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Preface

This social welfare policy text is written for students of social work and related
human services. It has four underlying premises.
The ﬁrst premise is that social welfare policy pervades every aspect of social
welfare. This point is obviously valid for work that is plainly policy-related—
lobbying, organizing, and administration—but it is also true when we counsel
people. In effect, social policy pays us to have conversations with clients.
Once we recognize this fact, we will have more helpful conversations and
talk less angrily to ourselves.
The second premise is that knowledge about social welfare policy demands
familiarity with the factors that shape it. We have woven these factors into
a model of policy analysis, which is simply a tool for analyzing social welfare
policy. The prospect may seem intimidating now, but when you learn how to
use this tool, you will be able to analyze any social welfare policy.
The third premise is that knowledge about social welfare policy demands
familiarity with some of its most prominent substantive areas. Because these
subjects—income security, employment, housing, health, and food—permeate the entire ﬁeld of social welfare policy, we have devoted a chapter to
each of them.
The fourth and ﬁnal premise of this book assumes the permanence of
change in social welfare policy. What are the triggers of change in social
welfare policy? What makes it evolve? And what might we do to make it

evolve in a way that treats our clients better and makes our own jobs easier?
We explore the answers to these questions throughout this book.
This textbook is comprehensive. Social welfare policy is a big subject, and
there is much to digest. Your knowledge and conﬁdence, however, will grow
as you read. By the end, your knowledge of social welfare policy will become
another essential instrument in your repertoire of helping skills. Ultimately,
regardless of what particular kind of social work you do, this knowledge will
empower you to function as a more effective social worker.
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1
Introduction: Social Problems,
Social Policy, Social Change

S

ocial work students come from varied backgrounds. Some have arrived
directly from school; others have worked in the human services for a
while and want to reﬁne their skills; still another group of older returning
students wish to learn but are uneasy because they have not written a term
paper in twenty years. Although a few of you are interested in and committed
to advocacy, organizing, and political change, probably a larger number mostly
think about using counseling to help people. Whatever your background, you
all expect to succeed because you know your intentions are good, and you
will work hard.
Then you start running into obstacles. You want to do something for a
client, but your supervisor says the program will not pay for it. Or, as hard
as you look, there is no apartment in the community for $400 a month. Soon
you discover that day care is scarce and real job training even scarcer. And,
even though you believe that your client’s daughter needs more, not less,
time with her mother, you have to do what the law says, and the law says
the mother must ﬁnd paid work. Gradually, it dawns on you: though you may
be full of good intentions, good intentions alone are not enough.
That is when the frustration sets in and you start asking questions: Why
won’t the system let me do what I know is best for my client? Why won’t it
let me just do my job? Is there something lacking in my social work skills,
or even with me as a social worker?
3

This book provides a long answer to these questions, but we can sketch a
short answer in this ﬁrst chapter. In brief, the answer is that although the
frustration overtaking most social work students affects each of you as an
individual, it has a structural cause. And this structural cause has its roots in
a simple fact: every form of social work practice embodies a social policy.
Any example of social work practice will illustrate this point. Suppose you
are counseling a battered woman about leaving her husband. The woman is
understandably upset, and the session is intense. Because you are so emotionally involved, it is easy to imagine your relationship with her as independent and separate from the outside world. Then you think about it, and
you realize it is not. You are sitting there in that room talking to that woman
about leaving her husband because the women’s movement organized for
many years to change our view of domestic violence from a private trouble
to a social problem. Eventually, the deﬁnition of domestic violence as a social
problem shaped the development of a social policy that in all likelihood is
paying you to sit with that client in that room. You might want to focus on
only the clinical issues, but without that social policy, the relationship between you and the battered woman would probably not exist.
Social policies, then, pervade every aspect of social work practice. However much we as individuals try to help a client, our capacity to do so ultimately depends on the design of the program, beneﬁt, or service. Students in
the human services often ﬁnd social policy a forbidding subject. But the truth
is that the more conscious we are of its inﬂuence, the less power it has to
impede our effectiveness at work.
Social policy, however, has many dimensions, and each is important and
connected to all the others. For example, if we say that the purpose of social
policy is to help people improve the quality of their lives, the truth of this
statement cannot be separated from another proposition that social policy
also contains, controls, and suppresses people. Both statements are true, but
either one by itself would provide a very partial picture of how social policy
functions. In the United States, at least, the evidence for this proposition is
most clearly visible in public assistance policy. Public assistance gives people
money; it helps them survive. At the same time, public assistance programs
require work, effective parenting, and, often, acceptance of the ban against
having more children. Whether these ideas are right or wrong, the point is
that welfare policy makes receiving public assistance conditional on good
behavior.
Why is this so? Why don’t we just give money to people who are in
desperate straits? Why do so many social programs come with strings attached,
strings that tie people up in knots and bar them from the very help they
need? The answer is that all social welfare policies have more than one objective, and all these objectives—political, social, and economic—are so intertwined that they compete and conﬂict with one another. We emphasize
these conﬂicts throughout the book. By the end, you will see how these
divergent objectives shape a social work practice designed at once to pursue
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One example of social welfare policy’s
conﬂicting goals is reﬂected in the mixed
messages that women receive.

the profession’s highest goals and simultaneously to prevent their ultimate
realization.
To understand this dynamic, we need to answer four key questions about
the nature of the social issues with which we are engaged: (1) How do social
problems get constructed? (2) Who gets to construct them? (3) How does
the construction of a social problem help to create a social policy that shapes
what social workers do? and (4) How do social policies change over time?
Let’s answer these questions one at a time.

How Are Social Problems Constructed?
What makes something a social, instead of a private, problem? This sounds
like an easy question, but if you think about it, the answer is complicated.
To begin with, it helps to understand that social problems do not just exist
but are constructed. This statement may surprise you. After all, from teenage
pregnancy to homelessness, from drugs to AIDS, the social problems we face
seem real enough. So what does it mean to say that they are constructed?
Three elements enter into constructing a social problem: (1) choosing it;
(2) framing or deﬁning it; and (3) offering an explanatory theory. Choosing
a social problem means picking it out from all the other “problems” that you
could choose and don’t. To test this idea, consider your own situation while
you read this. Maybe you are sitting at home, and it is getting hard to pay
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the rent. Maybe cars clog the road outside your window, and there is no
cheap, reliable way to get around. Or you are trying to read this text while
you worry about your children, who are playing in the next room but really
need an afterschool program to care for them when you study. Now, it is true
that as a profession, social workers are probably more likely than most other
people to see “social problems” in daily life. But that statement does not
explain why what you see and think and feel to be a social problem sometimes
qualiﬁes as one and sometimes does not.
Certainly, we can make some headway with the understanding that every
social problem starts with the existence of some need. People may be aware
of this need, or they may not. If they are not aware of this need, there is
little likelihood it will be deﬁned as a social problem. But even if people are
aware, they may attribute the need to individual problems or choices. Nevertheless, U.S. social welfare policy is rarely so generous as to spend money
on social problems where no real need exists. But why some needs and not
others? What is it that draws people’s attention so that just this one, of all
the possible needs out there, gets recognized as genuine, truly worthy of public
concern and a public policy?
Public recognition of a social need comes either from above or below. By
“above,” we mean that “elite” opinion—businesspeople, politicians, and the
media—begins to focus on a previously hidden problem and identify it as a
social need. The “Social Security crisis” belongs in this category. Most people
did not know about Social Security ﬁnances; it entered public awareness only
after elite opinion claimed that a problem existed.
By contrast, a social need arising from below has a very different origin.
These social needs come from the direct, personal experience of ordinary
people who come to realize that they feel similarly about an issue, mass their
power, and organize it into a social movement. Although a small segment of
elite opinion may sympathize, the common theme of social needs such as
civil rights, unemployment insurance, and the eight-hour workday is that
social movements pushed them onto the public agenda despite powerful opposition from most inﬂuential opinion makers. Either way, whether the identiﬁcation of a social problem comes from above or from below, it is fair to
say that self-interest is decisive in constructing it.
The role of self-interest becomes even clearer as this newly identiﬁed social
problem is deﬁned and people offer theories about its causes and possible
solutions. Because people perceive social problems from their own distinct
perspective, it is only natural for them to identify causes and remedies consistent with their own self-interest. Teenage pregnancy is a good example.
From one perspective, teenage pregnancy shows the decline of the family and
the spread of sexual promiscuity. This analysis suggests that we should bolster
parental authority and encourage teenagers to “just say no.” From another
perspective, however, teenage girls get pregnant because if their choice is
between ﬂipping hamburgers at the local fast food outlet and becoming a
mother, motherhood wins hands down. Of course, this analysis also comes
with its own implied remedies, in this case, higher wages and social programs
6
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that would help teenage girls see postponing motherhood as actually leading
to a better life.
In some sense, both of these constructions of teenage pregnancy as a social
problem are self-interested. The ﬁrst interpretation is conservative. It stresses
moral issues but minimizes the effect of the job market on a teenager’s behavior. Most important, because the problem is constructed in this way, it
does not imply that we should raise the minimum wage, provide better job
training, or help more poor students attend college. In sum, it is a view
consistent with the stated self-interest of conservatives to limit taxes and
restrain wages.
Although the second interpretation puts greater emphasis on the social
system, it too reﬂects a self-interested outlook. It shifts responsibility from the
young people themselves to other institutions. People holding this view may
want to get a higher salary and believe that their wages will go up if the
wages of people below them rise. Or they may be allies or employees of human
service institutions who would beneﬁt when their explanation of the problem
produces some additional government spending. In any event, they are no
more immune to charges of self-interest than those who advance the ﬁrst
interpretation.
Once again, we are not discussing whose interpretation is right. Instead,
we simply highlight the tendency for people of a similar outlook to construct
problems in a way that is inevitably self-interested. In our best moments, all
of us may aspire to an analysis that is accurate, complete, and objective. We
can certainly be fair to the views of people with whom we disagree. Nonetheless, it is true that when we identify and explain a social problem, we
cannot be anyone but ourselves.

Who Gets to Deﬁne a Social Problem?
We all construct social problems, and, intentionally or unintentionally, we
all do so self-interestedly. But not everyone’s identiﬁcation of a social problem
makes it onto the public agenda. If you are reading this book in a course,
you probably think that the rising cost of tuition is quite an important issue.
Still, even if each of you alone believes that tuition is too high, your opinion
will have little effect unless someone in a position of authority arrives at the
same conclusion. The problem is not that your construction of social problems is any less valid than anyone else’s. Rather, it is that some people have
more political power, and this political power lets them deﬁne what is a social
problem.
The power to deﬁne what constitutes a social problem is not restricted to
those who hold formal political ofﬁce. Other opinion makers also wield considerable inﬂuence. These include business and religious leaders, people in
the media, foundations, research institutes, and lobbyists representing powerful interest groups. When they deﬁne something as a problem, that deﬁnition is more likely to circulate widely and gain acceptance. Conversely, it
Introduction
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is always harder for people with less economic/political power and no ready
access to the media to present an alternative interpretation.
The “war on drugs” is one of the most controversial examples of social
problem construction. Americans ingest all sorts of chemicals that affect their
bodies: they take prescription drugs for every kind of medical and emotional ailment; they consume “natural” medicines ranging from echinacea for
colds to St.-John’s-wort for depression; they drink large quantities of liquor,
leading to a major problem with alcoholism; they smoke cigarettes, which
contribute to the deaths of more than four hundred thousand people each
year; and they use drugs such as Ecstasy, marijuana, crack, cocaine, and heroin, which kill a much smaller number.
How would you construct America’s drug problem from this list? Are we
simply seeking to medicate the feelings that people normally have? And why
not deﬁne the whole drug problem as a health issue? Instead, in a classic
example of social problem construction, the ofﬁcial deﬁnition ignores the
most harmful drugs—cigarettes and alcohol—and targets substances like
crack that are most commonly used in the inner city. Looking at the list of
substances that Americans ingest, this construction of the problem seems
quite arbitrary. But arbitrary or not, it certainly illustrates the principle that
every construction of a social problem deserves careful scrutiny.
As this example also makes clear, every analysis of a problem emphasizes
the features it implicitly deems most relevant. It presents a likely cause or
causes, explains how these causes create the problem, and describes the problem’s functioning. The social policy to remedy this problem emerges from this
framework. So, too, does much of our social work practice.
Indeed, as a social work student, you may ﬁnd that you often have a
different conception of the problem. For most social workers, however, the
difﬁculty is that we must live and work according to the deﬁnition of social
problems as other, more powerful people construct them. That is not always
easy, because the deﬁnition of a social problem shapes the social policy designed to address it. It is an unfortunate truth about social work that when
a problem is badly deﬁned, it is social workers who must cope with a ﬂawed
social policy.

Social Policy and Social Work
Social workers see clients. They counsel, advocate, organize, and administer,
and they are likely to do these things even if the analysis of the social problem
is misguided and the social policy badly designed. Some deﬁnitions of the
problem lead to social policies that make it easier for social workers to do
their jobs, while others make it harder. When it is easier for social workers
to do their jobs, social policy shows respect for their professional judgment,
provides enough resources, and lets them counsel, advocate, organize, and
administer. But when policy makes it harder, it puts them on a tight leash
and an even tighter budget, demands lots of paperwork, and insists that they
8
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thread their way among many conﬂicting objectives. What has happened to
social work in hospitals over the past twenty years is a clear example of this
contrast.
Until the early 1980s, the social problem that hospital workers addressed
was straightforward: What is the best setting to which a patient should be
discharged? The policy that arose from this understanding gave social workers
a good deal of independence to ﬁnd the right place. Because Medicare, the
health care program for the elderly, reimbursed hospitals for the costs they
actually incurred, budgets were more generous and social workers could take
time to counsel patients and their families.
Then a new deﬁnition of the problem changed both the social policy and
the social work practice that it embodied. Concerned about the rising cost
of health care, the Reagan administration introduced the concept of
diagnostic-related groupings (DRGs), which established a budget for hundreds
of different ailments irrespective of actual costs. Now hospitals that discharged patients late would lose money, and those who pushed them out early
could make a proﬁt. In this new ﬁnancial environment, the deﬁnition of the
problem changed from Where should the patient be discharged? to How fast
can we discharge this patient? Caught between their professional judgment
of what was best for the patient and the growing insistence to do what was
proﬁtable, social workers tried to cope with a new practice model that shrank
their budget, limited their independence, and increased the amount of paperwork. The construction of the problem (rising health care costs) led to a
social policy (proﬁt-driven health care) that transformed social work practice.
Ever since, hospital social workers have had to discharge patients “quicker
and sicker.”
Medical social work is hardly the only example. Sometimes, social workers
have to practice in programs where the assigned tasks range from extremely
difﬁcult to nearly impossible. Social policy obstacles to effective social work
practice include lack of resources, poor program design, and conﬂicting objectives. Each of these obstacles is common enough to merit some further
discussion.
Two different kinds of resource deﬁcits can affect social work practice. The
ﬁrst kind is internal to the program and typically consists of inadequate staff,
ﬁnancial aid, or equipment. For example, if the original analysis of AIDS
patients in a county projected ﬁve hundred cases annually, but the actual
count is twice that number, then the social workers on staff are going to have
a caseload that is double what it should be. Similarly, if a tuition assistance
program offers ﬁnancial aid that is either too little or does not last long
enough, the shortage is going to affect the practice of social work. A lack of
equipment, such as an insufﬁcient number of computers in a program intended to teach computing skills, would have equally harmful effects.
A second kind of resource deﬁcit is external. In this case, both the construction of the problem and the resulting social policy assume the existence
of resources that are just not there. Jobs and housing are the most common
kinds of external resource deﬁcits. A shortage of decent jobs becomes imIntroduction
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How much the government
provides goes a long way
toward deﬁning the adequacy
of a social welfare policy and
the obstacles in a social
worker’s job.

portant if policy analysts construct the issue of poverty as a question of poor
people’s character. If they design programs on the false premise that decent
jobs are readily available, they can put social workers in the uncomfortable
position of insisting on work when no work is to be found. Likewise, with
strict shelter regulations and a tight housing market, a social worker may
have to push shelter residents to rent an apartment, knowing full well that
the cost of the apartment will probably force them back to the shelter. As
always, when policies have unrealistic expectations about resources, social
work practice suffers.
Poor program design can also affect social work practice. Suppose you work
for the foster care department of a child welfare agency. Your department gets
many children adopted as well as placed in foster care. But because the agency
is committed to preserving the biological family, it emphasizes foster care and
has never quite reconciled itself to the need for adoption services. Because
ties between foster care and adoption staff are neither supported nor encouraged, you have to scramble every time you want to ﬁnd a new set of adoptive
parents. In effect, bad policy and bad program design have made your job
much harder.
10
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Then there are times when our social work practice is caught between
conﬂicting objectives. Workfare programs tell women that they are better
mothers when they leave their children and go to work. To increase the
placement rate, employment-training programs sometimes press participants
to accept any job over a good job. What does a social worker do when a
client he or she is counseling needs at least a year of therapy, but the costcutting managed care company that pays for the therapy insists that all major
personality changes must happen within six months? Any of these conﬂicting
objectives is going to have a substantial effect on your social work practice.
Sometimes, programs suffer from all three deﬁcits at once: inadequate resources, poor program design, and conﬂicting objectives. Under these circumstances, social workers may rightly speculate whether failure was built into
the program. Was the program mostly for show? Programs like these most
often start up when political pressure demands that something be done, but
nothing too much can be done because there is opposition to such meaningful
reforms as raising wages, increasing the supply of housing, and providing national health care. Such programs represent a worst-case scenario, but they
do exist and are a fact of political life. Whether it is getting homeless people
off the street when there are few jobs and little housing, or youth initiatives
that must cope with devastation in the inner city, the size of the problem
dwarfs the size of the response. Initiatives like these often prompt observers
to wonder if the purpose of the program is to provide political cover; then,
if somebody complains about a difﬁcult social problem, the responsible authority can respond, “We have a program for that.”
These examples all serve to emphasize the point that social welfare policy
has a signiﬁcant effect on social work practice. Yet, even if you accept this
point, it inevitably raises another question: What practical difference does it
make to know that social work practice embodies social welfare policy? The
leading professional organization, the National Association of Social Workers
(NASW), offers one answer. In its Code of Ethics, NASW states, “A historic
and deﬁning feature of social work is the profession’s focus on individual wellbeing in a social context and the well-being of society. Fundamental to social
work is attention to the environmental forces that create, contribute to, and
address problems in living. Social workers [must therefore] promote social
justice and social change with and on behalf of clients.”1 The profession’s
own code of conduct therefore demands that, if only for purposes of effective
advocacy, we must familiarize ourselves with social problems and social welfare policy issues.
There is another, equally powerful reason for knowing about social welfare
policy. Because social work practice so closely reﬂects social welfare policy,
knowledge of social welfare policy empowers you on the job. At this most
practical level, sometimes you have to ﬁgure out whether what you have to
do comes from the policy itself or a misinterpretation of it. Policy knowledge
can clarify this issue and help you determine exactly how much freedom and
autonomy you have. If you think that something you are supposed to do is
bad social work practice, knowledge of social welfare policy tells you how
Introduction
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much room you have to maneuver: it can bolster your ﬁght to change your
agency. Policy knowledge will certainly help you do well for your clients. If
you use it wisely, however, it will also enable you to maintain your integrity
as a social worker.

