, however, would require 

the student to to actually perform a case study (under the 

supervision of a social worker) on a given individual. Dr. Harper 

listed a number of possible field work areas: 1) a public school 

teacher, 2) a truant officer, 3) a probation officer, 4) a family 

and/or children welfare counselor, 5) a city or county health 

department counselor, 6) a Red Cross worker, or 7) a state hospital 

worker. As Dr. Harper said, "students in sociology need laboratory, 

clinical, or field work just as surely as do students in chemistry, 

physiology, or botany."33 

Dr. Harper was respected by more than just the students; the 

faculty also respected him and this is best seen in his various 

campus responsibilities and accomplishments. For example, 

beginning in 1924 he spent he spent three years as Dean of the Night 

School. During this time, he added a number of classes to the 

curriculum and increased enrollment by nearly 200/0.34 Dr. Harper 

also brought recognition to Kalamazoo College by virtue of his work. 

For example, it was his task to direct the work of the winner of the 

Gilmore Fellowship in Applied Sociology (awarded to someone who 

wanted to continue graduate work in sociology). Dr. Harper was also 

able to get the American Association of Social Workers (of which he 

32Marion Foster (K' 33), Interview by author, phone interview, Newaygo, MI, 
10 May, 1991. 

33Ernest B. Harper, "Field Work and the Teaching of Sociology," Social Forces, 
October 1930, 58. 

34/ndex, 10 January 1924; 14 January 1926. 
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was a senior member) to recognize Kalamazoo College as an 

accredited institution in the field of sociology. Students were then 

able to receive credit from that organization for classes taken at 

Kalamazoo College. The official sanction granted by the American 

Association of Social Workers was extremely important for two 

reasons. The first is that it greatly increased the reputation of 

Kalamazoo College in the area of the social sciences. The second is 

that it greatly helped the K-College sociology major because many 

job positions were not available without membership into that 

organization.35 

Dr. Harper was also chairman of the Faculty Committee on 

Written Work. The purpose of this committee was to study the 

actual amount of original written work required of the students of 

Kalamazoo College - - this included term papers as well as other 

types of work. While Harper and the rest of the committee admitted 

that there was a heavy load on some students, they did not feel that 

the student body as a whole was being over-burdened. They did, 

however, suggest that if a particular student was being swamped 

with work, he/she should be able to write a single (but more 

extensive) paper for credit in more than one class. In addition, to 

help alleviate the end of the semester rush, the committee advised 

that professors have papers due at least ten days before the exam 

and that they assign intermediate due dates throughout the quarter. 

Obviously, Dr. Harper was not just concerned with the academic 

35/ndex, 25 May 1934; 1 June 1934. 
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quality of the institution, he was also concerned with the well

being of the student.36 

This concern for the student can also be seen in his 

participation (first as chairman and then as secretary) in the 

Faculty Committee to Study the Advisory System. This group found 

that students "desire advice and assistance on many occasions, yet, 

for a variety of reasons, do not seek out faculty members to secure 

it. n37 While this committee made it clear that Kalamazoo College 

should refrain from paternalism and not force itself upon the 

student in anything but the most extraordinary circumstances, it 

also made the point that the advisory system needed to be revised. 

The committee recommended, for example, that one faculty 

member from each of the nine vocational areas be named as 

Vocational Counselor. The Vocational Counselor's primary duty 

would be to help the student design a curriculum that would best 

prepare him/her for the vocation in question. The committee also 

recommended that the advisees be more evenly distributed among 

the faculty so that they could have more individualized attention. 

Furthermore, all advisors were requested to be available during the 

registration period and the students were strongly urged to see their 

advisors before signing up for classes.38 This is yet another 

example of the concern Dr. Harper had for the students. 

The convergence of responsibilities bestowed by the 

Administration upon Dr. Ernest Bouldin Harper, and his concern for 

36Kalamazoo College Faculty Minutes, 23 September 1929; 9 December, 1929. 
37Kalamazoo College Faculty Minutes, 29 May 1933. 
38Kalamazoo College Faculty Minutes, 16 September 1927; 29 May, 1933. 