Theories of Social Change
We have established that social welfare practice comes from social welfare
policy. We have also argued that by itself, this fact makes knowledge of social
welfare policy an essential part of any social worker’s repertoire. At the outset,
however, there is at least one other fact about social welfare policy you should
know: no social policy is written in stone. If you do not like a policy, if you
think that it serves you and your clients poorly, then you should ﬁght to
change it. Even if you do not win at ﬁrst, you may in the future, because the
history of social welfare policy shows that change is one of its few constants.
How do we understand this change? Nowadays, we view social policies as
just one part of the whole society. For much of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, however, most theories of social change minimized or disregarded
the individual parts of society to conceptualize society as a whole. If individual parts did exist, they were merely harmonious components of a bigger
structure. Above all, in these theories, progress was thought to be inevitable,
the smooth unfolding of the potential inherent in all human society.2
Evolutionism, cyclical theories, and historical materialism—the three classic conceptions of social change—all reﬂect this understanding. Evolutionists
thought that society was organic. They assumed that historical change has a
unique pattern and believed that it transforms everything, as a universal
causal mechanism gradually propels society from primitive to more developed
forms. From their perspective, progress was the rule, and stability and stagnation were exceptions. As the dominant explanation of social change for
nearly one hundred years, evolutionism extends from Auguste Comte, the
nineteenth-century founder of modern sociology, to famous mid-twentiethcentury sociologists like Talcott Parsons.3
Cyclical theories present a different version of social change. Instead of
proceeding from one stage to another, they contend that history repeats itself.
Just as the days of the week repeat and the same seasons occur in every year,
so history more closely resembles a circle rather than a straight line. Following
on this premise, the classic cyclical theories have usually focused on the rise
and fall of civilizations. Great theorists in this vein include Oswald Spengler,
whose perspective is aptly summarized in the title of his 1922 book The
Decline of the West, and Arnold Toynbee, whose A Study of History (1962)
held out more hope for the prospect of renewal. Although less concerned
with the rise and fall of civilizations, Pitirim Sorokin, a sociologist who identiﬁed alternating phases of materialism and idealism, and Nikolai Kondratieff,
an economist who saw patterns of economic expansion and contraction lasting ﬁfty years, also belong to the cyclical school.4
12
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The third classic theory sets forth the concept of historical materialism.
Most closely associated with the work of Karl Marx, historical materialism
contains many elements of evolutionist theory. Like the evolutionists, Marx
thought that history meant progress, and he saw this history as advancing in
stages, pushed from within by the productive forces in society. Marx also
noticed the evolution toward a growing complexity of society, reﬂected particularly in an increasing specialization of labor. Unlike many other evolutionists, however, Marx did identify workers—or more speciﬁcally, the organized working class—as a human component that could bend history to its
will. In Marx, as distinguished from other evolutionists, human action is collective and purposeful and can transform the society.5
In recent years, sociologists have become wary about proposing such grand
theories. Modern sociology sees society as heterogeneous and historical events
as comparatively random. Its analysis of society is also much more ﬁnely
grained. There are individual institutions that are functional, as well as individual institutions that are not. There are societies that are autonomous, as well as societies that are clustered together. Dubious about the notion that social change is a coherent phenomenon that proceeds through a
series of ever more progressive stages, sociologists today insist instead on historical speciﬁcity, whereby theories of social change are partial because no
grand theory can ever encompass all the inﬁnite permutations of human history.6
Theories of change in social policy belong to this modern tradition. By
their very nature, these theories merely seek to puzzle out what is going on
in one part of a society. Most important, the theory that this text advances
makes no claim to the inevitability of human progress. Instead, the direction
of human society is contested. Consistent with modern sociological theory,
however, it is contested by human beings, whose actions, both individual and
collective, can bring about progressive social change.

Change and Social Welfare Policy: A Policy Model
Changes in social policy have their primary origins in ﬁve distinct factors:
the economy, politics and the structure of government, ideology, social movements, and history. Because each, in its own unique way, shapes the evolution
of social policy, they are the components of the model of policy analysis that
we employ throughout this book.
A model of policy analysis is a rigorous and systematic method of analyzing
social policy. Some methods of policy analysis pose speciﬁc questions. They
ask about the source of revenue that pays for the program (government taxes
or private contributions), who is eligible for beneﬁts (children, adults, the
aged; the poor, the nearly poor, or everybody), and what, in amount and form
(cash, vouchers, or in kind), beneﬁciaries will receive.7 Although these questions are important and we answer them when we analyze each policy, our
model is more contextual and thematic. Drawing on this information, it seeks
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to identify the distinctive themes in U.S. social welfare policy that both
impede and facilitate the practice of social work.
To understand and use this model, we ﬁrst look within the factors to
uncover the triggers of social change. After chapter 2 deﬁnes some basic terms
and examines some competing functions of social welfare policy, we devote
the next ﬁve chapters to explaining each part of the model. In part III, we
apply this model of policy analysis to ﬁve distinct areas of social welfare
policy: income supports, employment, housing, health care, and food. By the
end of the book, you will know much about the programs and policies in
these ﬁve areas and be able to apply the model yourself.

The Triggers of Social Change: An Overview
What precipitates change? Looking at these ﬁve factors, the actual trigger
seems to be the tensions within them. These tensions involve conﬂicts that
continue to build to the point that some resolution is necessary. Changes in
social policy then constitute one important method of resolution.
The Economy

In the economy, the roots of social change lie in the marketplace. A market
economy is a system for distribution and allocation of goods. Businesses produce goods for sale with the expectation that they can make a proﬁt. Inevitably, this incentive produces a large quantity of high-quality goods for those
with a lot of money to spend, but effectively rations the goods that the less
afﬂuent can purchase. Unfortunately, in the U.S. economy, the goods that
the less afﬂuent cannot purchase include many necessities, such as food, housing, and health care. When this deﬁciency becomes especially severe, policymakers often try to compensate for it by modifying old social policies or
introducing new ones.
Just look, for example, at the effect of technology. As machines replace
workers in heavy industry and computer technology sweeps through the
whole economy, the change transforms the job market. Businesses need a
smaller workforce to produce cars, steel, and chemicals, and the workforce
they do need must be better trained. In the United States, the expectation
is that workers will obtain this training themselves. Yet sometimes, if the
disruption is large enough, the government may provide or partly subsidize
job training.
The economy, then, has a clear and direct connection to changes in social
policy. At its core, this connection stems from the dual role that people have:
they are, simultaneously, workers who produce goods and services, usually for
proﬁt, and adults who care for the next generation. Sometimes, when the
economy is prospering, the conﬂict between these two roles can be contained
and no new social policy initiatives seem warranted. At other times, however,
the two roles clash, and social policies are used to reconcile them. Although
14
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they never completely succeed, these policies can partly defuse the tension.
Inevitably, however, over the long term, the economy changes and the conﬂict intensiﬁes again.
Politics and the Structure of Government

The government is the second factor that effects change in social policy. On
its face, this statement sounds patently obvious: of course the government
inﬂuences social policy. Nevertheless, something beyond the dictionary deﬁnition is implied here. The government may well be “the organization, machinery, and agency through which a political unit exercises authority,” but
it is also, for purposes of our discussion, far more than that.
Governments enact laws and deploy police to enforce them; they raise
armies and wage war; they build highways, construct sewers, and run passenger
railroads. In the ﬁeld of social welfare, the list of their responsibilities is even
longer. Programs by age, for children, teenagers, adults, and the elderly, are
all government operated. By function, government social policies encompass
everything from income supports such as public assistance and Social Security
to housing, health care, education, and employment training. It is a long list,
and it seems initially difﬁcult to make much sense of it.
Look carefully, however, and a pattern emerges. Any government that
functions within a market economy must pay attention to the effects of its
actions. Governments, after all, depend on taxes. When the economy is doing
well, they collect more tax dollars; when it sags, they collect fewer. The
creation of conditions for business success and the proﬁtable accumulation of
capital therefore ranks as a crucial function of the government.
The government, however, also retains another responsibility. At the same
time that it seeks to make business prosper, it must also cultivate the perception of fairness, legitimacy, and social harmony. The trouble is that these
tasks often conﬂict. The government must attend to the needs of business; it
must ensure that business makes money. Nevertheless, if it does so too openly,
citizens begin to criticize these policies, and if they broaden these criticisms
even further, it may lead to questions about the fairness of the entire social
order and, eventually, to the loss of their loyalty and support. To prevent this
outcome, the government must continually reinforce perceptions about the
social order’s legitimacy. It must somehow ﬁnd a way to justify its desire to
ensure business proﬁt as a legitimate public goal.
Naturally, when this tension escalates to an intolerable level, it frequently
precipitates changes in social welfare policy. After all, social welfare policy
often softens the most conspicuously negative effects of the market. For this
reason, it serves as a particularly useful means of comforting those in distress
and persuading them that however well other people are doing, they will not
starve. Whether it is an increase in some form of cash assistance, a tax credit
for college tuition, or the availability of new counseling services, a change in
social welfare policies combats the perception of unfairness. By signifying that
all members of the society are entitled to reap at least some of its beneﬁts,
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these policies help to manage the tension between the accumulation of
money in a society and perceptions of that society’s legitimacy. Ultimately, it
is this tension that spurs the government to bring about policy change.8
Ideology

An ideology is a coherent set of beliefs about ideas, institutions, and social
arrangements. Ideologies function to organize the experiences of daily life into
patterns with which people can cope. In this way, they help people to make
better sense of their world.
In today’s media-saturated society, however, people live their own lives,
but few independently construct their own ideology. Suppose, for example,
that you bought Enron stock in the late 1990s. What are you to make of its
subsequent collapse? On your own, you might come to several different conclusions. At one extreme, you might decide that it was just one misguided
company; at the other, you might conclude that because the push to deregulate has gone too far, we need stricter controls over corporations. The larger
point is that nowadays, amid the proliferation of newspapers, radio, television,
and the Internet, whatever the conclusion you do reach, you have not
reached this conclusion alone.
This is not to suggest that people absorb every ideology around them.
Sometimes, of course, people dismiss an ideological framework because it does
not match their own experience: tell workers during an economic depression
that people are unemployed out of choice, and few ever adopt that explanation. Nevertheless, it is true that we hear explanations of social arrangements all the time, and that even when we do not agree with them, they do
inﬂuence our thinking.
When a dominant ideology clashes with an alternative explanation, conﬂict and tension develop. Sometimes, of course, the dominant ideology succeeds in regaining its popularity, so that after a while, there is little evidence
that a conﬂict has even occurred. However, as with the women’s movement,
when alternative ideologies are more successful in explaining many people’s
experience, the tension builds until changes in social policy become necessary
to defuse it. Once again, the ideological tension triggers a conﬂict that becomes embodied in a policy change.
Social Movements

Social movements fuel political tensions, which often accumulate until they
bring about changes in social policy. For most social movements, the trigger
is some unmet need: too little income, too little health care, or too few civil
rights. Although these problems typically have political and economic origins,
social movements deﬁne the issue and tell us what some think we should do
about it. Sometimes, elite-driven, top-down pressures—for example, cutbacks
in beneﬁts or changes in job training—effect modiﬁcations of social policy.
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Mostly, however, when the changes have signiﬁcantly expanded beneﬁts and
services, broad social movements have been the trigger.
Yet social movements are themselves full of their own tensions and conﬂicts. They may ﬁght about the movement’s militancy (should it lobby
through existing channels or should it take to the streets?); the breadth of
the coalition it tries to develop (narrower, single-issue, and more committed,
or broader, multi-issue, and less committed); the source of funds (should it
take tobacco money for a youth center?); its public image (who constitutes
the visible face of the movement?); and its willingness to cultivate new leadership.9 The capacity of social movements to bring about policy change has
often hinged on their ability to resolve these conﬂicts. In addition, the resolution of these conﬂicts involves choices that have signiﬁcant implications
for the speciﬁc content of the new social policies.
History

The last factor inﬂuencing change in social welfare policy is the history of
social welfare itself. This history establishes precedents and thereby affects
the possibilities for change. When people look at these precedents and see
past victories, they are more likely to feel empowered and ﬁght for new social
reforms. Yet historical precedent, especially in the United States, does not
only transmit a hopeful legacy. When the historical record highlights a pattern of obstacles and defeats, it implies that little can be done and tends to
deﬂate political energies. It is this tension—between the hope for change and
the possibility or even the likelihood of defeat—that frames social welfare’s
historical legacy.
U.S. social welfare history, then, speaks to all of us in a variety of ways.
It can inspire conﬁdence in the notion that changing social policies will
better enable us to address some human needs. Certainly, the great social
reforms of the twentieth century are there to sustain that interpretation: from
workers’ compensation to shelters for battered women, from public housing
to Social Security, one history of social welfare is positive and uplifting. At
the same time, however, there is another strain, one that contains a string of
disappointments and outright failures, so that the description of the United
States as a “reluctant welfare state” is well and fully earned.10 In the tension
between these two histories are some lessons to be learned about what has
impelled change in social welfare policy before and what therefore might be
likely to do so again.

Conclusion
Change in social policy generally arises out of conﬂict and tension. Whether
that tension is a product of the conﬂict in the economy between social harmony and a favorable business environment, or the ambiguous legacy that
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U.S. social welfare history hands down to us, it is clear that for each of the
ﬁve factors inﬂuencing the development of the welfare state, the impetus for
the change lies in the tension itself.
The model that we present here, then, is dynamic. It does not treat the
ﬁve factors we have identiﬁed—the economy, politics, ideology, social movements, and history—as static and purely contextual. Instead, it seeks to explore the operation of the conﬂict within each factor, so that we can better
understand how changes occur in both social welfare policy and social work
practice. We have brieﬂy outlined these dynamics in this chapter. After the
next chapter deﬁnes our terms and discusses the various and often conﬂicting
functions of social welfare policy, each of these factors and the dynamics
within them will be treated at greater length.
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2

Mimi Abramovitz

Deﬁnition and Functions of Social Welfare Policy:
Setting the Stage for Social Change

S

ocial welfare policy—the way society responds or does not respond to
social need—may seem like a distant and remote subject. Yet, as chapter
1 has shown, it touches us as individuals every day. Each of us and our friends
and relatives use social welfare services at various points in our lives, and we
all pay taxes to support social programs so that they will be available to us
when we need them. We have also seen that social welfare policy has an
enormous inﬂuence on our work as professionals. The decisions that the government makes about social welfare policy shape the lives of our clients, the
extent to which we can help them, and the ability of social agencies to fulﬁll
their missions. These decisions determine who pays for and who beneﬁts from
government spending, how well or poorly people live, the nature of their
relationships to each other, the overall quality of life, and the nation’s commitment to social justice. It sets a tone for the way individuals in the wider
society think of their obligation to people in need—either encouraging or
discouraging social responsibility for others.
Although many students entering a social work program have never heard
the term social welfare policy before, in fact most people have strong opinions
about policy issues such as welfare for single mothers, managed health care,
and afﬁrmative action. Indeed social welfare policy is controversial because
it involves political conﬂict over the nature and causes of and solutions to
social problems such as poverty, racial discrimination, and the welfare of chil19

dren. In the ﬁnal analysis, social workers must understand and learn to deal
with social welfare policy, given its controversial character, its importance to
social work, and its impact on the wider society. However, as any social
welfare policy text will tell you, no simple, clear-cut, or uniform deﬁnition
of social welfare policy exists. By examining the concept from a variety of
vantage points, we will develop a clearer picture of what it is all about. We
begin with the broadest part of the deﬁnition and work our way toward social
welfare policy itself. The chapter ends with a description of the major social
welfare programs that constitute the U.S. welfare state.

What Is Social Welfare Policy?
Let’s begin with the question, What is policy? Webster’s dictionary deﬁnes
policy as any governing principle, plan, or course of action that guides and
governs the choices and activities of a wide variety of societal institutions.
This includes the principles, guidelines, and procedures that govern the social
agencies that employ social workers, but also universities, trade unions, religious organizations, government bodies, and professional associations. Virtually all societal institutions and organizations develop policies to facilitate
consistent decision making. However, this book looks just at public or governmental policy and, in particular, social welfare policy.
Public Policy

Social welfare policy is one type of public policy. Public policy consists of the
principles, plans, and courses of action taken by the government on behalf
of society at large. But these actions fall into two large interrelated spheres:
international (or foreign) and national (or domestic) policy.
International

International or foreign policy refers to activities that extend beyond a nation’s borders. It addresses questions related to foreign trade, military affairs,
immigration, ﬁnancial aid to other nations, international ﬁnance, space exploration, cultural exchanges, and so on. The president’s Cabinet includes a
secretary of State, a secretary of Defense, and other posts that parallel these
policy arenas.
National

National or domestic policy refers to government decisions that guide actions
within a nation’s borders. It includes policy related to social welfare but also
to agriculture, business, the economy, the labor market, transportation systems, and taxation, to name only some of the major domestic policy arenas.
Also called social policy, it has been deﬁned as “a collective strategy that
addresses social problems”;1 “the organized response or lack of response to a
social issue or problem”;2 and the social purposes and consequences of agri20
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cultural, economic, employment, ﬁscal, physical development, and social welfare policies.3 Positions within the Cabinet mirror these national concerns;
they include the secretaries of Labor, Agriculture, Commerce, Health and
Human Services, and the Treasury.
Of course, the line between national and international policies is not a
clear one. It is well-known that government spending on war leaves less for
domestic needs. Exporting the production of U.S. goods to other countries
reduces the number of jobs at home and may affect wage levels in both
nations. Industrial pollution contaminates the earth and water, creating
health problems without heed to national boundaries. Groups persecuted by
one country become another nation’s refugees. With globalization—the ﬂow
of capital, labor, technology, and information across national boarders—the
line between domestic and foreign policy has become even fuzzier.
Social Welfare Policy

Social welfare policy is one type of domestic or social policy. We have deﬁned
policy, but what do the terms social and welfare mean? Webster’s dictionary
deﬁnes social as “of or having to do with human beings living together as a
group in a situation requiring that they have dealings with one another.” The
term welfare is confusing because it refers to both a particular program and
to the condition or well-being of society. In popular discussions, people often
use the term when talking about the program known as Temporary Assistance
to Needy Families (TANF), formerly called Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC). For this reason, many people think of social welfare policy
as programs just for the poor. But, in fact, the term welfare has a much wider
meaning. According to the dictionary, welfare is “the state of being or doing
well; the condition of health, prosperity, happiness, and well-being.” A welfare
state exists in those societies that make the well-being of people the responsibility of the government.4 And, as we shall see below, social welfare programs beneﬁt the afﬂuent as well as the poor.
Social welfare policy refers to the principles, activities, or framework for
action adopted by a government to ensure a socially deﬁned level of individual, family, and community well-being. It has been deﬁned as “those collective
interventions that contribute to the general welfare by assigning claims from
one set of people who are said to produce or earn national income to another
set of people who may merit compassion or charity”;5 as “a subset of social
policy that regulates the provision of beneﬁts to people to meet basic life
needs”;6 and as “an organized system of laws, programs, and beneﬁts and
services which aid individuals and groups to attain satisfying standards of life,
health, and relationships needed to develop their full capacities.”7 At the
ground level, social welfare policy appears in the form of social welfare programs—beneﬁts and services—used by people every day to address basic human needs. These needs include income security, health, education, nutrition,
employment, housing, a sense of belonging, and an opportunity to participate
in society.
Deﬁnition and Functions of Social Welfare Policy
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In sum, social welfare policy can be thought of as a public response to
problems that society is ready to address, a societal institution composed of
government-funded programs and services targeted to some deﬁnition of basic
needs, and a strategy of action that guides government intervention in the
area of social welfare provision. Though not all people employed by the social
welfare system are trained social workers, social work represents the largest
single profession working within the social welfare system.8

Broadening the Deﬁnition of Social Welfare Policy
This deﬁnition of social welfare is accurate but too narrow. Ignoring the
relationship between public and private provision, it does not include the
social welfare system embedded in the tax code, misses the connection between social welfare and other public policies, and does not account for what
some call nondecisions. These four realities complicate our deﬁnition of social
welfare policy but increase our understanding of how it works in real life.
Public and Private: A Blurred Boundary

The deﬁnition of social welfare policy covers policies and programs that operate in the public sector, that is, those carried out by federal, state, and local
governments. However, many social workers are employed in the private sector, which includes both not-for-proﬁt human service agencies (voluntary
agencies) and for-proﬁt programs (proprietary agencies). The line between
public and private social welfare programs has always been somewhat blurred,
largely because public dollars have regularly been used to fund the delivery
of human services by private sector agencies, ﬁrst the nonproﬁts and then
the for-proﬁts. Today, many large and small private agencies rely heavily on
government contracts and/or reimbursement for services provided to clients.
Unlike many Western European nations in which the government itself
operates social welfare programs, the United States has preferred to fund the
private sector to deliver social services. Government funding of private social
welfare services dates back to the 1800s. As early as 1819, Connecticut
funded the Hartford Asylum for the Deaf and Dumb. In the mid- to late
1800s, many large cities paid private institutions to care for orphans, the
elderly, and the mentally ill, among others. A national survey in 1901 found
that city, county, or state governments subsidized some private service agencies in almost all the states. Until the Depression of the 1930s, governments
limited their private sector funding mostly to institutional care. Federal funding for noninstitutional private agencies increased during the Depression because the latter, which at this point dispensed most of the cash relief to the
needy, could no longer manage the enormous demand for help. In 1933, the
Roosevelt administration gave the public sector a boost by insisting that only
the government’s new emergency relief agencies would administer public
monies. Although many social work leaders remained skeptical of the emerg22
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“Three Scenes in an Almshouse.”

ing federal relief, many frontline social workers left private agencies for jobs
in the new public sector programs.9
Purchase of Services

The public and private sectors remained relatively separate until the 1960s.
In 1967 new amendments to the Social Security Act permitted states to use
public funds to purchase services delivered by private agencies; the Title XX
Amendments (1975) made it even easier to do so. By 1976, more than 50
percent of the $2.5 billion spent on social services under Title XX involved
purchase of nongovernmental service arrangements. By 1980, federal programs provided over 50 percent of the ﬁnancial support that went to private
nonproﬁt social service and community development organizations.10
In the 1980s and 1990s, the political climate became more pro-business
and more antigovernment. As part of their downsizing, all levels of government began to fund for-proﬁt ﬁrms as well as more nonproﬁt services and
some faith-based agencies. The for-proﬁts included Lockheed Martin and
other companies whose Defense Department contracts had begun to dry up.
Deﬁnition and Functions of Social Welfare Policy
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In 2002, thousands of clients received services from for-proﬁt nursing homes,
adult and child care centers, home health services, alcohol and drug treatment programs, managed care mental health systems, public schools, and
welfare-to-work programs, as well as private prisons and immigrant detention
centers.
Reimbursement

In addition to purchase of service contracts, the government also funds private agencies through reimbursement.11 That is, Medicaid, Medicare, Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and other public assistance grants are used to
pay private agencies for services they provide to clients who qualify for these
beneﬁts.12 Similarly, federal rent subsidies for the poor are paid to private
landlords, and food stamps pay for food bought from local grocers. In recent
years, public schools have contracted with private companies to manage their
systems, and conservatives favor the use of government-funded educational
vouchers to offset the cost of tuition at private elementary and high schools.
The Supreme Court has ruled that providing vouchers to religious schools
does not violate the constitutional separation of church and state.
Although it is praised in some quarters, many social workers have concerns
about the provision of social services by for-proﬁt companies. They worry
that the proﬁt motive will undercut the quality of social services provided to
clients.13 They also point to many instances in which the need to make a
proﬁt has become an incentive for agencies to select clients based on ability
to pay or severity of illness rather than on need. There is also a concern that
increased provision by the private sector will weaken the public sector by
draining it of funds and reducing government responsibility for social welfare.14

Fiscal Welfare

The standard deﬁnition of social welfare is limited as well because it does not
take ﬁscal welfare into account. Fiscal welfare provides ﬁnancial beneﬁts to
individuals and corporations through tax exemptions, deductions, and credits.
These uncollected tax dollars are known in budget parlance as tax expenditures
because the lost revenues leave the U.S. Treasury with the same dollar shortfall as does direct spending. The Joint Committee on Taxation views tax
expenditures as “analogous to direct outlays.” It describes the two spending
streams—tax expenditures and direct government spending—as alternative
ways to accomplish similar policy objectives.15
The tax code has been called a ﬁscal welfare system because tax expenditures involving billions of dollars (see below) address the same needs that
are met through direct government spending. A key difference is that the
ﬁscal welfare system extends far beyond the poor, leading some to conclude
that “everyone is on welfare.”16
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Same Policy Goals

The tax system serves as an important instrument of social welfare policy
beyond its role as a source of revenue for government programs. The tax code
deductions for child care, mortgage interest payments, certain education costs,
medical expenses, retirement, and dependents mirror government spending
for child care programs, rent supplements/public housing, public education,
health insurance, and cash assistance programs.17 In some cases, however,
using tax expenditures, Congress allocates more money to the needs of
middle- and upper-class families than to similar needs of the poor. The wellknown housing differential is especially glaring. As discussed in chapter 10,
on average, mortgage interest tax deductions are worth almost $13,600 a year
to taxpayers earning more than $200,000, but only $859 a year to families
earning between $40,000 and $50,000, and nothing to people who neither
own a home nor earn enough to itemize their tax bill.18 In 2002, middle- and
upper-class housing tax deductions (i.e., mortgage interest payment, state and
local property taxes, and the exclusion of capital gains tax on house sales)
amounted to $102 billion. That same year the Department of Housing and
Urban Development spent only $29.4 billion for low-income housing and
rental subsidies for the poor, just under half of the $61.5 billion allowed for
mortgage interest tax deductions.19
Thus, tax expenditures represent billions of dollars. The cost of tax expenditures (in lost revenues) rose from $36.6 billion in 1967 to an estimated
$587 billion in 2000. The latter amount is just $379 billion less than the
total $966 billion spent on entitlement beneﬁts and $242 billion more than
the $345 billion spent on nondefense discretionary spending, much of which
goes to social welfare needs. Tax expenditures in 2000 were $352 billion more
than the $235 billion allocated to means-tested programs for poor people;
$181 billion more than the $406 billion for Social Security; and $292 billion
more than the $295 billion for the military.20
Corporate Welfare

The claim that “everyone is on welfare” extends to business and industry.
The Internal Revenue Service allows employers to deduct the cost of doing
business. Some tax deductions, like that for employees’ health insurance, address a basic social welfare issue, in this case the need for health care. The
deduction lowers labor costs by reducing the tax bill of employers. It also
subsidizes individual employees because the value of the health insurance
beneﬁt is not taxed, whereas an equivalent cash payment, provided as a wage,
would be. In addition, private health insurance deductions have reduced the
pressure to develop a national health system, which, among other beneﬁts,
would be more likely to cover the 41 million Americans who are currently
uninsured.
Tax breaks for business increase business proﬁts so much that critics refer
to the them as “corporate welfare.” In 1998, the editors of Time magazine
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estimated that the government dispenses about $125 billion a year to companies to help advertise their products, build new facilities, train their workers, and write off the cost of perks.21 The Cato Institute, a conservative think
tank in Washington, D.C., reported that every major government department
is a repository for government funding of private industry.22 The overall “aid
to dependent corporations” amounted to an estimated $519 billion in uncollected taxes from 1995 to 2002.23 Meanwhile, corporate income taxes have
dropped from 21 percent of total federal revenue in 1962 to 7.5 percent in
2001.24 Along with stopping the well-known cost overruns in government
contracts, collecting these funds would go a long way toward meeting the
nation’s social welfare needs.
Corporations also reap indirect beneﬁts from standard social welfare programs. Although not generally looked at in this way, as detailed later in this
chapter, social welfare spending helps to create the conditions necessary for
proﬁtable business activity. The nation’s income support programs put cash
into people’s hands, which creates a steady supply of consumers for the goods
and services produced by private enterprise. By underwriting the cost of family
maintenance, the dollars spent on education, public health programs, Medicaid, and cash assistance programs help to supply industry with the healthy,
properly socialized, and productive workers they need. Social welfare provision also helps to mute social unrest by cushioning inequality in the wider
social order. By forestalling or co-opting social movements and other political
disruptions, the welfare state contributes to the social peace on which profitable economic activity also depends.
The Social Welfare Impact of Non–Social Welfare Policies

The standard deﬁnition of social welfare policy provided earlier is also too
narrow because it treats social welfare policy as a discrete entity, when in fact
it cannot be separated from other public policies that affect the well-being
of individuals and families. A broader deﬁnition of social welfare policy would
include the social purposes and consequences of ﬁscal, military, agricultural,
economic, employment, and physical development as well as social welfare
policies.
Take the well-known intersection of social welfare and military policy.
Spending on military bases and armaments creates jobs for some people. However, call-ups for military service also disrupt families, most recently for the
ﬁghting in Afghanistan and the invasion of Iraq. More generally and more
often, the military and human services compete for scarce federal dollars.
Government spending for military purposes, especially but not only during
wartime, drains funds available for social welfare (and other) purposes. For
example, faced with a ﬁscal dividend (i.e., budget surplus) in the early 1960s,
John F. Kennedy and then Lyndon B. Johnson launched a War on Poverty.
But full funding for this Great Society initiative quickly gave way to military
spending for the war in Vietnam, which escalated around the same time.
More recently, prior to the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pen26
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tagon on September 11, 2001, for the ﬁrst time in many years the nation had
another federal budget surplus. Many people hoped the dollars would be used
to fund long underﬁnanced social programs and make it unnecessary for the
government to borrow from the Social Security Trust Fund. Instead, the surplus rapidly disappeared, due, in large part, to the $1.35 trillion tax cut passed
by Congress in January 2001 and the post–September 11 military and security
costs. In addition, the government needed to raise the debt ceiling. The added
interest payments on the money borrowed means less for social spending. In
recent years, the interest payments on the national debt often have been the
second or third largest item in the federal budget.
Economic policy regularly affects social welfare policy because it bears directly on the nation’s income maintenance programs (e.g., aid to single mothers, Social Security, Unemployment Insurance, food stamps, housing aid,
Medicaid, and Medicare). The demand for cash assistance rises and falls with
the government’s economic policy. During economic downturns, when people
lose their jobs, the demand for cash assistance inevitably rises. When the
Federal Reserve Board raises the interest rates to cool off inﬂation, it knowingly induces a recession, believing that it is more important to control inﬂation than to prevent the unemployment rate from rising. In contrast, when
the government raises the minimum wage or when the economy grows, the
demand for welfare and Unemployment Insurance beneﬁts falls.
Social welfare policy and transportation policy also intersect. For example,
mass transit systems often compete with highway construction for government
dollars. The choice between the two transportation policies has major ramiﬁcations for public well-being. Expanding or improving mass transit favors
city dwellers, non–car owners, and the less well-off. In contrast, highway construction beneﬁts car owners, the auto industry (and rubber and steel industries), surburbanites, and more afﬂuent communities. The choice between the
two ways of traveling to work also affects health care costs because highways
produce more accidents, deaths, and pollution than does mass transit.
Even farm policy has social welfare implications. When the government
pays farmers not to produce crops, the reduced supply increases the income
of farmers, but the higher prices mean some consumers can no longer afford
basic food items.
Government decisions regarding employment, especially the employment
of women, also have social welfare implications, particularly for child care
policy. Historically, the government has expanded child care services to meet
the demand for women workers. During World War II, as men went off to
battle, the government recruited women, who for years had been told that
their place is in the home, to enter the workforce. To encourage them, the
federal government operated a national day care program, only to shut it
down at the war’s end—although many mothers continued to work outside
the home. The child care centers were closed in hopes that women would
go back to the home (many refused) and open up jobs for returning male
soldiers. Beginning in the late 1960s and early 1970s, to move women from
welfare to work, the government allocated funds (never enough, however)
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for child care. But, when it comes to child care, the vast majority of working
mothers still have to fend for themselves.
Nondecisions

The original deﬁnition of social welfare policy is too narrow for still another
reason: policy includes what the government does not do as well as what it
actually does. Referred to as nondecisions, these include both those issues
that inﬂuential people and groups have kept off the public agenda as well as
those that get on the agenda but fail to survive the political process. According to Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz, the political scientists who
coined the term:
Non-decision making is a means by which demands for change in the
existing allocation of beneﬁts and privileges in the community can be
suffocated before they are even voiced; or kept covert; or killed before
they gain access to the relevant decision making arena; or failing all
these things, maimed or destroyed in the decision-implementing state
of the policy making process.25
Non–decision making occurs when those in positions of power use their inﬂuence to control the political agenda and move discussions away from issues
by mobilizing bias against them. The mobilization of bias includes the manipulation of myths, dominant community values, political institutions, and
procedures to prevent certain challenges from developing into calls for policies that might disrupt the status quo.26
More often than not, the issues that fail to get a hearing address the needs
of people with limited power and lack of access to the centers of political
decision making. For example, from the 1930s to the mid-1960s, health care
advocates in and outside of Congress tried but failed to enact a national
health insurance program covering workers and the poor. The policy fell
victim to the political inﬂuence of the powerful doctors, hospitals, and insurance companies who preferred to keep health insurance for workers and
their families in the private sector provided as employment-based fringe beneﬁts.27 In the 1960s, the welfare rights movement called for a guaranteed
annual income of $5,500. This demand never made it onto the legislative
table because the high amount would exert an upward pressure on private
wages. In the early 1990s, heath care reform reappeared on the national
agenda. But the campaign for a single-payer plan, a government-run health
program like the one in Canada, failed to get press notice. This invisibility
ensured that the managed care model favored by the insurance companies
won the day.
Deepening the Deﬁnition of Social Welfare Policy
The deﬁnition of social welfare as government responsibility for the general
welfare is too simple as well as too narrow. The standard deﬁnition of social
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welfare policy as meeting basic human needs implies that social welfare provision is guided by a single goal and that social welfare policy always enhances
well-being. A closer look reveals a more complex reality. It shows that many
social welfare policies have perpetuated oppressive agendas. The conﬂicting
social, economic, and political functions of social welfare policy have also
contributed to negative outcomes.
The positive track record of U.S. social policy is detailed throughout this
book, but the negative side of the story cannot be ignored when deﬁning
social welfare policy, when working with the groups whom these policies have
harmed, and when planning future policies. It is crucial to remain aware of
these negatives, because awareness helps social workers to better understand
why the stated goals of a policy may not materialize and, even more important, to ﬁgure out what needs to be changed.
Oppressive Goals and Outcomes

The historical record reveals that social welfare policy has not always contributed to the well-being of individuals, families, and communities, especially
among groups with less power.
Native Americans

Native Americans were one of the ﬁrst groups to suffer harmful social policies.28 Some early settlers tried to convert Native Americans to Christianity,
deprived them of their land, and spread new diseases (sometimes intentionally) that wiped out entire tribes. The Naturalization Act of 1790 classiﬁed
American Indians as “domestic foreigners,” preventing them from becoming
citizens. The 1802 Indian Trade and Intercourse Act required treaties before
land could be ceded to the United States, but the U.S. government often
disregarded these agreements. For example, to meet the growing European
demand for cotton, the United States carved several southern states out of
Indian territory, forcing the tribes to relocate west of the Mississippi. When
Native Americans tried to resist, the government often ignored the treaties,
appropriated the lands for distribution to white settlers, and annihilated the
Native Americans. To facilitate the expansion of the railroad, the 1871 Indian Appropriation Act denied the very existence of tribes as legitimate political units, eliminating the need to negotiate treaties. In the end, federal
policy forcibly evicted Native Americans from their ancestral homes and
placed them on reservations. Once there, the government removed tens of
thousands of Indian children from their homes and placed them in
government-run boarding schools in an effort to Americanize them. Although
many of these laws and practices were later reversed, U.S. social policies had
already done irreparable damage.
Legalized Slavery and Segregation

The legalization of slavery represents another example of social policy that
harmed rather than helped people.29 Prior to the Civil War (1861–1865),
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Until the Civil Rights Act of 1964, segregation
was the ofﬁcial policy throughout the South, and
“colored only” signs appeared on many facilities.

U.S law allowed some people to own others. Slave owners, most of whom
were white, could buy and sell black people, keep them from learning to read
and write, punish them for any purpose, and kill them with impunity. After
the Civil War, Congress created the Freedman’s Bureau to assist the newly
emancipated slaves (and dislocated whites) with income, education, training,
and, because most of them could work the land, a promise of forty acres and
a mule. This positive social welfare policy quickly gave way to strong opposition from Southern landowners who feared that it would cost them access
to a cheap workforce.
To keep black people “in their place,” from the late 1870s to the early
1960s, U.S. social policy regulated relations between the races. Legal segregation and racial discrimination of every kind prevailed in the nation’s
schools, workplaces, voting booths, restaurants, hospitals, beaches, drinking
fountains, trains, buses, and movie theaters. The goal of segregation was to
prevent the advance of black people and to separate the races wherever they
might mingle. In 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that separate but equal
schools were unconstitutional. But not until the 1960s—and then only under
mounting pressure from the civil rights movement—did Congress begin to
enact voting rights, antidiscrimination, and afﬁrmative action laws to correct
the history of unjust treatment of persons of color. Then, beginning in the
mid-1970s, in a more conservative political climate, the government began
to take back these hard-won gains.
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Exclusion of Immigrants

U.S. laws regulating immigration have existed since the 1800s.30 Prior to
1882, U.S. immigration policy allowed entry to all who applied. During the
next one hundred years, immigration policy functioned to exclude groups
regarded as undesirable, to admit those who served domestic economic interests, and to provide refuge for the persecuted. More often than not, the
deﬁnition of undesirable was explicitly or implicitly racist.
The 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act prohibited further immigration of Chinese laborers, in part because white Americans resented the economic mobility achieved by the Chinese, who began by working in the country’s mines
and on the railroads. The 1924 Naturalization Act favored Western and
Northern Europeans over Southern and Eastern European immigrants. Beginning in the 1950s, immigration laws included quotas for workers with needed
skills, protected U.S. workers from competition from foreign workers, and
otherwise advanced U.S. economic interests. The 1952 McCarren-Walter Act
barred communists. Although poorly enforced, the 1986 Immigration and
Control Act established sanctions for employers who hired undocumented
aliens. Public policy has also restricted immigrants’ access to public assistance
beneﬁts. In some localities, it supported English-only laws and standardized
testing, both of which disadvantaged immigrant communities. Until 1990,
immigration policy also excluded homosexuals.
Women’s Rights

Throughout most of the century, U.S. social policy created barriers to
women’s full participation in wider society.31 Deﬁning women’s place as the
home, law, custom, and family dynamics barred women from voting, owning
property, getting an education, sitting on juries, working for wages, and receiving credit in their own name and severely stigmatized women who departed from prescribed wife and mother roles. After more than eighty years
of struggle, in 1919, led by the ﬁrst wave of feminism, women gained the
right to vote. But it took the second wave of feminism in the 1960s and
1970s to secure a fuller range of women’s rights, including bans on sex discrimination and sexual harassment and the right to an abortion, to credit
ratings for married women, to parental leave (still unpaid), to protection for
battered women, and to stricter rape laws. The struggle persists to this day.
Antigay Policies

A long list of U.S. policies reﬂects hostility toward homosexuals.32 Still on
the books in one-third of the states, sodomy laws forbid physical expression
of affection between persons of the same sex, even in their own home. The
ﬁrst sodomy law was enacted in Virginia and carried the death penalty. The
federal government openly discriminated against homosexuals in the civil
service system until 1975. Gays with federal jobs had to remain in the closet
or lose their jobs. The ﬁrst discharge of a homosexual from the military occurred in 1778. Until 1992, thousands of gay men were forced out of the
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armed services. Today’s “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy allows gay men and
lesbians to serve but under severe behavioral restrictions. Other state and
local laws permit employers to discriminate against homosexuals. They also
tolerate hate crimes and gay bashing. Social welfare policy also prevents gay
men and lesbians from marrying, securing health insurance for their partner,
visiting a hospitalized partner, and having parental rights (child custody,
adoption). To date, the struggle to undo these homophobic laws has had only
limited success.
Single Mothers

U.S. social welfare policy has a long history of penalizing single motherhood.33
From colonial times to the present, social welfare programs have deﬁned
women as deserving or undeserving of aid based on their marital status. Married and previously married women have always fared better with social welfare policies than separated, abandoned, or never-married women. Single
mothers came under attack during the 1824 Poor Law Reform, which removed the “undeserving” from the home and placed them in institutions. In
the mid-1870s, during a deep depression, many cities closed down their public
aid and removed poor (mostly immigrant) children from the care of their
parents. The state Mothers’ Pensions laws in the early 1900s favored white
widows over other husbandless women and women of color. Its successor, Aid
to Dependent Children (Title IV of the 1935 Social Security Act), included
no beneﬁts for the mother until 1950. The states took longer to implement
ADC than the other public assistance programs and imposed harsh moralistic
work and marriage requirements on its recipients. The federal government
provided less funding and lower beneﬁts to this program. Despite some improvements after World War II, hostility toward single mothers has remained
a driving force of welfare policy to this day. The 1996 federal welfare reform
law known as Temporary Aid to Needy Families continued this historic tradition.