15 



the well-being of the student, is most obvious in his work with the 

Personnel Bureau. Dr. Harper founded the Personnel Bureau in 1924 

and he acted as its director from the time of its inception until he 

left Kalamazoo College in 1934 (although the name was changed to 

the Personnel Council in 1933). The Personnel Bureau grew out of 

the 

idea that mass education should be replaced by 
specialized individual guidance. This method makes each 
student an individual in the eyes of the college, rather 
than a single unit in the whole.39 

To this end, the Personnel Bureau sought to serve the student in all 

aspects of his/her college life. This included vocational counseling 

as well as personal guidance through difficult times of adjustment. 

There was also a strong emphasis placed upon "the intensive study 

of individual students who in some way constituted problems and 

thus hindered the functions of the institution as a whole."4o To do 

this work effectively, the Personnel Bureau collected data on all 

students from a number of sources: 

1) high school records, 
2) personal information section on Kalamazoo College 

admissions forms, 
3) letters of recommendation, 
4) detailed life histories obtained from all students in 

advanced sociology classes, 
5) faculty and advisor ratings on individual students, 

39lndex, [10 November 1927]. 
4oHarper, "Conformity and the College Student," May 1930, 38. 
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6) psychological tests (administered by the Personnel Bureau) 
taken by all incoming freshman, 

7) observations and interviews made by the staff of the 
Personnel Bureau. 

The purpose of this work was to gather the most comprehensive and 

unbiased information possible on every student.~ 1 Once these 

studies had been prepared, they could be utilized by the various 

faculty members and advisors. Dr. Harper believed that in doing so, 

the professors and administration could learn the individual needs 

and idiosyncrasies of each student so that "the personal spirit of 

individualization and personal interest could disseminate throughout 

the entire staff. "42 

The Personnel Bureau did more, however, than just collect data 

on individual students. Dr. Harper also tabulated all of the data to 

make various statistical studies. . Much of this statistical 

information was used in the admissions process. For example, in the 

1926-1927 Annual Report of the Personnel Bureau (submitted to 

President Hoben), Dr. Harper included comparative information on the 

freshman class such as the sex and age distribution, the average 

intelligent test scores from different high schools, and the average 

scores compared to the previous year's freshman class. He also 

included personal information such as why students selected 

Kalamazoo College, the length of time each planned on staying, and 

their method of finance. In fact, so involved was Dr. Harper with the 

41 Harper, "Conformity and the College Student," 38-39. 
42Annual Report from Personnel Bureau to Kalamazoo College President Hoben, 

1926-1927. 
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admissions process that he designed a new application to be given to 

prospective freshman.43 

The use of these statistics was not, however, restricted 

exclusively to the admissions process. Dr. Harper also used this 

information for his professional studies. Among other things, he 

was interested in the average test scores of men versus women as 

well as what correlation there was, if any, between test scores and 

either family background or personality traits. This included a 

comparison of test scores between "dorm women" and "city women 

[those who lived off-campus]." Dr. Harper was also greatly 

interested in the success, or lack thereof, of the alumni. He 

compared students success at Kalamazoo College to their success in 

their chosen field. Obviously, if the student did very well at 

Kalamazoo College but not in the "real world," then his/her 

preparation was in some way lacking. Harper hoped that through 

these studies, he could provide information leading to a better 

education for all Kalamazoo College students.44 

One aspect of the Personnel Bureau that immediately becomes 

obvious to anyone reading through the files is how freely it used 

individual names. A personal conversation that a student had with 

an advisor or faculty member might very well find its way to the 

presidents desk with that student's name on it. While the files were 

ideally supposed to be confidential, all faculty members had access 

to them and were, ~n fact, encouraged to read the files on their 

43Annual Report from Personnel Bureau to Kalamazoo College President Hoben, 
1926-1927; Kalamazoo College Faculty Minutes, 11 September 1926. 