Competing Functions of Social Welfare Policy
Why, despite a stated commitment to ensuring the general welfare, has U.S.
social welfare policy so often done otherwise? As foreshadowed in chapter 1,
the answer to this critical but troubling question lies, in part, in the realization that any one policy performs more than one function and that these
social, economic, and political functions do not always share a common
agenda. Because the agendas represent the interests of different groups in
society, efforts to further one set of interests often generate resistance from
groups who beneﬁt from another function of the policy. Because the economic
and political functions tend to favor the haves and the social functions beneﬁt
the have-nots, social workers ﬁnd that their agenda often gets lost or compromised. In addition, conservatives, liberals, and radicals often have different
interpretations of the various functions.
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This section sorts out the social, economic, and political functions of social
welfare policy and the ideological disputes involved. The resulting discussion
both expands and complicates the prevailing deﬁnition of social welfare policy. It suggests that social workers need to be clear about the various functions
of any social welfare policy, to determine if the economic and political agendas override the more humanitarian social ones, and to be prepared to defend—and improve—the latter.
The Social Functions of Social Welfare Policy

The social functions of social welfare policy seek to enhance the functioning
and well-being of individuals and families. To avoid chaos and disorganization, all societies need to maintain predictable patterns of behavior, to ensure
that individuals comply with societal norms and rules, and to educate people
to carry out their socially deﬁned work and family roles. Prior to the Industrial
Revolution, the family, the community, and religious institutions carried out
these common tasks. Over time, however, the responsibility for socialization
was extended from these traditional structures to governmental institutions
such as schools, health care services, penal institutions—and the welfare
state.
The government had to take a role in creating the conditions that promote
individual development and prevent social problems for at least three reasons.
First, over the years, due to geographic mobility, fewer people lived close to
their family or maintained strong ties to a religious institution. Second, the
process of industrialization, urbanization, and immigration created new and
different types of needs that overwhelmed the caretaking and socializing capacity of individual families, communities, and religious institutions. Third,
the resulting social problems had to be addressed to the extent that they
impaired individual functioning and jeopardized the smooth running of wider
society. If too many people became illiterate, unhealthy, criminal, unemployed, homeless, and orphaned, they could not carry out their socially deﬁned work/breadwinning and family/caretaking responsibilities. Wider society,
in turn, suffered both the loss of their productive contributions and the social
problems associated with unmet needs. Therefore, local, state, and then the
federal government gradually created new programs that would support family
functioning, help individuals perform their roles in ways that both satisﬁed
themselves and conformed to societal expectations, and protect society from
those who did not follow the rules.
The preceding explanation describes how most liberal analysts explain the
social functions of social welfare policy and reﬂects what is found in most
social welfare histories. In contrast, conservatives think of social policy’s social
functions as an issue of social control, believing that punishment works better
than rehabilitation. They contend that social welfare policy must regulate
“deviant” behavior because failure to carry out one’s socially deﬁned work
and family roles reﬂects personal irresponsibility and the acceptance of nonmainstream values rather than unmet needs. Contrary to their opposition to
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government intervention in the economy, conservatives support public policies that alter or control the behavior of delinquents, criminals, and drug
addicts as well as single mothers, jobless adults, mentally ill people, homosexuals, social critics, and the poor. By subjecting these “irresponsible” and
“deviant” persons to long prison sentences, mandated treatment, or minimal
social welfare beneﬁts, conservatives believe, the government will both improve individual functioning and send a message to the rest of society about
what happens to those who do not conform.34
The radical and feminist analyses charge that in a capitalist/patriarchal
society, control and discipline represent social welfare policy’s main social
function. The rules and regulations of programs and services, they argue,
reward individuals and families for complying with prescribed work and family
roles and penalize those who cannot or choose not to do so by reducing or
denying them assistance.35 By making beneﬁts conditional on compliance
with mainstream values and norms in this way, these more radical analyses
argue, the government leaves individuals, especially poor individuals, with no
choice but to conform, even when cultural mandates counter their best interests. In this view, the social functions of social welfare policy help to supply
business and industry with obedient workers, male-headed households with
compliant wives/mothers, and the wider society with citizens who accept
mainstream norms that favor the dominant class over their own.36 Thus, the
regulatory features of the social functions of social policy enforce the very
institutions that radicals and feminists believe have generated social problems
in the ﬁrst place.
The Economic Functions of Social Welfare Policy

The economic functions of social welfare policy regulate the relationship of
the individual to the economy. Social welfare policy functions economically
on several fronts: it provides a minimum level of economic security, helps to
stabilize the economy during economic downturns, subsidizes the cost to business of sustaining the workforce, and underwrites family maintenance (social
reproduction).
Economic Security

One economic function of social welfare policy is to ensure a minimum level
of economic security to all. People need income to provide for themselves
and their families. Unless we are independently wealthy, we need to be working or to be supported by an employed person in order to survive. But the
labor market does not serve everyone equally, adequately, or all the time.
Even in good economic times, business and industry cannot provide employment for all those people who are willing and able to work. Other people
cannot work due to age, disability, illness, or other employment barriers. Still
others are not in the labor force due to family responsibilities, employment
discrimination, or lack of work available during economic downturns.
For these reasons, but also due to low wages, the government gradually
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assumed the responsibility for ensuring a minimum standard of living below
which no one will have to live. To this end, the nation’s cash assistance
programs provide individuals and families with access to a subsistence level
of income, shelter, health, education, and employment. Social welfare policies
also protect people from inequalities built into the market economy by placing a ﬂoor under wages, reducing the discriminatory barriers that bar people
from jobs, regulating the health and safety of the workplace, and protecting
consumers against impure food, drugs, and unsafe highways.
Automatic Stabilizers

Social welfare policy functions economically as well to stimulate the economy
during recessions and depressions. Economists refer to social welfare beneﬁts
as automatic stabilizers because by putting cash into people’s hands, income
support programs help to prime the economic pump.37 For example, during
the Depression of the 1930s, advocates of the Social Security Act won public
support by arguing that cash assistance programs would turn people without
dollars into active consumers and thereby keep business aﬂoat. During subsequent recessions and depressions, the increased purchasing power provided
by the nation’s cash assistance programs helped to stimulate the production
of goods and services, which, in turn, created jobs and reduced unemployment. Without these automatic stabilizers, when the economy sags, it would
spiral even further downward, causing more businesses to lay off workers and
leaving more families unable to purchase the goods and services that business
and industry need to sell in order to survive.
Socializing the Cost of Production

Radicals link the economic functions of social welfare policy more directly
to business proﬁts. By asking who beneﬁts from social welfare policy, radicals
conclude that social welfare policy operates to subsidize the costs of proﬁtable
economic production for business and industry38 in at least four different ways:
by stimulating purchasing power, subsidizing wages, increasing labor productivity, and enforcing work norms.
The cash assistance provided by social welfare programs contributes directly to business proﬁts. By stimulating purchasing power, as noted above, the
pool of customers available to buy the goods and services produced by business
and industry is enlarged. Social welfare policy improves business proﬁts as
well by subsidizing wages. For years, the federal government’s employment and
training programs have paid the wages for disadvantaged workers hired by
employers for a deﬁned period of time. This ﬁnancial incentive was designed
to encourage employers to hire disadvantaged workers and then to move them
into an unsubsidized job. But instead of retaining the subsidized worker when
the wage grant ended, employers often replaced one subsidized worker with
another. Radicals argue that social welfare policy also subsidizes wages in a
less direct way. To the extent that cash beneﬁts, food stamps, housing supplements, and health insurance cover basic living costs of workers, these
grants allow employers to pay workers a lower wage.
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The third way that social welfare policy increases business proﬁts is by
helping to ensure the productivity of the workforce.39 Public spending on health,
education, and social services provides employers with the healthy and ﬁt
workforce they need at virtually no additional cost to business. The public
pays the tab, but the proﬁts stay in private hands. Further, by keeping beneﬁts
low and discouraging their use, social welfare policy enforces both the work
ethic and low wages. The stigma attached to the receipt of public beneﬁts
conveys the message that work for any employer on any terms is better than
public aid. The small grants provided to those in need encourage people to
choose work over public assistance regardless of the wages paid or the safety
of the working conditions. Finally, by enlarging the supply of people looking
for work, the policy of deterrence makes it easier for employers to pay low
wages and harder for unions to negotiate good contracts.40
Social Reproduction

The feminist analysis identiﬁes social reproduction as still another economic
function of social welfare policy. Social reproduction refers to a series of tasks
typically assigned to the family. These include the reproduction of the species
(procreation); meeting the basic survival needs of individuals (consumption);
rearing and preparing the next generation for adult work and family roles,
including acceptance of prevailing values and norms (socialization); and caring for those who are too old, young, ill, or disabled to care for themselves
(caretaking). Women’s work as consumers and caretakers not only keeps individuals fed, clothed, and sheltered, it also replenishes the energy of family
members so that they can put in another day of school or work.
Families need a certain standard of living to successfully carry out their
socially assigned tasks of social reproduction. However, because business profits depend on high prices, high productivity, and low labor costs, the market
economy often fails to yield the jobs and income needed by the average family
to reproduce and maintain itself. Low earnings, substandard housing, inadequate health care, and inferior public education undermine the family’s capacity for caretaking. This unsuccessful social reproduction, in turn, harms
individual well-being. It can also threaten business proﬁts and social stability.
Proﬁts suffer because failure of social reproduction deprives business of consumers, productive workers, and contented voters/citizens. When these conditions jeopardize business interests too much or provoke large-scale social
protest, the welfare state steps in with programs to support family functioning,
because family maintenance is critical for both business proﬁts and the
smooth functioning of wider society.41
Of course, conservatives see the economic functions of social welfare policy
differently. They argue that social welfare policy increases the costs of doing
business and otherwise interferes with market functions. From this perspective, the availability of cash beneﬁts, however meager, wrongly allows people
to avoid the dirtiest and most dangerous jobs. With fewer people seeking this
work, employers have to offer higher wages to recruit a workforce, which cuts
into their proﬁts. Minimum-wage laws set a ﬂoor under market wages, forcing
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employers to pay more. Social welfare policy also means more government
spending, which conservatives say leads to budget deﬁcits, higher interest
rates on government borrowing to cover the deﬁcit, an upward pressure on
corporate income taxes, and other proﬁt-reducing measures.
The Political Functions of Social Welfare Policy

The political functions of social welfare policy address the need to reduce
social conﬂict. All large and diverse societies contain many groups or classes,
each with distinct interests and goals. Therefore, most governments try to
integrate all elements of the population into a coherent system, to win and
maintain the people’s loyalty, and to legitimate both themselves and the wider
social order. To this end, governments hold elections that give the people
the opportunity to express their will. They also offer social welfare beneﬁts.
Social welfare policy helps to reduce interest group conﬂict by distributing
resources from those with more to those with less. Cash assistance programs,
civil rights protections, and employment and training schemes also create
more opportunities for those left behind by the dynamics of the market.
A more radical analysis suggests other political functions for social welfare
policy. First, this analysis argues that societal conﬂict stems, not from interest
group competition over scarce resources, but from the unequal structure of
wealth and power that leaves many needs unmet. At some point, this inequality causes people to become disgruntled or more seriously aggrieved. If
too many people become dissatisﬁed with the system, they may rise up in
protest and undermine the conditions for proﬁtable economic activity and
the political stability on which it depends. The protest might take the form
of not voting, abandoning one political party for another, joining a social
movement, or otherwise threatening the desired political stability.
In the United States, such dissatisfaction gave rise to the demands for
governmental redress from the trade union, civil rights, women’s liberation,
and welfare rights movements, among many others. The resulting social welfare concessions, such as greater cash assistance, a higher minimum wage,
stronger protection against discrimination, and the addition of family and
medical leaves for workers, help people to feel recognized, to value their
membership in society, and to be willing to play by the rules rather than
challenge them. To the extent that the reforms reduce popular dissatisfaction,
the expansion of the welfare state helps to quell disruptive social protest and
hold back demands for even wider social change.
In addition to quieting unrest, social welfare provisions help to stabilize
the system in another way. By visibly demonstrating a willingness to aid those
with less, social welfare provisions help to obscure the reality that governments often take the side of the haves over the have-nots. Should the state
appear to be unduly captured by big business, it risks stirring up protest. For
example, the recent demands for term limits for legislators and for campaign
ﬁnance reform sent a loud message to elected ofﬁcials that the public wanted
limits placed on the ability of the rich and powerful to control the
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political process. In 2002, faced with seemingly endless corporate accounting
scandals, President Bush chastised the business community that he typically
supports. He publicly expressed “outrage” at this corporate fraud and threatened government investigations of these practices. By making it appear that
the government represents the interests of all and by veiling the unequal and
undemocratic features of the social structure, the welfare state also helps to
legitimize the wider social order and to prevent demands for more radical
change.42
Nations also deal with conﬂict and instability through repression and silencing dissent. To this end, they bypass social welfare policy for the more
coercive arm of the state. The repression takes various forms, including blaming victims for their unfortunate circumstances, labeling dissenters as disloyal,
jailing critics, and calling out the police/national guard to put down a protest.
Although the U.S. government resorts to reform more often than repression,
our history includes examples of all of the above being used to keep people
in line.
Once again, conservatives take the opposite view.43 They insist that expansive social welfare policy stimulates rather than quiets conﬂict. Conservatives argue that the expansion of the welfare state during the 1960s generated conﬂict by fostering too much democratic participation, creating a
sense of entitlement to beneﬁts, and by raising people’s aspirations. Conﬂict
erupted because social welfare policy led people to make demands on the
state and to expect more than the system could provide. Therefore, to limit
political conﬂict, conservatives called for cutting back social programs and
curtailing democratic processes. The campaigns to demonize “big government,” strengthen the executive branch of government, and cut back or privatize social welfare programs reﬂect the ongoing efforts to implement this
goal.44
To return to our original question, social welfare policy has both positive
and negative outcomes for individuals and families for at least two reasons.
First, there is no agreement about the proper economic and political functions
of social welfare policy. As will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 5,
conservatives, liberals, radicals, and feminists consistently dispute these issues.
Second, the economic and political functions of social welfare policy may
undercut, override, or compromise the stated social purpose so that individuals and families get less than what they need.
Social Welfare Policy: Arena of Struggle

Perhaps the best way to deﬁne social welfare policy is as an arena of struggle. In
this view, social welfare policy represents the outcome of struggles over the distribution of societal resources fueled by its often competing social, economic,
and political functions. In addition, social welfare provision has the potential
to strengthen the political and economic power of those with less. For example,
access to income and services outside the market enables people to survive
while avoiding unsafe and insecure jobs as well as unsafe or unhappy marriages.
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The U.S. Capitol building, the
primary site within the federal
government for legislative
debates about the roles and
functions of social welfare.

Also, by providing an economic backup, social welfare beneﬁts make it possible
for those with less income or power to ﬁght back. For this reason, the trade
union, civil rights, gay rights, women’s, and poor people’s movements have
struggled for years to secure welfare state protections against the abuses of living
and working in a society structured by class, race, heterosexism, and gender inequality. The welfare state is an arena of social, economic, and political struggle
because access to income and services outside of work and marriage provides
people with the wherewithal to resist, challenge, and change power relations
that shape the prevailing status quo.
Likewise for the social work profession, whose work takes place where the
individual and society meet. The location of social work between the individual and society often leads practitioners to feel that they must choose
between adjusting people and programs to circumstances and challenging the
status quo. But, in fact, the history of the profession reveals that since its
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origins in the late nineteenth century, the twin pressures of containment and
change have made social work, like the welfare state, an arena of struggle.
Reﬂecting the mandates of the profession and the historic legacy of activism
among social workers, this struggle regularly targeted social welfare policy and
social change.45

Overview of Major Social Welfare Programs
Now that we have deﬁned social welfare policy and analyzed its competing
functions, we are ready to look inside the social welfare system to see, generally, what kinds of programs and services are available to people in need.
What follows is a brief description of key social welfare programs in the
United States, an overview of the welfare state that highlights its social functions. The chapters in part III examine ﬁve of these policy areas in greater
depth. These areas—income support, employment, housing, health care, and
food—are not only critical in their own right, but have been selected because
they are basic to an understanding of the entire social welfare system.
The U.S. welfare state provides people with income maintenance (cash
beneﬁts), food, medical care, housing, and a wide range of social services.
These programs fall into two major categories: universal and selective. The key
difference between the two is that the universal programs provide beneﬁts to
individuals and families regardless of income, whereas the selective measures
are designed solely for the poor. Some universal and selective programs are
also referred to as categorical programs because they serve particular groups of
people such as single mothers, veterans, the working poor, elderly individuals,
or those with handicaps.46
Universal Programs

Universal programs reﬂect the idea that living and working in an industrial
society entails risks over which individuals have little or no control. In the
United States, most of the universal programs follow the social insurance
model. Like private life, health, automobile, and homeowners insurance, social insurance programs reﬂect the advantages of pooled protection against
known risks. When it comes to social welfare policy, this risk includes the
loss of income due to unemployment, old age, illness, disability, and death of
a breadwinner. The nation’s three main social insurance programs provide
retirement pensions, unemployment compensation, and medical care reimbursement. Some service programs for senior citizens are universal, as are
some of the programs provided by the Veterans Administration to members
of the armed services with service-related conditions. Although not a social
welfare program per se, elementary and high school public education represents one of the nation’s most universal programs for children and youth.
Many social welfare programs, both social insurance and public assistance,
are also called entitlement programs. This label highlights the individual’s right
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to beneﬁts and the states’ entitlement to federal funding, both of which were
built into the 1935 Social Security Act, the foundation of the U.S. welfare
state. As chapter 3 explains, the federal budget contains two streams of spending: entitlement and discretionary. The former refers to mandated spending
that ensures the federal government will automatically provide the states with
funds to cover (often with state matching) the costs of providing beneﬁts to
everyone who applies and is eligible for the beneﬁts under state and federal
rules. Because no eligible applicant can be turned away for lack of funds,
individuals are said to have a right to beneﬁts.
Retirement Insurance (Pensions)

The program popularly known as Social Security is technically called Old
Age, Survivors, Disability and Health Insurance (OASDHI).47 The old age,
survivors, and disability components protect people against the risk of lost
income due to old age, retirement, and disability regardless of income or
economic status.
The Social Security Administration operates the retirement program
through ofﬁces around the country. Today, upwards of 95 percent of all workers qualify for this monthly entitlement. As conﬁgured in the 1935 Social
Security Act, however, the original retirement pension did not cover farm
and domestic workers (the main occupations open to black people in the
1930s). Numerous religious, charitable, and educational institutions that employed many women also negotiated their way out of the program, arguing
that nonproﬁt organizations could not absorb the cost the payroll tax imposed
on employers (employers and employees each paid half the cost of the premium). State and local government workers were also exempt. Beginning in
1950, most of the excluded occupations were gradually included, so that today
OASDHI is the nation’s largest social welfare program.
The program is strongly tied to the labor market. Workers receive beneﬁts
based on the number of years they have worked and the level of their wages.
In addition, the pension is funded by a payroll deduction. Like an insurance
program, workers must purchase this income protection by paying “premiums”
in the form of payroll taxes on their wages up to a speciﬁed amount. Employers contribute an equal share to the Social Security Trust Fund. By compelling people to insure themselves against the possibility of their own poverty, the Social Security Act forced workers to save for a rainy day and
reduced some of problems that government might otherwise have to address.
Congress improved the beneﬁts early on. It added monies for a retired or
deceased worker’s survivors and dependents in 1939, disability beneﬁts in
1956, and health insurance as Medicare for the aged in 1965. It offered (reduced) early retirement at age 62 in 1972, added cost of living adjustments
in 1975, and liberalized beneﬁts for divorced women in 1977. These largely
post–World War II expansions ended in the 1980s, when beneﬁt reductions
and a drive to privatize the old age pension began.
Although they like the idea of privatization better, conservatives supported
the idea of government-sponsored social insurance because it represented a
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form of thrift. Liberals liked the program for its ability to redistribute income
from the working population to the nonworking aged, sick, disabled, and
unemployed, that is, from those who are able to pay to those who cannot.
Unemployment Insurance

Unemployment Insurance (UI) is the second entitlement program that originated in the 1935 Social Security Act.48 This federal-state program protects
workers against the temporary loss of income due to recent and involuntary
joblessness. Administered by the Employment Security Administration of the
U.S. Department of Labor, its target is workers with a strong tie to the labor
market. Applicants, however, can qualify for this beneﬁt regardless of their
overall income status. Eligibility is based on employment in a covered occupation, work history, minimum earnings, current wage levels, reason for
unemployment, availability for work, and willingness to accept a suitable job.
In addition, job loss must be due to factors beyond the worker’s control,
meaning layoffs, not voluntary quits or ﬁrings.
Most states provide beneﬁts of half of a worker’s salary for up to six months,
but not more than a speciﬁed maximum dollar amount. The program is
funded by a tax on employers based on a speciﬁed percentage of each employee’s wage. The size of the tax varies with a ﬁrm’s use of the UI program
during the previous year, so that companies with high rates of unemployment
pay more than those that lay off fewer workers. Known as experience rating,
this method was devised to reduce unemployment by giving employers an
incentive to stabilize their workforce. Some emergency beneﬁt programs were
added in the 1970s for increased protection during long periods of high unemployment. Since the 1980s, both coverage and beneﬁt levels have deteriorated.
Medicare