44Annual Report from Personnel Bureau to Kalamazoo College President Hoben, 
1926-1927. 
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particular students. Furthermore, at anyone time the Personnel 

Bureau had two student workers helping in the office. How 

confidential could these files have been? When asked about these 

files, Mrs. Ilene Hempy Swoap said she had no idea they had existed 

but that she would have been resentful if she had known.45 One must 

be careful, however, not to place 1990 values on a 1920's 

organization. Rather, it must be viewed in the context of that time 

period as well as the way in which the information was used. Sixty

five years ago, Dr. Harper was on the forefront of a new era in 

sociology. Collecting massive amounts of data on people and 

treating it in a scientific manner to solve real-life problems was a 

new idea, and there were few ethical guidelines to help him. He did 

not yet realize that this information could be a double-edged sword, 

being helpful in some instances and coercive and exploitive in 

others. Dr. Harper and the other faculty members did not see the 

Personnel Bureau as a means to keep tabs on all of the students. 

Instead, they saw it as a means to give the student the most 

individualized education and preparation possible.46 In other words, 

Dr. Harper saw only a single edge of the sword -- the edge that was 

used to help the student. Therefore, the Personnel Bureau should not 

be viewed in the same light that it would be viewed today, but 

rather with an understanding of the way it was viewed at the time. 

Dr. Harper did not, however, confine his activities solely to 

campus affairs. He was also involved with various community and 

45Swoap (K' 30), 7 May, 1991. 
46Annual Report from Personnel Bureau to Kalamazoo College President Hoben, 

1926-1927, 1927-1928, 1929-1930. 
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professional agencies. For example, he and his wife served on the 

original 15 member board of the Kalamazoo Civic Players. In 

addition, Dr. Harper served as president of both the Kalamazoo 

Council of Social Agencies and the Michigan Conference on Social 

Work. Among other duties, this required that he preside at the. 

biannual conference for each organization.47 

With such involvement in, and knowledge of, community 

affairs, it was quite natural that he was frequently asked to speak 

to different organizations. One topic that he spoke on quite often 

was the plight of the American family. In a talk given to both the 

Ladies' Library Association and a conference on Parental Education, 

Dr. Harper stressed that changes in city life were dissolving family 

ties and causing children to grow up maladjusted.48 Another of Dr. 

Harper's favorite topics was the nature of the college student. One 

representative talk entitled, "The Religion of a College Student" 

was given to the First Congregational Church. Other talks included 

speeches given at the conference "The Teaching of Social Sciences" 

where he discussed his work with the Personnel Bureau and his 

methods of teaching sociology to upper-level students.49 From his 

involvement, it appears that Dr. Harper was respected by more than 

just the students and the faculty at Kalamazoo College, he was also 

respected by the community at large. 

47Willis F. Dunbar, Kalamazoo and How it Grew, Kalamazoo, MI, Western 
Michigan University Press, 1959, 67; Index, 6 October 1933; 15 May; 7 November 
1931. 

48 Index, 7, 17 October 1930. 
49/ndex, 6, 27 March 1924; 27 March 1931; 6 May 1926. 
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On September 30, 1933, at the height of the depression, Dr. 

Ernest Bouldin Harper was offered, and accepted, the position of 

Kalamazoo County Relief Administrator of the Kalamazoo County 

Welfare Relief Commission. Considering his experience and the high 

esteem with which he was regarded, Harper was a logical choice. 

Moreover, having served as an officer in the First World War (as 2nd 

Lieutenant), he was no stranger to large, bureaucratic organizations 

As relief administrator, Dr. Harper had 

direct supervision over all funds expended for 
unemployment relief in Kalamazoo County ... regardless 
of whether the money was provided by the federal 
government, by the state, or by local taxation.5o 

These funds included over a half a million dollars annually (the 

local, state, and federal government each provided a third of the 

money) and excess food such as butter and salt pork.51 

The reason the federal government retained control over the 

money was that after May 19, 1933, federal funds given to states 

and municipalities were no longer considered loans. Instead, they 

were given as outright grants and therefore, the federal government 

was justified in c9ntrolling the use of these funds through public 

administrators.52 This is not to say, however, that everyone was. in 

agreement with the situation. Kalamazoo City Commissioner Frieda 

K. Blankenburg stated 

50Kalamazoo Gazette,"Dr. Harper Named Kalamazoo County Relief 
Administrator," 1 October 1933, 1. 