Medicare was added to the Social Security Act in 1965 (as Title XVIII) to
cover the cost of health care for elderly persons who typically face a rising
need for medical services.49 Administered by the Centers for Medicare and
Medicaid Services (CMS), of the Department of Health and Human Services,
this entitlement program reimburses hospitals and doctors for medical care
rendered to covered individuals. The basic payroll tax covers the hospital
beneﬁts and additional premiums must be paid to cover doctors’ bills and
some other outpatient services. Even so, Medicare does not cover many basic
medical costs, most notably prescription drugs, long-term custodial care, and
catastrophic illness. In recent years, the program has been affected by rising
costs and the advent of managed care.
The Older Americans Act

The 1972 Amendments to the 1965 Older Americans Act added nutrition
programs for senior citizens age 60 and over (and their spouses) regardless of
income.50 The Administration on Aging funds the states to help community
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agencies serve food to older Americans. The program also provides shopping
assistance, nutrition education, and other supportive services. The U.S. Department of Agriculture contributes food, cash, and commodities.
Veterans’ Beneﬁts

Since the Revolutionary War, the government has recognized the service of
veterans by providing them with a series of beneﬁts.51 Today, eligibility for
this entitlement depends on discharge from active military service (Army,
Navy, Air Force, Marines, Coast Guard, etc.) under other than dishonorable
conditions. Administered by the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), beneﬁts include a veteran’s compensation and pension, readjustment beneﬁts,
medical care, housing and loan guaranty programs, as well as life insurance,
burial beneﬁts, and special counseling and outreach programs. The VA is
funded mostly by general revenues, along with some copayments by military
personnel.
Most beneﬁts are available regardless of income only to veterans with
service-connected conditions. Veterans who fall into this group can qualify
for a pension, compensation for disabilities sustained while in service, and
death beneﬁts. In 1996, about 22 million disabled veterans and 306,241 survivors received compensation payments. This group of veterans also may receive free inpatient and outpatient medical care in special VA hospitals, priority counseling for sexual trauma or exposure to Agent Orange or radiation,
and access to an array of education and training programs. In the 1990s, the
VA tightened eligibility rules of many of its programs and curtailed services,
making it difﬁcult for veterans to get their needs met.
Selective Programs

The 1935 Social Security Act established a dual-income maintenance system.
It created universal social insurance programs administered by the federal
government and selective public assistance administered through federal-state
partnerships. Groups of people not covered by either of these two federally
funded programs depended on state and local programs for assistance.
Selective programs reﬂect the idea that scarce public resources should be
targeted to those most in need. Therefore, applicants for the programs must
establish need, typically by proving that their income and assets fall below a
speciﬁed poverty line, either the federal threshold or one established by the
program itself. This process of establishing eligibility is called passing a means
test or an income test. Many income maintenance and social service programs
fall into the selective group. The nation’s means-tested income support programs include direct cash assistance programs (TANF, SSI, and general assistance) and noncash income support programs (food stamps, public housing,
and Medicaid). Selective programs tend to be funded by some combination
of federal and state income tax revenues (paid by individuals and corporations).
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Temporary Aid to Needy Families

The most well-known and most controversial selective program is widely
known as welfare.52 The original welfare program, ADC, was included in the
1935 Social Security Act (Title IV) to assist poor children deprived of ﬁnancial support by the family’s main breadwinner. The program’s name was
changed to AFDC in 1967.
ADC became increasingly controversial after World War II and subject to
public hostility, in part because the composition of the caseload shifted from
a predominance of white widows to young, never-married African American
and Latino mothers. Originally designed to enable single mothers to stay
home and care for their children, new rules began in the 1960s to mandate
more work from welfare recipients and penalize poor women for having children outside of marriage.
The program’s requirements were tightened many times thereafter until
August 22, 1996, when Congress passed welfare reform. Ofﬁcially known as
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, the
PRWORA stripped AFDC of its entitlement status by converting it into a
state-run block grant and capping its funds at $16.5 billion for the ﬁrst ﬁve
years (1997–2002). Prior to welfare reform, AFDC represented a federal-state
partnership with regard to funding and administration. Today, the states are
largely responsible for administering TANF, although not all federal regulation
has ended. Federal funding comes with a performance bonus that rewards
states for moving recipients from welfare to work, state maintenance of effort
requirements, and many other mandates. The states must also work within
federal work, child support, and other guidelines. Nonetheless, increased state
control over program decisions has led to enormous changes at the local level
and even wider variation among the states than already existed in the prior
AFDC program.
The main beneﬁciaries of TANF’s cash assistance continue to be children
without a father in the home and their mothers who are unable to work or
who are employed but earning a very low income. The beneﬁts, always low,
rarely lift a family of three above the national poverty line in any state. They
are available to low-income parents (mostly mothers) who have not reached
the new ﬁve-year lifetime limit on assistance and who meet federal work
participation requirements. Assistance is no longer available to individuals
convicted of a drug felony, to parents under age 18 not living in an adultsupervised setting, and to many immigrants. If parents do not cooperate with
child support enforcement, work requirements, and an array of other rules,
beneﬁts can be reduced. In addition to tightening the work requirement,
TANF intensiﬁed the rules that regulated the marital and childbearing behavior of recipients. Since 1996, the welfare rolls have dropped sharply, although reasons for this decline are debated. More recently, changing economic conditions have caused the number of recipients to rise in thirty-seven
states.
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Supplemental Security Income

SSI, an entitlement program administered by the Social Security Administration, assists aged, blind, and disabled persons who do not qualify for social
insurance. The 1935 Social Security Act included public assistance programs
known as Old Age Assistance and Aid to the Blind. In 1956, Congress added
a third program called Aid to the Permanently and Totally Disabled. In 1974,
the programs were federalized and given the common name SSI. Coming
under federal control, they were supported by federal funds, with the possibility of state supplementation. AFDC was the only public assistance program
not federalized at this time.
SSI eligibility is based on a person’s categorical status (recipients must be
either aged, blind, or disabled) and strict evidence of ﬁnancial need. If a
person lives with a family member who provides food and shelter, the value
of this support is subtracted from the beneﬁt check. A good life insurance
policy can also render someone ineligible for this assistance. With the enactment of TANF, many legal immigrants lost access to SSI (and food
stamps).
Although it is not high, the average monthly SSI beneﬁt exceeds that for
TANF households. The difference reﬂects the widely held belief that the
elderly, blind, and disabled recipients of SSI are more “deserving” of public
aid than single mothers on TANF because the former are regarded as in need
through no fault of their own. However, beginning in the 1980s, opponents
of welfare began to accuse disabled people of faking their condition to avoid
work.
General Assistance

General assistance (GA) programs are typically administered by the state or
local government and cover individuals who do not qualify for federal social
insurance, TANF, or SSI.53 Most of the GA beneﬁciaries are men and women
living on their own whose irregular work histories and lack of children in the
home render them ineligible for other programs. Therefore, many cities and
states provide some kind of limited GA such as cash aid for a few months,
restricted access to food stamps, health beneﬁts, and possibly burial expenses.
Food Stamps

Administered by the Food and Consumer Service of the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, the current Food Stamp Program was created in 1964 to reduce
the impact of agricultural price supports on low-income households and to
enable the poor to secure a nutritionally balanced diet.54 This means-tested,
federally funded entitlement provides vouchers or coupons that can be used
like money to buy food below regular market prices. Food stamps are available
to public assistance recipients as well as other individuals and families with
income below the poverty line. Since welfare reform, for a variety of reasons,
national food stamp rolls have declined.
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School Food Programs

Other food and nutrition programs focus exclusively on poor children.55 This
includes programs authorized by the 1946 School Lunch Act; the 1966 Child
Nutrition Act, which created the smaller School Breakfast Program; the Special Milk Program (1954); the Summer Food Service Program (1968); and
the Child and Adult Care Food Program.
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children

Established in 1972 to improve the nutrition of women and children, the
federally funded WIC program provides food assistance, nutrition risk screening, and related services to low-income pregnant and postpartum women and
their infants and low-income children up to age 5.56 Participants receive WIC
coupons, which can be used to buy nutritionally organized food packages in
grocery stores. Administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture in cooperation with state health departments, Indian tribal organizations, and local
agencies, the program operates at more than eight thousand sites, involves
about forty-six thousand merchants, and serves more than 7 million women
and children.
Medicaid

Medicaid (Title XIX) of the Social Security Act became law in 1965 (along
with Medicare).57 Unlike Medicare, which is a social insurance program for
the elderly regardless of income, Medicaid is a means-tested public assistance
program serving just the poor. Administered by CMS, Medicaid is an entitlement program funded by the federal government and the states. As with
TANF, the states have considerable control over the parameters of the program, so beneﬁts and rules vary widely around the country.
Medicaid provides health insurance coverage to low-income individuals
and families who meet its income eligibility requirements. Most people who
receive public assistance are also eligible for Medicaid, as are pregnant women
and children under age 6 with income up to 133 percent of the poverty line.
Almost 90 percent of the states extend coverage to people not on public
assistance but whose low income renders them “medically needy,” deﬁned as
groups similar to those covered by Medicaid except with slightly more income
and assets. Medicaid beneﬁts are provided in kind: instead of receiving cash
to pay medical bills, patients receive services from doctors, hospitals, and
other health care providers who are then reimbursed by the government. The
beneﬁciaries do not have to pay a premium, but some states have cost-sharing
rules that require small deductibles or copayments by beneﬁciaries. Medicaid
also pays for nursing home care for older and disabled persons.
The 1996 federal welfare reform law changed some Medicaid rules. States
may now end beneﬁts to adults who do not meet TANF work requirements
and deny beneﬁts to many documented and undocumented immigrants.
TANF also ended the automatic link between Medicaid and public assistance,
which cost many low-income families access to Medicaid even though they
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remained eligible. As with TANF and food stamps, the Medicaid rolls have
declined sharply since 1996.
Public Housing

One strategy for providing housing to low-income households is to build
additional units.58 In the late 1930s and early 1940s, the federal government
built large apartment buildings for this purpose that came to be known as
“the projects.” Initially, mostly two-parent, and low-income, working-class
families occupied the apartments. But by the 1960s families of color had
become overrepresented in these units and federal input dwindled. During
the 1960s, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
also built smaller housing units and located them in various neighborhoods.
These apartments, about 1.4 million, are rented below market value at a
percentage of the tenant’s income, now about 30 percent. The waiting lists
are very long. The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Farm Service Agency
administers the housing program for rural families and domestic farm laborers.
Subsidized Rentals

The supply of low-cost housing available through private landlords and public
housing has never met the country’s need for affordable shelter.59 Therefore,
the federal government began to subsidize housing construction and rental
payments. Section 202 of the 1959 Housing Act provides low-interest loans
to nonproﬁt organizations interested in expanding the supply of low-cost
housing for low-income elderly and disabled persons. The 1974 Housing and
Community Development Act included Section 8 to provide rent subsidies
for low-income families. Instead of providing an actual apartment, these programs subsidize the rent for a privately owned house or apartment. The largest
and most well-known of the rent subsidy programs, Section 8 now serves
more families than does public housing, providing them with a voucher to
cover about 30 percent of their rent. With subsidized rent programs, the
individual still must locate an affordable residence that meets housing code
standards; this remains a challenge in many cities. Many low-income families
beneﬁt from rental assistance; it also helps private landlords and real estate
developers.
Energy Assistance

In the 1970s and 1980s, rising fuel and weatherization costs led the federal
government to provide fuel assistance.60 In 1978, the Department of Health
and Human Services established the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance
Program. LHEAP provides the states with block grant funds to help the poor
and very poor pay their residential heating and cooling bills.
Social Services

The welfare state also includes a wide range of social services. Many are not
means-tested, and most are not entitlements. Many social workers are emDeﬁnition and Functions of Social Welfare Policy
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ployed in the public and private agencies that provide these services, more
than are found in the social insurance, public assistance, medical care reimbursement, housing, and food programs already described. Unlike most of the
former programs, many of the social services are publicly funded but delivered
by nonproﬁt and for-proﬁt organizations.
Employment Services

Many programs help people with employment-related problems.61 The largest
provider is the State Employment Service, which places millions of people
in jobs every year. Federally sponsored vocational rehabilitation programs provide job training as well as a range of other services to help the physically
and mentally disabled become employable. Welfare recipients are often required to participate in mandatory work and training programs as a condition
of receiving aid. The original mandatory employment program was the 1967
Work Incentive Program. The 1996 TANF program requires that all recipients either be employed or begin employment training within two years of
entering the program. If work cannot be found, many recipients must work
off their beneﬁts in the Work Experience Program, also called workfare. The
1998 Workforce Investment Act provides a range of job search, assessment,
and vocational training to youth and adults in need of work. Designed to be
universal, welfare recipients and the poor in fact receive priority.
Child Welfare Services

Child welfare involves providing social services to children and youth whose
parents and/or communities cannot adequately provide or care for them.62
The 1909 White House Conference on Children, which signaled the federal
government’s initial concern about the welfare of children, led to the establishment of the Children’s Bureau in 1912. The Bureau addressed a wide range
of issues, from health and child labor to delinquency and orphaned children.
Child welfare programs were also included as Title V of the 1935 Social
Security Act, leading the states to develop child welfare programs. The programs were expanded beginning in the 1960s; important additions to the
system included the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (1974),
Title XX of the Social Security Act (1975); the Adoption Assistance and
Child Welfare Act (1980), emphasizing permanency planning; and the Adoption and Safe Families Act (1997), promoting out-of-home care. In general,
child welfare programs offer adoption, foster care, family preservation, permanency planning, and protective services for children at risk of neglect or
abuse.
Community Maternal and Child Health Services

Many states supplement Medicaid and Medicare with other special health
programs to reduce infant mortality, rehabilitate blind and disabled children,
and expand prenatal health services.63
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Mental Health Services

The federal government became involved with mental health care through
the National Mental Health Act of 1946, which supported research on psychiatric disorders, training of mental health personnel, and grants to states
to establish clinics and demonstration programs.64 The Act also established
the National Institute of Mental Health (1949) as a branch of the public
health service. Its emphasis on community over institutional care eventually
led to the Mental Retardation and Community Mental Health Center Construction Act (1963), which included $150 million for the construction of
community mental health centers. Today, a variety of public and private services exist for people with mental health problems. Among others, the community mental health centers, staffed by psychiatrists, psychologists, social
workers, and other specialists, offer individual and group counseling, drug and
alcohol treatment, and many other mental health services. Some people receive mental health care in public and private institutions, where the care
ranges from very good to just custodial. Others admit themselves for care;
many others are committed involuntarily. Most recently, managed care principles designed to control costs have overhauled the delivery of mental health
services.
Probation and Parole

When people are released from prison, they often are placed on parole.65
Others convicted of a crime may be placed on probation rather than be sent
to prison. In either case, to stay out of prison, the individual must submit to
supervision and follow a strict set of rules. Supervision often involves regular
visits and the acceptance of services from a parole or probation ofﬁcer linked
to the corrections system.
Legal Services

Created during the War on Poverty in the 1960s, legal services assists the
poor with rent disputes, contracts, welfare rules, minor police actions, housing
regulations, and more—but not criminal cases.66 Established in 1974, the
Legal Service Corporation (LSC) is ﬁnanced with federal tax dollars and some
private monies. Under political pressure from conservatives, congressional authorization for the LSC expired in 1980, but Congress has funded it annually
since then.
In addition to helping individuals, legal service lawyers seek policy change
by bringing suits against city welfare departments, housing authorities, public
health agencies, and other governmental bodies. However, since the late
1970s, Congress has limited the role of legal service funds in lobbying, class
action suits, political activity, cases involving nontherapeutic abortions, undocumented immigrants, and school desegregation. Due to funding cutbacks,
legal services has about three hundred ofﬁces around the country, down from
ﬁve hundred.
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Advocacy, Information, and Referral Services

Given social welfare’s increased complexity, many people need help just to
ﬁnd, access, and receive the help they need.67 This need has led to the development of a wide range of information and referral services provided by
the private nonproﬁt sector and some government-operated ombudsman programs.

Organizing Principles: Who Beneﬁts from Universal or Selective Provision?
As noted earlier, social welfare programs fall into two main categories, universal and selective, with the key difference being that the universal programs
provide beneﬁts regardless of income, whereas selective measures are designed
solely for the poor. The difference between the two types of programs also
reﬂects different philosophies about the value of government service and who
is “deserving” of government help.
Universalists argue that all people in society face similar risks and should
be assisted regardless of income. At one time or another, we all face a variety
of common social needs: young people need education and sick people need
medical care; the elderly, disabled, and unemployed need income support.
Univeralists believe that addressing these risks is a proper role for government. In sharp contrast, selectivists believe that social provision should be
carefully targeted to speciﬁc beneﬁciaries who can demonstrate their need for
government beneﬁts. They hold that taxpayers’ dollars should not be spent
on beneﬁts for people who can afford to meet their own needs, but should
be restricted to groups that legitimately cannot fend for themselves.
Reﬂecting these divergent philosophies, the eligibility determination process, type of beneﬁts offered, administrative auspices, and populations served
by the two sets of programs vary sharply.68
Eligibility Process

It is much easier to qualify for universal than for selective beneﬁts. Universal
programs such as social insurance, veterans’ beneﬁts, and public education
provide beneﬁts to certain groups of people such as the retired, the disabled,
the unemployed, injured workers, children under age 16, and veterans. As
long as legislation includes a precise deﬁnition of the beneﬁciary group, membership in the group can be readily determined. Even so, it is much easier to
determine age and employment status than occupational disability. The application process for universal programs tends to be short and simple, presumes need, and preserves individual dignity.
In contrast, it is much more difﬁcult to establish eligibility for selective
beneﬁts such as those provided by the range of public assistance programs
described above including TANF, SSI, and food stamps. First, poverty has to
be deﬁned, and then methods such as a means test have to be devised to
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separate the poor from the nonpoor. Detailed application forms demand information about income, assets, family circumstances, and a host of other
topics. The application process for selective programs is long, tedious, and
demeaning.
Type of Beneﬁts

The universal and selective programs provide different kinds of beneﬁts. Universal programs pay standardized beneﬁts that are clearly speciﬁed in the parent legislation. Therefore, every individual who applies for the Social Security
retirement beneﬁt receives the same beneﬁt if they have worked the same
number of years, earned the same income, and retired at the same age. The
beneﬁts are standard across the nation, reasonably generous, and regarded as
legitimate. Reﬂecting this positive assessment, the beneﬁts are referred to as
insurance and compensation.
Selective program beneﬁts are more ﬂexible, more complex, and less standardized. The amounts received by individuals tend to be meager, set by
complicated formulas, calculated by individual caseworkers, and subject to
welfare department discretion and frequently contain errors. The typically
low beneﬁt levels vary by state, family size, work effort, income, and assets.
TANF introduced even greater state variation, including wide differences
with regard to time limits, work requirements, family structure, and the use
of sanctions. The beneﬁts not regarded legitimate are often called a “handout”
or “dole.”
Administration and Financing

The universal programs tend to be federally ﬁnanced and federally administered, with decisions about eligibility and beneﬁt levels made nationally. The
selective programs tend to be federally ﬁnanced (at least in part) but more
highly dependent on state and local funds. They are administered locally by
states, counties, or cities. Local administration leaves programs subject to
public debate at two or more levels of government and increases both their
visibility and vulnerability to budget cuts.
Populations Served

The universal and selective programs serve different groups. The universal
programs tend to serve the nonpoor as well as the poor. The beneﬁciaries are
more likely to be middle class, white, older, and male. The selective programs
serve the poor and, in some cases, the working poor. The beneﬁciaries tend
to be younger, female, and persons of color.
Implications

In general, universal insurance programs are more popular with users, program
administrators, and the general public. Because they are highly stigmatized,
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the selective “handouts” tend to be avoided if at all possible. By and large,
the universal programs are less visible, concealed in tax laws, and clothed in
protective language such as insurance and tax credits. In stark contrast, the
selective programs are obvious, open, and clearly and negatively labeled as
charity, relief, or assistance. The selective programs also involve considerable
intervention and intrusion into personal and family life. Unlike the universal
programs, which have few, if any, behavioral requirements, many of the selective programs (most notably TANF) require recipients to modify their work
and family behavior as a condition of aid. In exchange for assistance, recipients have to surrender privacy, control, and autonomy.
The simplicity of the universal programs’ application process, the uniformity of their beneﬁts, and the lack of stigma and intrusion reﬂect a view of
the recipients as worthy and deserving. Thus, the rules and regulations encourage applicants, generate solidarity, and promote social cohesion. In contrast, the complex and intrusive application process associated with the selective programs reﬂects a deep distrust of the poor, fear of welfare fraud, and
hostility to government provision to the poor. It typically deters applicants,
demeans individuals, and divides one group of people from another.
Given the different populations served by each type of program, the U.S.
social welfare programs are stratiﬁed by class, gender, and race, with the more
privileged groups receiving the generous, popular, nonstigmatized universal
beneﬁts and the less privileged relying on the meager, unpopular, highly stigmatized grants from selective programs.
Kinds of Beneﬁts

The programs listed above suggest that social welfare beneﬁts take many
forms, including cash, in-kind beneﬁts, services, opportunities, and power.
Cash Beneﬁts

Cash beneﬁts refer to direct grants provided to individuals and families in
the nation’s social insurance and public assistance programs and indirect
grants such as ﬁscal welfare beneﬁts. These include tax arrangements that let
individuals and families keep more of their own income (see the earlier discussion of ﬁscal welfare). Cash beneﬁts offer recipients considerable control
over their purchasing power and place a high value on individual choice.
In-Kind Beneﬁts

In-kind beneﬁts help people cover basic needs through vouchers, credits, reimbursement of providers, and the direct provision of commodities. Food
stamps, Section 8 rental subsidies, and child care tax credits are examples of
vouchers and credits. Medicare and Medicaid offer reimbursement to health
care providers. Food distribution and public housing represent the direct provision of needed commodities. In-kind beneﬁts that ensure that public dollars
are used to cover speciﬁc needs limit recipients’ freedom to choose what is
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consumed with their government beneﬁts. Their use places value on social
control.
Social Services

Not all needs can be met by providing money. Nonmonetary types of help
have a long history in the United States in mutual aid, philanthropy, and
social services. Social services include counseling, supportive services, information and referral, child care, socialization, and employment and training
programs that directly or indirectly increase people’s ability to function fully
in society. One of the advantages of social services is their individualized
attention to need and the speciﬁc response to individuals in their own context. Service providers must also be alert to avoid inappropriately delving too
deeply into the lives of individuals and families seeking help.69 The provision
of services places a high value on individual rehabilitation, growth, and development.
Opportunities

Government programs also create and distribute opportunities. Indeed, the
federal ofﬁce that administered the War on Poverty was called the Ofﬁce of
Economic Opportunity. The government creates opportunities in various ways
by offering incentives to reach desired ends, by reducing discriminatory barriers, and by subsidizing education and training programs that help people
gain new skills and attain upward mobility.

Social services to the elderly help them to
maintain their dignity and independence.
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Power

Some social welfare policies enhance the political power of recipients. In the
1960s and 1970s, antipoverty policy made “maximum feasible participation
of the poor” a condition of funding in the decision-making centers of community programs. Community action programs hired low-income community
residents as staff and increased their representation on agency boards. To the
extent that government beneﬁts redistribute income and other resources from
the haves to the have-nots, they also transfer a modicum of power.
Now that you can deﬁne social welfare policy, understand its functions, and
have a picture of the types of programs included in the U.S. welfare state,
you are ready to examine how and why social policy changes. Chapters 3
through 6 explore the triggers of social change in the economy, the political
process, ideology, social movements, and history. Chapters 7 through 12 apply
this model of analysis to key welfare state programs.
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II
The Policy Model
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The Economy and Social Welfare

E

conomics is usually deﬁned as “the study of how societies use scarce resources to produce valuable commodities and distribute them among different people.”1 Such a broad deﬁnition should include social welfare. Yet
most people continue to think of social welfare as a separate part of the
modern economy. There is the market economy, the private sector, where
proﬁt guides decisions about people’s investments and work, and then somewhere off to the side there is social welfare for children, the elderly, the sick,
and the disabled—those who cannot cope in this demanding environment.
This formulation is misleading. Seeking to divide the indivisible, it perpetuates the idea that social welfare constitutes a charitable but not wholly
essential addition to a perfectly functioning economy.
In reality, the role of social welfare in the modern U.S. economy includes
three distinct tasks that go to the heart of our economic life. Without each
one individually, and certainly without all of them together, the U.S. economy could not operate.
As indicated in chapter 2, the ﬁrst task of social welfare is to reduce
economic insecurity. Social Security for the elderly performs this function, as
do unemployment beneﬁts for the unemployed, and TANF (popularly called
welfare) for poor mothers and their children. By giving their recipients a little
more money to spend, these programs supplement the total amount of consumer spending in the economy and cushion the effects of poverty.
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The second task of social welfare affects even more people. This task involves social regulations that aim to protect the citizenry from the harmful
consequences of the market. For example, because the market does not put
a price on air and water, it lacks a method of calculating the true cost of
pollution. When companies claim a proﬁt, they often can do so because the
real costs do not appear on their balance sheet. That is why environmental
regulations must draw on standards outside the market to preserve the quality
of our air and water. Likewise, on the job, rules about occupational safety
seek to limit the risks of working in dangerous conditions. These rules save
lives. They also increase productivity, because it is employees’ skills, and not
merely their fear of unemployment, that keeps them on the job.
The third task involves government spending on many aspects of the public infrastructure. The government not only spends money to provide individuals with education and health care, it also helps to build the schools and
hospitals that make these services possible. Expanding this conception of the
government’s role, spending on the public infrastructure can include the construction of piers, bridges, and highways to facilitate commercial activity, the
development of industrial zones to subsidize business, and even the maintenance of parks to provide workers with suitable forms of recreation. Although
social workers may not speciﬁcally engage in industrial development, no conception of social welfare in the modern U.S. economy would be complete
without recognizing this important role.
One overriding contradiction runs through all of these tasks. When social
welfare reduces economic insecurity, regulates the environment and the workplace, and spends money on the public infrastructure, it both protects people
against the market and contributes to the market’s proﬁtability. Separate from
the market, social welfare gives people money and a better quality of life. Yet,
at the same time, more money, healthier and more productive workers, and
a robust public infrastructure help to stimulate business. In an unavoidable
contradiction, social welfare stands in opposition to the marketplace while
simultaneously enhancing its functioning.
From the early 1970s through the terrorist attack of September 11, 2001,
and the subsequent collapse of Enron, most U.S. policymakers tried to alter
the terms of this paradox. Instead of embracing the features of social welfare
that oppose the market, they tried to make social policy more market-like.2
Pressured by business and inﬂuenced by many Americans wary of too much
government intervention, they insisted on work for welfare clients, questioned the usefulness and expense of environmental regulations, and fought
over which state could offer a prospective business the best public infrastructure and the largest taxpayer subsidy. The very breadth of these functions
demonstrate that, contrary to popular understanding, social welfare performs
a vital function in the economy. With the collapse of Enron, WorldCom,
and Arthur Andersen, among others, the depth of the corporate scandals in
2002 also cast doubt on the conception of social welfare that has triumphed
since the 1970s.
We will revisit these issues later in the chapter, when we understand more
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fully the interaction of the economy and social welfare. But ﬁrst, to understand what social welfare actually does, we must familiarize ourselves with
some basic economic terms. Then our work of understanding the relationship
of social welfare to the economy can really begin.

The Words We Use
The words we use to describe the economy fall into three distinct categories.
The ﬁrst category includes words that describe the structure of the economy,
especially its basic institutions. Terms like the market and monopoly belong
here. Then there are the terms in the second category, which seek to measure
the economy’s functioning: how it is doing, as well as who in the economy
is doing well. Terms like recession and depression measure how the economy
is doing; phrases such as income inequality and wealth distribution measure
who is doing well. Finally, in the third category, a whole cluster of terms
describe the substance and tools of economic policy. Phrases such as ﬁscal
policy, monetary policy, entitlements, and social spending belong in this group.
Familiarity with the terms in these three categories will equip the student
with a good basis for understanding the relationship between economics and
social welfare policy.

The Structure of the Economy
Let’s begin then with some deﬁnitions. The ﬁrst distinction to be made is
between macroeconomics and microeconomics. Macroeconomics addresses the
issue of the economy as a whole. We will discuss it now and then talk about
microeconomics, which deals with ﬁrms, supply, demand, and prices.
Our analysis begins with a basic question: Is the economy a market economy? A market is a mechanism by which buyers and sellers interact to determine the price and quantity of a good or service;3 a market economy is
one in which most products and services are commodities produced for sale,
usually at a proﬁt, on the open market. From ancient times to the present,
people have bought, sold, and traded goods in many different kinds of economies. But a market economy, one that is organized around both extensive
markets and a universal right to private property, is unique to capitalism.
But didn’t people own things in other societies? Of course they did. Private
ownership existed in medieval Europe, in ancient India, in China, and in the
Islamic societies. The difference is that not everyone had this right, and there
was no market system. When people did trade, the trade was mostly production and distribution following tradition or the orders of a lord, where only
the leftovers made it into the market stalls. And there are other crucial
distinctions. Peasants were not free to move as they wished, because without
either a right of contract or a right to withhold their labor, they lacked the
rights that workers would subsequently acquire and had to submit to their
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masters. Furthermore, because land was not for sale, economic life under
feudalism was quite stable. In modern economies, it is common to talk about
factors of production, a term that describes how land, capital, and labor are
combined to produce goods. In a precapitalist economy, however, there were
no factors of production, because land, capital, and labor were not for sale.4
This description of the feudal economy contrasts sharply with today’s U.S.
economy. In the modern U.S. economy, the market pervades every aspect of
human life, private property is sacrosanct, and though rejecting a job may
cost them dearly, employees have a legal right to work for whom they choose.
In this market economy, trillions of transactions occur every day. Varying in
size from the sale of a chocolate bar at the local candy store to the purchase
of huge, multinational corporations, these transactions are all based on a
common belief—presumably held by every buyer and every seller—that each
occurred at a “fair” price. Many microeconomists praise what they perceive
as the voluntary nature of this exchange, on the grounds that if the seller
did not want to sell and the buyer did not want to buy, no sale would have
taken place.
Of course, the setting of prices is rarely that simple. Even in the United
States, where the government plays a relatively small role in the economy,
the government usually establishes a legal and regulatory framework for these
transactions. Indeed, when public ofﬁcials moved to shrink this regulatory
framework, they brought about the corporate scandals of 2002, which cost
many workers their jobs and many investors their nest eggs. The scandals
demonstrated once again why there are rules about what can be designated
“a chocolate bar” as well as laws about how one must go about buying a
corporation. These laws inevitably create a new framework for the transaction, and sometimes, they even have the effect of tilting the playing ﬁeld
toward the buyer or the seller.
Plainly, the most powerful exception to the notion of a voluntary exchange
in a market economy is the labor market. The existence of a market for labor
is one of the distinguishing features of a market economy: workers compete
to sell their labor at the most favorable price—meaning, in practice, the
highest possible wage. At the same time, however, it is clear that the market
for labor is qualitatively different from the market for goods, because workers
need to sell their labor to survive. By comparison, although employers may
sometimes want to hire new workers, their search for additional help is hardly
as pressing: even if they make less money, a labor shortage rarely jeopardizes
their standard of living. In a situation where workers must work but employers
may or may not need them, the difference in power is far too great to describe
the wage they negotiate as a voluntary exchange.
Governments coexist with market economies at many different degrees of
inﬂuence.5 In some countries, such as the United States, market economies
have broad public support and the role of the government has been limited.
As a result, less than 33 percent of the economy comes from government
spending—about 20 percent from the federal government and another 12
percent from states and localities. By contrast, the Western European coun60
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tries spend, on average, about 50 percent more, with Sweden, the leader,
circulating about 60 percent of its total economic output through the government.6 Market economies may value markets, but the mere existence of a
market economy does not dictate a particular level of government intervention. In fact, depending on the country, the government in a market economy
might or might not assume responsibility for services like child care, health
care, education, and housing.
In modern economies, the dominant form of business enterprise is the
corporation. Corporations are a relatively new form of business structure; until
the late nineteenth century, most businesses were small, family-owned enterprises. By themselves, each of these enterprises was too small to ﬁx prices or
inﬂuence the total quantity of goods in the marketplace.7 Then the era of
“robber barons” (1880–1900) transformed the structure of modern business.
Men like John D. Rockefeller in oil and Andrew Carnegie in steel forged
huge corporations, so that by the 1920s, the two hundred largest nonﬁnancial
enterprises controlled 49 percent of all corporate wealth. Moreover, unlike
the small enterprise, stockholders no longer ran these corporations. That task
instead passed to management, which still tried to boost the value of the
corporation for shareholders but otherwise effectively separated ownership
from control.8
This separation of ownership and control heralded the dominance of monopolies. A monopoly is a corporation that effectively dominates its industry.
If it is not actually the sole provider of the industry’s goods or services, it is
nonetheless responsible for 75 percent or more of the industry’s output, a
level at which it can determine prices and dictate the introduction of new
products.9 True monopolies are unusual in the United States today. Instead,
oligopolies are far more common.
An oligopoly is an industry that is controlled by several ﬁrms. Looking at
the U.S. economy today, we can identify oligopolies in many industries. For
example, media ownership is tightly concentrated, with the major television
and radio stations, magazines, newspapers, and publishing houses belonging
to ever fewer corporations.10 Airlines, computers, automobiles, soft drinks,
household appliances—in every instance, we all can name the dominant
brands. Although these brand names may not be monopolies in the strictest
sense, their size and power have grown to the point where they often eclipse
the economic power of whole nations. As just one index of their growing
dominance, by 2000, General Motors was a bigger economic force than Denmark, IBM sales surpassed the economy of Singapore, and ﬁfty-one of the
one hundred largest economies in the world were corporations.11
Yet small businesses remain quite common in the United States. In fact,
58 percent of all the ﬁrms in the economy gross less than $25 million a year,
and ﬁrms with fewer than twenty workers—many of the nation’s druggists,
dry cleaners, and local retail stores—employ 18 percent of the labor force.
But although small businesses are politically inﬂuential, it is misleading to
exaggerate their economic impact: the payroll of the sixteen thousand ﬁrms
with more than ﬁve hundred workers exceeds that of the more than 5.5
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million ﬁrms with fewer than that number. To give some sense of this difference in scale, Wal-Mart, ﬁrst in the Fortune 500 list of 2002’s biggest corporations, earned $220 billion dollars while employing 1.4 million people;
ranked seventh, Citigroup earned only $112 billion, but its assets exceeded
$1 trillion.12
Globalization is the newest and perhaps most important structural term.
The term usually refers to the increasingly global nature of the world economy
and, particularly, to the dominant role of the United States within it. In
truth, however, globalization actually involves two distinct, though related
processes. The ﬁrst is the trading of goods and services; the second refers to
huge shifts in ﬁnancial capital and currency trading. Both of these processes
have led, in turn, to the creation of a global labor market.
In the ﬁrst process, goods and services move rapidly around the globe.
Some of these goods—oil from Kuwait, diamonds from Africa—are raw materials that can be obtained only in their country of origin. Others—Japanese
cars largely assembled in the United States, U.S. computers with parts from
Malaysia, Nike sportswear made in China and Vietnam—go from one country
to another, each another step in the production process of a multinational
corporation. Because workers in different countries compete for new investments, this aspect of globalization always entails a risk that someone somewhere will be willing to perform the work at a lower wage. In the United
States particularly, this option means that companies can play workers off
against one another, using the mere threat of moving overseas to limit their
wage increases.
It would be wrong to exaggerate the extent of this phenomenon. First, just
25 percent of the U.S. economy consists of imports and exports, and 70
percent of that trade occurs with other high-wage countries. Second, although
it is easy to move industrial jobs overseas and the global information network
makes it possible to hire cheaper technical labor in other countries, businesses
cannot realistically threaten workers in service industries that rely on direct
personal contact. When you buy a meal at McDonald’s, the worker behind
the counter must hand you the burger and fries: he or she cannot fax them
to you from another country. Hence, although overall, globalization depresses
wages, it affects some parts of the economy less directly.
The second dimension of globalization refers to the movement of ﬁnancial
capital. Currency traders play the markets, betting for or against a nation’s
currency. Money also speeds from one country to another as stock markets
rise or fall and perceptions of political stability inﬂuence business investment.
When countries in economic difﬁculty seek aid, they must turn to the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund. But to obtain aid from these
international institutions, countries must agree to restructure their economy
around the needs of external ﬁnancial interests. Paring their economy’s social
spending, they privatize public utilities, end land reform, and reduce beneﬁts.
Because most people’s living standards decline to satisfy payment of the foreign debt, they become even more willing to accept whatever private in-
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vestment is offered.13 Positioned nearer the high end of the international wage
scale, U.S. workers cannot easily win this race to the bottom.
This wage pressure has signiﬁcant policy implications. The principle of less
eligibility dictates that someone on public assistance must have a lower standard of living than the worst-paid worker. A downward pressure on wages,
then, usually places a downward pressure on social welfare. Although other
countries have started from a higher level of spending, this consequence of
globalization is one reason why, in recent years, social beneﬁts have been cut
throughout the developed world.
Altogether, some economists call the terms that we have deﬁned in this
section a social structure of accumulation (SSA).14 Though it sounds imposing,
the phrase is simply meant to capture the idea that different systems of production—and their accompanying socioeconomic institutions—characterize
different economic periods. The South before the Civil War (1861–1865)
had plantations and a slave workforce and government that rarely intervened
in the economy. By comparison, in the industrial era (1930s–1970s), large
corporations employed millions of workers, many of whom were unionized,
and the government intervened more frequently. Most recently, we have
shifted to a postindustrial service economy in which ﬁnancial corporations
play an ever larger role, fewer workers belong to unions, and government has
cut back many social welfare beneﬁts. In each of these eras, a distinct set of
social, political, and economic institutions operated to ensure that proﬁts
could be made and the system would work smoothly. When the system did
work, businesses would invest more and better economic conditions were
likely to result. But when proﬁts declined and the system became shaky,
economic growth slowed, unemployment increased, and people’s standard of
living declined. These conditions exacerbate conﬂicts between classes and
institutions and eventually lead to the development of a new social structure
of accumulation.

Microeconomics
Beneath these large, structural, macroeconomic questions lies the entire ﬁeld
of microeconomics. As indicated earlier, microeconomics is concerned with
the behavior of individual entities such as ﬁrms and households, most especially with the setting of prices. And fundamental to the setting of prices is
the concept of supply and demand.15
The laws of supply and demand determine when markets clear, that is,
when sellers can ﬁnd enough buyers and buyers can ﬁnd enough sellers. If
the supply is greater than the demand, the price falls; if it is less, the price
rises. When supply and demand balance out, they create an equilibrium price.
Microeconomists see the existence of an equilibrium price as proof that the
economy is operating efﬁciently. In the words of economist Robert J. Barro:
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When the markets clear, it is impossible to improve on any outcomes
by matching potential borrowers and lenders or by bringing together
potential buyers and sellers of commodities. Cleared markets already
accomplish all of these mutually advantageous trades. Thus, the assumption that markets clear is closely tied to the view that the individuals who participate in and organize markets—and who are guided
by the pursuit of their own interests—end up generating efﬁcient outcomes.16
In reality, the process of establishing an equilibrium price can actually be
quite complicated. After all, many different factors can affect demand, including the price of the good or service; the income of the consumer (price
alone may be less a factor to the afﬂuent consumer); the price of related
goods (if the original item became too expensive, is there something similar
that could be substituted for it?); tastes (it is hard to sell short skirts when
long skirts are in fashion); and expectations (people may not want to buy a
new computer if they expect a better one to be available next month).
Inﬂuences on the adequacy of the supply are equally numerous. Certainly,
if the price is high, producers are likely to increase production. But other
factors that might affect the supply include the cost of input prices (the price
of sugar as one part of the cost of ice cream); improvements in technology
(a new ice cream machine reduces the number of hours needed to produce
each gallon); expectations of greater or lesser sales in the future (sales of ice
cream rise in the summer); and judgments about the intentions of other sellers
(too many producers making too much will reduce, rather than increase, the
price).17 Together, these factors enter into the ongoing determination of an
equilibrium price, which supply and demand establish by constant readjustment to one another.
Economists, however, recognize two exceptions to this process. The ﬁrst
exception occurs because prices are sticky. A sticky price is one that fails to
respond quickly to changes in demand. If wages are low, for example, workers
may lack adequate incentives and reduce the quantity of work. Alternatively,
prices may be ﬁxed for a longer term because workers have successfully negotiated a multiyear contract. Last, there are menu costs, prices that respond
slowly to changes in demand because they are listed in printed materials such
as a catalogue.18
Pure public goods constitute the second exception to this process of supply
and demand. Pure public goods have three characteristics. First, one individual’s consumption of a public good does not interfere with its enjoyment by
another. Unlike private goods such as the purchase of clothing or a doctor’s
services that cannot be used simultaneously, you and any number of other
people can navigate by a lighthouse or listen to the weather service. Second,
public goods cannot target their beneﬁts at particular people: a car might
beneﬁt one person instead of another, but the beneﬁts of a national defense
system extend to everybody. Finally, there is no way that an individual, acting
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alone, can decide on how much of a public good should be purchased. With
a public good, that decision must be made collectively.19
All these macro- and microeconomic terms give us a vocabulary to describe the main features of the U.S. economy. In the next section, we turn
to the terms that help us measure how that economy is functioning.