51 Kalamazoo Gazette, 1 October 1933, 1. 
52Kalamazoo Gazette, 1 October 1933,1. 
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I can't understand it. We pay the salaries of these 
employees and the welfare commission does the bossing. 
We have no control over them, but we pay their salaries 
and the welfare commission tells us what we shall pay 
them. We are a responsible municipal body for salaries 
and here we are turning it over to a man who obtained a 
political appointment.53 

This feeling of animosity is understandable when one considers how 

much autonomy the local agencies lost when the welfare agency was 

formed. Many local, social work agencies were disbanded 

completely, and those that were not lost control over most of their 

funding and even employees. This control was, of cou.rse, 

transferred to Dr. Harper and the Kalamazoo County Welfare Relief 

Commission. 

When Dr. Harper began his work there were three problems that 

he felt demanded immediate attention. The first was the closing of 

public schools for lack of funds. Dr. Harper authorized the use of 

relief funds to keep public schools open saying that in his view, it 

constituted a legitimate re·lief project.54 The second crisis was 

that of transients. Previously, local agencies allowed transients to 

stay only a single night before forcing them to move elsewhere. 

Shortly after assuming his post, however, Dr. Harper stated, that 

Kalamazoo would no longer tolerate transients being passed from 

one city to another. He allowed them to remain indefinitely in 

Kalamazoo and their costs were carried by city, state, and federal 

funds. The third major crises was that of unemployment. Work was 

53KaJamazoo Gazette, "Kalamazoo County Commission Meets," 28 November 
1933, 1. 

54/ndex, 6 October 1933. 
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provided for many of the unemployed through the Civil Works 

Administration (CWA), which was also controlled by Dr. Harper and 

the Kalamazoo Emergency Relief Commission. The jobs were 

generally given first to those unemployed who were already on the 

welfare roles so that they could be removed (420/0 were, in fact, 

removed this way). Under this project, the city had to pay 65% of 

the building material costs and the federal government bore the 

remainder plus the wages. These projects included work at the 

Wolfe Lake hatchery, state and county road projects (including the 

installation of gutters and the removal of street car tracks), park 

improvements, a new county building, and an expansion of city 

lighting (both public and private). In one week alone the CWA paid 

1,096 individuals a total of $13,625.61 in Kalamazoo County.55 To 

help increase this budget Dr. Harper persuaded the Kalamazoo County 

Road Commission to give the CWA $15,000 (which Dr. Harper spent 

on road improvements) from the Kulp Fund. This money was 

originally for emergency repairs that went above the general 

operating budget of the Road Commission. In this way, Harper was 

able to increase the amount of relief work available while at the 

same time helping to maintain the roadways.56 

When Dr. Harper undertook the job of Kalamazoo County Relief 

Administrator, he had the mammoth task of organizing the entire 

relief project. Marion Foster (K '33 and a sociology major) was the 

first case worker hired and she remembers the utter disorganization 

55Kalamazoo Gazette, "Weeks CWA Checks Reach $13,625.61," 1 0 December 
1933, 1. . 

Dunbar, Kalamazoo and How it Grew, 185-186. 
56Kalamazoo County Board Minutes, 2 July 1934. 
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at the beginning. To combat this disorganization, Dr. Harper 

separated the relief into three areas: direct relief (food, clothing, 

coal, etc.), work relief, and straight work projects. Work relief and 

straight work relief were both given to unemployed people; straight 

work relief jobs were necessary construction projects (such as 

fixing roads) whereas work relief jobs were desirable but not 

necessary (such as park improvements). Each case worker would 

interview everyone applying for relief in his/her section. They 

would then hand out food, coal and clothing coupons as they deemed 

necessary (never did they give out money). Th~y also recommended 

people for the CWA.57 To ensure that relief was distributed fairly 

(Le. comparable situation receive comparable relief), Dr. Harper was 

very careful to keep uniformity within the relief administration. 