Measuring the Functioning of the Economy
The gross domestic product (GDP) is perhaps the single most common term
used to describe the economy’s overall functioning. We can deﬁne the GDP
as the sum of all the paid goods and services produced in the U.S. economy.
In 2002, the U.S. GDP hit $10 trillion.20
In one sense, the GDP seems to be very straightforward and unambiguous:
government statisticians simply add up the ﬁnal value of all the goods and
services to get the ﬁgure. Everything made for sale goes into this calculation:
the cars and computers produced, as well as the estimated value of all the
social services delivered. Yet it is precisely because the GDP makes no distinctions that some policy analysts have criticized it. After all, if the GDP
includes everything, it reﬂects both the production of cigarettes and the price
of the funerals for the more than four hundred thousand Americans each year
whose deaths are attributable to smoking; industrial development and the
cost of cancer treatments caused by environmental pollution; the amount
spent building new prisons and the amount spent ﬁghting crime. When government ofﬁcials announce that the economy is growing at 3 percent per
year, they are talking about the percentage of growth in the GDP. Nevertheless, when there is also a 3 percent growth in the less appealing components
of the GDP, many experts have begun to question its usefulness as an accurate
indicator of our nation’s social health.21
Another frequently cited measure is the unemployment rate. Contrary to
popular misconception, the unemployment rate has nothing to do with the
number of people receiving unemployment insurance. Nor does it rise when
those receiving beneﬁts exceed the usual maximum of twenty-six weeks of
being unemployed. Rather, the unemployment rate is calculated based on the
size of the civilian labor force in the United States, which currently numbers
about 140 million people. Using a random sample of ﬁfty thousand interviewees, the Department of Labor ﬁgures the unemployment rate by totaling
the number of those who are not working and dividing this ﬁgure by a proportionate estimate of those who are. By this method, the downturn of 2002
increased long-term joblessness by half and drove the ofﬁcial unemployment
rate to 5.8 percent, up from its dip below 4 percent in 2000, the lowest level
in the preceding thirty years.22
Economists recognize three distinct kinds of unemployment: frictional, for
those between jobs; structural, for a mismatch between the supply of and the
demand for workers; and cyclical, when the demand for employees is low.23
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Together, these three terms make the unemployment rate sound like a relatively uncontroversial calculation. In recent years, however, there has been
much criticism of how the government includes some workers and leaves out
others.
Part of the problem lies in the Department of Labor’s deﬁnition of who is
either currently working or looking for work. Suppose your client loses her
job. For the next three months, she wakes full of optimism each morning,
gets all dressed up, and knocks on the door of every potential employer. Even
if she never receives a single job offer, the Department of Labor considers her
part of the labor force. Then, after three months of failure, she stops looking.
The Department of Labor immediately changes her status. Reclassifying her
as a “discouraged worker,” it says that she is no longer unemployed. In 2002,
the Department of Labor classiﬁed 337,000 workers as discouraged, and another 1.4 million as “marginally attached,” meaning that they had looked for
work some time in the prior year and were still available for employment.24
The other problematic element in the unemployment rate is the number
of involuntary part-timers. If your client works just one hour a week, she is
still, by the Department of Labor’s standards, employed. Like the exclusion
of discouraged and marginally attached workers, deﬁning part-timers as employed drastically lowers the unemployment rate, because in 2001, there were
more than 5.4 million such people.25 Together with another 2.1 million people in prison, one of the highest per capita imprisonment rates anywhere in
the world, it is estimated that the real unemployment rate in the United
States is actually at least twice the ofﬁcial one, which in 2002 would make
it something closer to 12 percent.26
Besides unemployment, the rate of inﬂation is another key economic indicator. Most discussions of inﬂation use the Consumer Price Index for all
urban consumers, usually called the CPI-U. The CPI-U tracks increases in
the cost of a market basket of two hundred goods that the typical urban
consumer purchases, including fuel, food, and housing. If $1 buys a given
amount of goods and services in one year, but the next year it requires $1.01
to buy the same amount, we say that the CPI-U and, consequently, the rate
of inﬂation has risen 1 percent. In 2001, the actual rate of inﬂation in the
CPI-U was 2.7 percent.27
Usually, economists distinguish between two kinds of inﬂation. Demandpull inﬂation occurs when the total demand for goods rises more rapidly than
the economy’s productive potential; cost-push inﬂation occurs when costs rise
despite high unemployment and a reduced use of resources.28 Some economists have recently complained that the CPI-U overstates both kinds of inﬂation because it does not take into account consumers switching to cheaper
products: if chicken becomes too expensive, the theory is that your client
can always buy spaghetti instead. They also criticize the CPI-U for its failure
to measure the savings available through technology, for example, through
the introduction of the latest computers. Other economists, however, rebut
these arguments. They contend that these claims are either exaggerated or
that recent revisions to the CPI-U have already incorporated them. To them,
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it is equally likely that the CPI-U actually understates the rate of inﬂation.
In the meantime, until this debate is fully resolved, most people seeking to
measure the rate of inﬂation continue to use the CPI-U.29
Productivity is closely tied to inﬂation. Productivity refers to the quantity
of goods and services the economy produces. Two factors enter into the rate
of productivity growth. One, the human factor, relates to whether the production process is organized more efﬁciently and/or employees are working
harder. A second, mechanical factor involves the capacity of new machines
to augment what each worker produces. If workers and machines combine to
produce more, they can slow the inﬂation rate by ensuring that there are
enough goods for all the money pursuing them. Because the economy is producing more, rapid productivity growth can also have an enormous impact
on budgets, corporate revenue projections, and longer-term forecasts for programs like Social Security.
From 1973 to 1990, productivity grew at 0.9 percent annually, a sharp
decline from the 2.9 percent rate that it had averaged in the preceding
twenty-ﬁve years. When productivity did pick up in the 1990s to 2.5 percent,
technology enthusiasts claimed that computers would give productivity
growth a big boost. Within a couple of years, however, it became evident
that no such boost had occurred. Another, more troubling pattern did become
apparent. Because wages rose at just 0.5 percent per year in the 1990s, workers
clearly did not get paid for the new goods they were producing.30
The shift to a service economy may offer one reason why productivity
growth is slowing. It does represent an increase in productivity if the same
number of inputs yields more steel. But if you used to see ﬁve clients a day
and now see ten, are you twice as productive? Are nurses more productive
when they care for more patients? Are teachers more productive with a larger
class? It is hard to quantify the production of human services. Now that they
are more common, however, a service economy changes both productivity’s
measurement and its meaning.
The poverty line is another key indicator. The original line dates from the
mid-1960s, when Mollie Orshansky, director of the Social Security Administration, developed it to measure poverty and determine eligibility for some
of the ﬁrst antipoverty programs. She used a very simple index: if the cost of
a minimal food budget for four people was $1,000, and food constituted onethird of total living expenses, then the poverty line in 1965 was $3,000. In
2001, when the poverty line for a family of four rose to $18,104 and 11.7
percent of Americans were poor, all the new threshold reﬂected was the 1965
ﬁgure plus thirty-six years of inﬂation.31
This method is called the absolute method of calculating poverty. It is
absolute because it measures poverty independently of what is happening with
the rest of the population. By contrast, the relative method takes an index—
typically, 50 percent of the median income ($42,228 in 2001)—that calculates poverty against broader trends in the nation, including the possibility
of an increasingly skewed division of income that leaves just one segment of
the population behind. Many experts prefer this method, because it comes
The Economy and Social Welfare

67

closer to the $25,000 ﬁgure that seems, intuitively at least, to establish a
minimum threshold for self-sufﬁciency.
The current poverty line has other problems as well. Although food was
once 33 percent of the budget, it is now just 18 percent. In addition, the line
does not set minimum standards for anything other than food, such as housing, medical care, child care, or transportation; it does not account for taxes;
and it does not allow for regional differences in the cost of living. For these
reasons, at a time when the ofﬁcial poverty rate was listed at 12.7 percent of
the population, a National Academy of Sciences study said it should actually
be set 3 percent higher. Responding to the cumulative effect of all these
critiques, the federal government has introduced a number of other methods
for calculating the poverty line. Nevertheless, because of the additional expense in programs like Head Start and food stamps that are tied to it, it will
be years before one of these methods replaces the current one.32
Just as the poverty line represents an important indicator in the domestic
economy, the balance of payments due to trade constitutes an important indicator for an economy that is increasingly global. When a company in one
country purchases the goods of a company in another country, it creates a
trade deﬁcit. Unless businesses or people in the second country buy other
goods from the ﬁrst country that have an equivalent value, the money ﬂowing
out of the ﬁrst country for imports will exceed the money ﬂowing in for
exports. Such a trade deﬁcit is exactly what has happened to the U.S. economy in recent years.
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poverty. In addition to the
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other countries.
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The U.S. trade deﬁcit reﬂects a number of factors. When the condition of
the U.S. economy improved in the 1990s, the trade deﬁcit rose because consumers had money to buy more products from overseas. Although the ability
to buy goods on the international market keeps prices down and helps consumers, it also has a downside. If you have a client who lost his or her job
to a cheaper plant overseas, you have a better sense of its human cost. In
2001, the trade deﬁcit amounted to $358 billion. The cumulative effect of
such numbers is that foreigners presently hold a total of $4.1 trillion. As the
U.S. economy deteriorated under a cloud of corporate scandals, foreign investors began to sell their dollar holdings, depressing the stock market and,
potentially, making our economic difﬁculties much worse.33
Then there is the federal budget itself, which, after running a surplus from
1998 through 2001, is now back in deﬁcit. A deﬁcit or surplus simply reﬂects
whether the federal government spent more or less money than it received
in revenue. The budget bottomed out with a $290 billion deﬁcit in 1992, but
then amassed a surplus of $236 billion in 2000. Two years later, however,
President Bush’s tax cut, the additional money spent to combat terrorism,
and the deteriorating economy drove the 2002 deﬁcit to $159 billion.34
The one catch to these ﬁgures is that they include revenue from Social
Security. Boosted especially by taxes on wages from the baby boomers, monies
from Social Security cushion the budget. In recent years, this cushion has
run between $60 and $115 billion annually. It is true that this so-called
uniﬁed budget reﬂects all the federal government’s current revenue, but because it partly disguises the deﬁcit and there are subsequent claims on the
Social Security monies, the wisdom of including it in the annual federal
budget remains very much open to question.35
The budget deﬁcit (or surplus) should not be confused with the federal
debt. The federal debt is, quite simply, the sum of all prior federal deﬁcits. If
money was spent in previous years for roads, or ﬁghter jets, or social welfare
programs (after all, in a $2 trillion budget, it is impossible to determine precisely what expense pushed the federal government over the edge), the Department of the Treasury issues bonds to make up the difference. Using the
borrowed money to cover the immediate deﬁcit, it then promises to pay the
bondholder regular interest on the bond plus the principle (say, $25,000,
$50,000, or $100,000) some time in the future when the bond is due. This
is how the federal government has accumulated its total debt, which has now
reached $6 trillion. Although such a number sounds like—and indeed is—a
lot of money, our annual GDP is $10 trillion and is expected to increase to
more than $17 trillion by 2012. Even with an uncertain economic outlook,
total debt as a percentage of our GDP should decline.36
In addition to words like deﬁcit and debt that tell us something about the
economic condition of the federal government, there are also a set of terms
that describe how the whole economy is functioning. The most common of
these terms are business cycle, recession, and depression. The business cycle
describes the natural patterns of a market economy. It prospers for a while,
until proﬁts shrink, investment opportunities disappear, and growth slows; as
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wages stagnate and more workers are thrown out of work, the economy deteriorates, and eventually it hits bottom. The whole process then repeats
itself, with the investment opportunities that some ﬁrms discern leading to
more employment and a widening economic recovery. Although there is no
prescription for how long the process takes, we do know that in the last half
of the twentieth century, the typical cycle ranged between two and ten
years.37
Recession and depression are the terms used to describe economic conditions
at the bottom of the cycle. There are no ofﬁcial deﬁnitions that distinguish
between them, although the economist’s old joke—a recession is when your
neighbor’s unemployed, a depression is when you are—makes a nice, if informal, guideline. Technically, we say that a recession has occurred at any
time when the economy (i.e., the GDP) shrinks in two consecutive quarters
(six months). In recent years, recessions usually have unemployment rates in
excess of 6 percent; we reached the post–World War II high of 9.7 percent
in 1982. By comparison, during the Great Depression of the 1930s, unemployment hit 25 percent. It may be an arbitrary distinction, but one could
probably muster a consensus among economists that an unemployment rate
above 10 percent might reasonably be described as a depression.
The ﬁnal indicator of economic well-being is inequality. In economic terminology, inequality can refer to either inequality of income or inequality of
wealth. In the United States, both measures have become much less equal
in recent years.
We usually describe inequality in quintiles—that is, in demographic units
of 20 percent, or one-ﬁfth of the population—and then specify what percentage of income or wealth each 20 percent possesses. Obviously, if income
were evenly distributed, each quintile would have exactly one-ﬁfth of the
total income or wealth. That is not true in any country, but of all the modern
economies, the United States is the nation with the most inequality. In 2000,
for example, the bottom ﬁfth of the population received just 3.6 percent of
all after-tax income, while the top ﬁfth got 49.6 percent. Put another way,
these ﬁgures mean that the bottom 80 percent of the population—that is,
the broad poor and middle classes combined (families earning less than
$82,000 a year)—received just about half the nation’s income.38
The data on inequality of wealth are just as skewed. The top 10 percent of
the population now has 71 percent of all Americans’ net worth, leaving the
remaining 29 percent to the bottom 90 percent of the population. Stated
even more dramatically, the richest 1 percent now possesses 38 percent of
the nation’s wealth.39 Of course, one of the main factors driving this discrepancy of both wealth and income is the huge jump in chief executives’ pay.
CEOs currently receive 531 times the pay of the average worker; to keep pace
with the soaring CEO compensation, average workers would now have to
earn $120,000 annually.40 Because they do not, and because it takes money
to make money, wealth is even more unevenly distributed than income.
When economists talk about statistics like these, they often turn them
into Gini ratios. A Gini ratio is a number between 0 and 1 that measures the
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Aggregate U.S. income by quintiles. Over the
past thirty years, the division of income in the
United States has become steadily more
unequal.

extent of inequality. At 0, income and/or wealth would be evenly distributed;
at 1, one person would own everything. In the United States today, the Gini
ratio for income is about 0.46, up from 0.39 in 1973 and, consistent with
what we said earlier, one of the highest ﬁgures in the world.41 In a study of
wealth distribution by New York University economist Edward Wolff, the top
20 percent of the population garnered 91 percent of the gain in wealth (with
the top 1 percent getting 53 percent) between 1983 and 1998. Plainly, during
the years leading up to the boom at the end of 1990s, many people did better,
but the most afﬂuent did best of all.42