This included both accounting and investigation methods used by the 

case workers.58 

Dr. Harper realized that no matter how careful his commission 

was in giving relief, there would never be enough. Not only was 

money tight, but the funds which he controlled were "to be used 

exclusively for unemployment relief"59 in order to maintain the 

minimum living standards. Therefore, there was 

57 Kalamazoo Gazeue, "City and County Relief units to Move this Week," 8 
February 1934; Marion Foster (K' 33), 10 May 1991. 

58 Kalamazoo Gazette, "Relief Survey Made Here by County Administrator:' 19 
October 1933, 1. 

59 Kalamazoo GazeUe, "Support Welfare Agencies, U.S. Administrator Urges," 12 
October 1933, 1. 
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no provIsion by the government for recreational 
activities and young people's work, for leisure time and 
character building agencies, for the boarding of children, 
for institutional work, for hospitalization, and there was 
no hope for any immediate relief for the aged.6o 

To help combat this, Dr. Harper strongly urged the people of 

Kalamazoo to support the local private welfare agencies such as the 

Civic League and the Welfare Federation. He warned that if annual 

fund drives of these organizations proved ineffective, then there 

would be much suffering from cold, hunger, and the separation of 

families. 61 

In June of 1934 Dr. Harper left Kalamazoo College so that he 

could give full-time devotion to being Kalamazoo County Relief 

Administrator. Although Dr. Harper no longer taught at the college, 

his influence on the way sociology was taught, the Personnel 

Council, the advisory system, and the admissions application all 

remained as a legacy to the 10 years he spent at Kalamazoo College. 

In October of the same year, feeling that he had fulfilled his 

obligations in pioneering the Relief Administration and wishing to 

help others do the same, Dr. Harper resigned his position in the 

Relief Administration. On October 29, 1934 he left the city of 

Kalamazoo for Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee. The 

purpose of his work was to start a new program where relief 

workers could be trained.62 Approximately ten years later, Dr. 

Ernest Bouldin Harper was back in Michigan; this time at Michigan 

60Kalamazoo Gazette, 12 October 1933, 1. 
61 Kalamazoo Gazette, 12 October 1933, 1. 
62 Index, 28 September 1934. 
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State University in East Lansing. At Michigan State he began a 

social service program and served as the head of that program for a 

number of years.S3 It is not known what happened to Dr. Harper after 

he left Lansing, but one can be certain that he continued to live the 

same exemplary life he had lived while teaching at Kalamazoo 

College. 

This paper was written to give the reader an insight into the 

life of Dr. Ernest Bouldin Harper by making it more than just a 

listing of his accomplishments. As with all biographies, however, 

some elements of the subject's life are inevitably left out, but what 

I have chosen to include serves to give the reader an overall picture 

of his life. Included in this paper are not only things that he did, but 

how he went about them, what his ideas were, and how other people 

perceived him. All of this has helped to make the picture of his life 

much more vivid. 

When Dr. Harper came to Kalamazoo College at the age of 

twenty-nine he was an energetic professor who was very well-liked 

and respected by the students. Furthermore, he brought with him a 

unique philosophy of the role of sociology in American society. His 

concern for the well-being of the individual combined with his 

energy resulted in Dr. Harper being extremely active on the college 

campus. Of his many responsibilities, his directorship of the 

Personnel Bureau is the most representative of his life and beliefs. 

It is through this organization that Dr. Harper did many of his 

studies on college students while at the same time trying to make 

63SIagdon (K' 33),12 May 1991. 
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the adjustment between high school and college easier for the 

student. His work was not confined to Kalamazoo College, but- rather 

extended into the community as well. In the position of Kalamazoo 

County Relief Administrator, Dr. Harper sought to put into practice 

what he had been teaching his students for years. That is, that 

economic aid alone was not enough. He also sought to try and cure 

the soul. So effective were his policies that Dr. Harper was called 

to institute a social welfare department at Vanderbilt University as 

well as Michigan State University~ It is this energy and concern for 

the personal well-being of all individuals that is the tradition of 

Kalamazoo College; and these are the qualities that Dr. Harper 

exemplifies. 
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