The Terms and Tools of Economic Policy
The third kind of economic terminology describes the components of economic policymaking. These terms are tools that the government relies on to
address problems in the market’s functioning. Typically, they are both the
consequence and the cause of new social change.
One set of the government’s tools seeks to remedy microeconomic problems. In instances of monopoly, such as the Microsoft case, the government
can ﬁle an antitrust suit that tries to halt a company’s monopolistic practices.
It can also deregulate an industry, as it did with the airlines, in the hope that
new companies will spur greater competition. Both of these strategies may
temporarily slow the process of concentration within an industry. Over the
longer term, however, more successful businesses generally tend to drive out
less successful businesses. At best, then, a half dozen closely related compaThe Economy and Social Welfare
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nies—essentially, a new oligopoly—replace the old monopoly. The classic
example of this pattern is the breakup of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company,
the ancestor of most modern U.S. oil companies. Even more dramatically, in
cases of signiﬁcant deregulation, the new oligopoly is now free to act with
less government supervision. In 2002, this policy of deregulation contributed
to excess investment and the ultimate collapse of telephone companies like
WorldCom that spearheaded the stock market’s downward slide.
Government policy also addresses externalities. In economic terms, an externality is a cost or a beneﬁt (e.g., pollution or public health) that is not
normally reﬂected in the immediate transaction. A company that pollutes the
air does not add this pollution to its cost of doing business; a mass vaccination
campaign offers public health beneﬁts that cannot be measured ﬁnancially.43
The government has enacted antipollution laws to compensate for this failure
of the market. The trouble is that although these laws do have an impact on
pollution, they also often involve some form of government aid—a tax abatement (reduction) or other public subsidy. Such subsidies tend to perpetuate
the division between proﬁts that are private and losses (more broadly, social
costs) that are public. Under such circumstances, antipollution laws may bring
about social change, but they are still an imperfect remedy.
In addition to monopolies and externalities, the third primary microeconomic ﬂaw is a shortage of public goods. Markets often tend to shortchange
public goods—parks, libraries, and yes, even some universal social programs
such as education—because although they beneﬁt everyone, they proﬁt no
one. In the absence of a tangible indicator like proﬁt, it is harder to make
the case for these public necessities. Nevertheless, the government does sometimes try to compensate for this oversight. Its success, however, often depends
on a clear beneﬁt accruing to some deﬁned constituency: the neighborhood
near the park or advocates for public libraries. When constituencies like these
push hard, they are more likely to succeed in turning a less tangible beneﬁt
that helps everyone into a more tangible beneﬁt that helps someone.
In addition to these microeconomic interventions, the government also
has a large repertoire of macroeconomic tools. The government relies on these
tools to stabilize the economy. When unemployment rises on the downside
of the business cycle, the government usually tries to stimulate aggregate demand. This term refers to the total demand for goods and services. It includes
private consumption and investment, government purchases, and net exports,
that is, the difference between how much we export and how much we import. By intervening to increase demand, the government can shorten a recession.44
The two primary methods of increasing aggregate demand are monetary
and ﬁscal policy. Monetary policy resides with the Federal Reserve Bank, one
of our most important economic institutions. Established by act of Congress
in 1913, the Federal Reserve Bank, often called the Fed, consists of member
banks that monitor the condition of the economy and establish the discount
rate, the interest rate the Fed sets for other banks that want to lend money.
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Because this interest rate determines the cost of money throughout the economy, it can either accelerate or brake economic growth. When you go into
your local bank and want to borrow money for a house, a car, or a student
loan, the rate the Fed is charging your bank is the major determinant of the
rate you will be charged. If the Fed’s policy is tight and money is expensive,
your mortgage rate might be 10 or 11 percent. But if the Fed has implemented
an “easy money” policy, your bank might charge you only 7 percent for a
mortgage. Faced with several hundred dollars less in monthly payments, you
might then decide to buy your dream home. This kind of economic stimulus
is exactly what the Fed had in mind when, in an effort to stave off recession,
it reduced its prime rate eleven times in 2001, from 6.5 to 1.75 percent.
In addition to establishing the prime rate, the Fed has two other methods
of increasing or decreasing the money supply. One is to change the reserve
requirements, the amount of money your bank has to keep on hand at any
time. Normally, banks loan most of their deposits, charge interest on these
loans, and make a proﬁt. When the Fed raises the reserve requirements, the
bank must keep more money on hand. That means less is available for circulation throughout the economy.
The third method of affecting the money supply involves the buying and
selling of government bonds. Conducted by the Fed’s Open Market Committee (the seven members of its Board of Governors plus ﬁve presidents of
its regional banks), this strategy buys and sells government bonds from commercial banks, which, in turn, buy and sell from other ﬁnancial institutions,
large corporations, and wealthy individuals. If the Fed believes that too much
money is circulating, it sells government bonds and takes the money from
this sale out of circulation. The reverse is also true: if the Fed thinks that
too little money is circulating, it buys government bonds and puts additional
money into circulation. The money supply declines or expands accordingly.45
From this description of all the tools at its disposal, it is easy to see the
power that the Federal Reserve Bank maintains over the economy. As the
institutional representative of the ﬁnancial industry, the Fed is most apprehensive about inﬂation, which depreciates the value of money and makes
every dollar that a bank loans worth less over time as it is repaid. Wages
constitute about 70 percent of the cost of goods. Consequently, the Fed remains vigilant about wage increases. If the unemployment rate gets too low
and corporations begin to compete for workers by raising wages, the Fed often
tightens the money supply to slow the economy and prevent inﬂation from
occurring.
Take a second look at this policy and it becomes clear why it is so controversial. In essence, when unemployment is low, wages are rising, and workers are becoming more powerful, the Federal Reserve Bank slows the economy, puncturing the upward pressure on wages, and throwing more workers
out of work. Proponents of this policy in the business community contend
that steps like raising the discount rate are necessary to ensure orderly, stable,
long-term growth. Critics maintain, however, that in an effort to prevent the
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ﬁnancial community’s primary asset—money—from declining in value, the
Fed is pulling the rug out from under workers just as they are beginning to
acquire a little more power.
The second major macroeconomic instrument, ﬁscal policy, refers to the
economic consequences of the federal budget. The federal government collects money from taxes and spends it on everything from grants to starving
artists to the latest military hardware. This combination of revenue and expenditure then determines the surplus or deﬁcit in the federal budget. When
the government runs a deﬁcit, it is said to be priming the pump. As indicated
in the discussion of automatic stabilizers in chapter 2, even social spending
helps to prime the pump. Derived from the work of economist John Maynard
Keynes, this strategy tries to stimulate the economy through government
spending: the government borrows money and then acts as if it has collected
more revenue than it really has. As this borrowed money circulates through
the economy, it creates a demand for new jobs, goods, services, and investment.
Taxes are the primary source of government revenues: they are the funds
that keep the government running. A tax, however, can be either regressive
or progressive. A regressive tax is one that taxes rich and poor at similar rates,
for example, the sales tax that many states place on the purchase of consumer
goods. Because some consumer goods are essential, experts often argue that
it is regressive to tax poor people who have less discretionary income for
these purchases. Still, because so many people need these goods, a tax on
them does raise a lot of money.
Another method of raising a lot of money is the income tax, the best
example of progressive taxation. In 2001, this tax collected $1.2 of the $2.1
trillion in government revenues. Although the income tax has gotten less
progressive in recent years, it still taxes those who make more money at a
higher rate than those who make less. The marginal rate—the rate paid by
the most afﬂuent taxpayers on the upper margins of their income—declined
in stages from 70 to 28 percent under President Reagan. After President
Clinton raised it to 39.6 percent, George W. Bush passed a tax law that will
reduce it to 35 percent by 2006. This change is consistent with the overall
direction of the new tax law, which, by the time it has been fully implemented
in 2010, will have conferred 35 percent of its $1.35 trillion in beneﬁts on
the top 1 percent of earners.46
These policy reversals conﬁrm that arguments about taxes divide along
familiar political lines. Whereas conservatives believe that high tax rates punish hard work and discourage initiative, liberals assert that in any effort to
fund the government, it is only reasonable to take money from those who
have more of it. To judge by the changes in tax policy, conservatives have
won the debate in recent years. In addition to a signiﬁcant decline in the
marginal rate, the capital gains tax on investment has dropped from 28 to
20 percent (18 percent if the stock is held for ﬁve years, and as low as 8
percent for those in the 15 percent tax bracket), and the proportion of federal
revenues derived from corporate taxes has shrunk from 21 percent in 1962
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to about 7.5 percent in 2001. Indeed, the only place where taxes have increased has been at the local level. There, the cost of basic services like
police, schools, and recreation has risen at the same time that states and
municipalities have assumed responsibility for programs that the federal government used to ﬁnance. The net effect of these changes is that although the
overall tax burden has not changed much, some signiﬁcant portion has shifted
to the states and to less afﬂuent people.47
The other side of ﬁscal policy is what the government spends. We often
hear, for example, about the concept of social spending. This term merely refers
to the total amount of money that is spent on social programs, including
Social Security, Medicaid, and Medicare. In 2001, total social spending
amounted to 49 percent of the federal budget. It is closely analogous to what
is perhaps an even more familiar term, military spending. After peaking during
the cold war at half of the federal budget, military spending dropped to 16
percent; it will rise again as a result of the war on terrorism.48 Despite this
reversal, the overall pattern of change in the mix of federal spending reﬂects
an increasing diversiﬁcation of the federal government’s role.
In addition to the distinction between social and military, federal expenditures can also be classiﬁed as discretionary or mandatory spending. Discretionary spending involves monies that must be appropriated annually, as determined by the judgment of Congress. Accounting for about one-third of the
federal budget, it includes items such as defense, education, transportation,
the national parks, the space program, and foreign aid. By contrast, mandatory
spending involves spending on entitlements. With mandatory spending in
programs such as Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid, Congress does not
The Economy and Social Welfare
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Tax breaks and gaps in Social Security and
Medicare. Several different kinds of tax breaks
and tax reductions exceed the value of one
year’s (FY2003) gap in both the Social Security
and Medicare trust funds.

determine the annual appropriation. Instead, after setting rules for eligibility
and beneﬁt formulas, it pays out money to everyone who meets these standards.49
We have now deﬁned terms in three categories: the structure of the economy, words that measure how the economy is performing, and phrases that
describe the government’s economic tools, especially those relating to monetary and ﬁscal policy. Equipped with this vocabulary, we can now proceed
to the harder question: What, exactly, is the relationship between social welfare and the economy?

Social Welfare and the Economy in Historical Context
At the beginning of this chapter, we outlined some of the basic interactions
between social welfare and the economy. Social welfare, we explained, helps
to reduce economic insecurity, involves the social regulation of the marketplace, and contributes to the development of the public infrastructure. Altogether, these functions make social welfare both an aid and an impediment
to the private sector. The ambiguity of this role stems from social welfare’s
responsibility for mediating between the needs of families and individuals and
the needs of the larger economic order.
What, exactly, are these needs? Obviously, to survive, families must have
adequate food, clothing, housing, and health care; children have all these
needs, plus they require a decent education. Referred to as social reproduction
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in chapter 2, some of these needs exist throughout a person’s life; others are
speciﬁc to a particular age, such as the need for more supportive living arrangements as we grow older.
To say that these needs exist, however, is not to prescribe how they should
be met. The historical trend has increasingly been to meet these needs
through some combination of the market and the state, which together are
supposed to provide an adequate combination of income and services. Yet for
most of human history, the responsibility for these needs lay with households
and families. Indeed, this issue has hardly been resolved, because today, many
conservatives again want to return responsibility for these needs to the family.
Until the late nineteenth century, the family was a plausible site to meet
these needs. The economy, after all, was still rooted in the household. Instead
of working for someone else and receiving a salary that could be used to
purchase what they needed on the open market, many families consumed
what they produced. Mothers and older sisters sewed the clothing, cared for
children and the elderly, and prepared the food; fathers and sons worked the
farm or operated a small, family-owned business. The typical household had
highly differentiated gender roles, but it permitted most families to survive
and enabled some to prosper.
There are two distinctive features about this arrangement. First, the family
had relatively little to do with either the government or the marketplace. A
farmer might go to town to sell his harvest, but depending on the historical
period and the development of the market within a speciﬁc region, he would
still have only occasional contact with the world of buying and selling. By
comparison with what we experience nowadays, both the family and the
economy within the family constituted a world unto itself.
The demonetization of services within the family constitutes the second
distinctive feature of this arrangement. When a service is demonetized, no
money exchanges hands. The farmer in our example does not have to pay
anyone to obtain food, nor do the children in his family owe their mother
any money for the day care she provides.50 The absence of money is yet
another demonstration of the boundary that existed between the family and
the rest of the world. It was a boundary that the growth of a market economy
would soon breach.
The growth and increasing dominance of the market economy is one of
the most remarkable changes of the past one hundred years. Many factors
keyed its development, including inventions such as the internal combustion
engine; the availability of adequate capital for investment; revolutionary
changes in production, such as the assembly line, which increased efﬁciency
by combining human labor and new machinery; the use of advertising to
create a mass consumer market; and, often, the suppression of labor militancy
by corporations and the government when workers organized, demanded
higher pay, or otherwise threatened disruption. The transition to a market
economy transformed the social structures of society and drastically altered
the way people lived. The changes that it brought about are the changes that
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triggered the need for new forms of social welfare: they are the changes that
gave rise to the modern welfare state.
For the purpose of tracing the development of contemporary social welfare,
the market economy’s most signiﬁcant consequence was the tendency for an
ever larger percentage of the workforce to be drawn into it. To be sure, this
trend did not just begin in the latter part of the nineteenth century. After
all, historians have shown that people started to work for wages paid by an
employer once feudalism, with its system of mutual obligations between lord
and serf, ﬁrst began to decline in fourteenth-century England.51 But although
this broad trend was ﬁve hundred years old, the Industrial Revolution and
the accompanying rise of the market economy dramatically quickened the
process. Soon, new workers were coming from everywhere: from the countryside, where the mechanization of farming made their labor superﬂuous;
from overseas, where immigrants poured into U.S. cities and got jobs in the
factories; and from the city itself, where craftspeople and families with small
businesses found it steadily more difﬁcult to make a decent living. This ﬂood
of people grew and grew, until by 2000, 93 percent worked for someone else.52
Americans value the work ethic. Many believe that if you work hard you
will prosper, either by regular promotions throughout your career or, if you
are truly lucky and resourceful, by success in your own business. Certainly,
some people do succeed, rising to the top of their industry or profession, most
recently, by making a fortune in computers and other information technologies. Yet just as clearly, many other hardworking and resourceful people do
not do as well. They face a serious problem: although the responsibility of
supporting themselves is their own, their ability to do so depends entirely on
employers, who hire only when they believe that additional workers will
enable them to realize a larger proﬁt.
In these new circumstances, the economy no longer resides inside the
family. This development has enormous ramiﬁcations. If workers are pulled
out of the family, only to be drawn in ever larger numbers into the orbit of,
ﬁrst, an industrial economy and, eventually, into the production of services
and information, then fewer adults are left in the home to care for children,
the sick, and the elderly. Who will care for these family members? Who will
cushion the effects of a downturn in the economy that prevents even the
most diligent breadwinner from ﬁnding work? Shifting from a reliance on the
family and the market, policymakers in the early part of the twentieth century
began to add a third option. Henceforth, the government would bear some
responsibility.
But responsibility for what? As we have noted, the list of human needs is
always extensive, and if workers do not have money to satisfy them, the needs
become acute. Food, clothing, housing, health care—how were policymakers
to divvy up responsibility for these needs among the government, the family,
and the market, especially as anything that the government provides for free
or at below-market rates conﬂicts with the imperatives of a market economy?
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Production for Proﬁt versus Production for Need
A market economy thrives when everything has a market price. Ideally, from
the perspective of those who beneﬁt the most from the market and prize its
operation, this “everything” includes all the essentials: the food, clothing,
housing, and health care that we have previously described as basic human
needs. Yet, here is the nub of the problem: from their earliest beginnings,
market economies have always paid some people less than they needed to
survive.
Historically, the number of these people has always varied, expanding in
economic downturns and contracting in economic booms. In the United
States, for example, more people had difﬁculty making ends meet in the
Depression than they did during World War II, when unemployment sank to
its twentieth-century low of just slightly over 1 percent. In addition, in any
given historical period, low wages often have been associated with particular
sectors of the economy, where either proﬁt margins were thin or employers
exercised disproportionate power over workers. Today, we associate low wages
with sweatshop workers and employees of the fast food industry, but earlier
in the twentieth century, before they were unionized, many workers in industries like coal and steel also found it hard to earn a living. Finally, low
wages often have been concentrated among particular racial and ethnic
groups, whom employers discriminate against in the labor market.
As chapter 2 explains, ensuring economic security is one of social welfare
policy’s basic functions. For generations before the establishment of a welfare
state, most poor people who did not earn a living somehow managed to cope.
Relying on neighbors and, if necessary, on private, local charities, they cobbled together the resources to keep a roof over their heads and prevent starvation. Nevertheless, this method of managing poverty has substantial political risks. People without money can become desperate, and when they get
desperate, they may organize. Faced with demands for much greater economic
and political power, the political and business elite may prefer government
intervention in the form of increased social welfare spending.
This intervention can take several forms. Sometimes, the government just
gives money to the members of a deﬁned group. This is the strategy that it
employs with programs such as public assistance, Social Security, and Unemployment Insurance. At other times, however, it decommodiﬁes the consumer good; that is, members of the eligible group no longer pay the full
market price, either because the government subsidizes them (food stamps is
a good example), or, as in Section 8 public housing and Medicare, because
it subsidizes the provider of the good or service in question.
In market economies generally, but especially in a market economy like
the United States, with its tradition of laissez-faire, programs that decommodify goods and services or give money to able-bodied adults who do not
work violate some basic economic principles. Workers are supposed to work,
earn enough money to support themselves, and buy the goods they need.
When the government gives money or otherwise subsidizes those who do not
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adhere to these principles, it helps them to survive, removing the absolute
necessity of work and creating an alternative to the marketplace. In the purest
theories about markets, government intervention is unnecessary. Yet now, in
reality, we redirect some small portion of private wealth through the government toward the task of keeping people healthy, productive, and alive.

The Economy versus Social Welfare?
Because the redirection of this wealth has never won complete acceptance,
three major debates continually swirl around the relationship between the
economy and social welfare. The ﬁrst involves the pooling or socialization of
risk; the second, the presumed conﬂict between equality and efﬁciency; and
the third, the question of whether the existence of the welfare state stimulates
or slows the economy. The notion that government intervention might be
counterproductive pervades each of these debates.
Social insurance programs such as Social Security constitute the classic
example of socializing risk. Here, the risk is that of retirement without adequate means of ﬁnancial support. To be sure, some people can manage without
Social Security. Nevertheless, for those who cannot, guaranteeing enough
money for their retirement requires putting them in a large insurance pool.
Regardless of whether the pool is public or private, the larger the pool, the
less is the risk to each individual member.
As a publicly funded insurance pool, Social Security is ﬁnanced through
a payroll tax that turns the contribution into an earned entitlement. Of
course, there is no rule that socializing risk has to occur in this way. The pool
could be larger—all people, not just all workers, thereby providing some kind
of guaranteed minimum income—and/or the contributions could draw on
general taxes rather than a deﬁned contribution from your paycheck. Still,
these details are all part of a broader question: Does participation in this pool
reduce total savings, and would everyone be better off if they took care of
themselves?
It is true that money channeled into Social Security is not available for
private savings. But beyond this point, it is not at all clear that social insurance programs have such negative effects. First, once people know that the
program provides coverage for their basic needs, those without money may
try to save a little more to give themselves some additional choices. Second,
unless participants are well up the income ladder, it is going to be hard for
them to bank as much as they would under a voluntary plan. Many economists still believe social welfare subtracts from the private economy. Perhaps
that is why they ﬁnd it hard to acknowledge that social insurance programs
do not diminish total saving and, indeed, may well add to it.53
Some critics even reject the whole premise that risk should be socialized.
In the most famous version of this argument, Martin Feldstein, professor of
economics at Harvard and chairman of President Reagan’s Council of Economic Advisors, claimed that Social Security recipients would be better off
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on their own.54 Subsequent analysis showed that he had misinterpreted his
data. But his argument persists because it ﬁts so well with the American belief
in individual responsibility: each of us individually, it is said, should do better
than all of us collectively. The most afﬂuent probably would. Yet this fact
inevitably raises the question of whether we are merely a group of individuals
or a society with some shared responsibility for one another. In addition, quite
apart from any ethical issues, do each of us separately want to bet against an
economically secure old age and the certainty of disability payment for unexpected injury?
The second common criticism about the relationship between social welfare and the economy is often called “the big tradeoff,” the hypothetical
conﬂict between equality and efﬁciency. The idea is that if we try to introduce
more equality into the economy, we can do so only at a large cost in efﬁciency.55 In theory, greater equality means either that production costs more
or that fewer goods are produced. To remedy inequality under these circumstances, all we can hope for are a few social programs that give some money
to the poor. If we introduced stronger measures like higher taxes or stricter
regulations, they would seriously damage the market system.
Because this argument assumes the existence of a well-functioning market,
it is very wary of any intervention that might knock it off its track. Other
economists, however, do not accept this premise. For them, measures to increase equality would not take anything away from our economy. Instead,
such measures would simply make it work better:
Ending racial and sexual discrimination . . . would eliminate the talent
waste that occurs when gifted individuals end up in dead-end jobs or
are underemployed because of their color or gender. Guaranteeing a
top-quality education to all would have the same effect. Increasing the
extent of worker ownership of their workplaces would enhance equality
and reduce the extent to which resources must be allocated to maintaining work force discipline—in the form of bosses and supervisors.
. . . Granting employment opportunities to all would increase equality
as well as reduce the poverty and social alienation that breed drug use
and criminality and, in turn, divert signiﬁcant resources to the unproductive tasks of guard labor.56
According to this theory, social workers do not have to choose. Because
equality and efﬁciency are complementary, not opposed, we could have both
in our economic system.
The third hypothesis about the relationship between the economy and
social welfare relates to its effect on economic growth. Does social welfare
make the economy grow faster or slower? There are actually two forms of this
question, the levels hypothesis and the growth rate hypothesis. In the levels hypothesis, a spending cut spurs a temporary rise in the growth rate, followed
soon by a return to the old level. That is quite different from the growth rate
hypothesis, where the increase in the growth rate is permanent.57
But which way does causality work? Does more welfare spending lead to
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higher national income, or a does a higher national income lead to a bigger
welfare state? Or are both welfare spending and national income caused by a
third factor? We do not know.58 All we do know is that there is a close link
between the public and private sectors, one that is not simply a matter of
the public impinging on the private.
In fact, the most persuasive explanation of the relationship between the
economy and social welfare is quite different. It suggests that the public sector
is essential to the growth of the private sector, and that, in fact, the two grow
together. The underlying premise here is that large businesses have large social
costs. These costs take a variety of forms, including environmental (polluting
air, water, and soil), concentration (a big ofﬁce building must have roads that
lead to it, cars that drive on those roads, and oil companies making gas to
fuel those cars), and unemployment (what happens to the people who cannot
keep up with the demand for greater technical skill?). All these costs heighten
the demand for a growing, and increasingly expensive, public sector.
In addition to absorbing these costs, the public sector often directly subsidizes the private. These subsidies include tax incentives for job training,
economic development through the establishment of industrial zones, and
publicly funded research (through the National Institutes of Health) on drugs
that private pharmaceutical companies eventually sell for a proﬁt. Where
proﬁts are private but the losses—most dramatically, in social welfare and the
environment—are public, a growing private sector of large businesses demands a growing public sector with a bigger government. You cannot have
one without the other.59
That did not stop some people from trying. As a result, from the mid1970s to the beginning of the twenty-ﬁrst century, a powerful political movement sought to downsize government. This movement fought regulations on
corporate accounting and the environment, contracted out government functions like prisons and garbage collection, relied increasingly on the private
sector for health and education, and, perhaps most dramatically, cut social
welfare. From the New Deal (1932–1945) to the Great Society (1964–1968),
the reforms of the previous era had tried to get the government to absorb at
least some of the costs of business activity. According to the principles of
these market-based reforms, however, either these costs do not exist, or it is
wrong for the government to try to absorb them.
These policies blended with the development of information and computer
technologies to beneﬁt more afﬂuent people in the economy of the late 1990s.
Yet their wisdom came under more severe scrutiny when Enron and
WorldCom collapsed amid charges of accounting and securities fraud that
turned out to be common corporate practice. Will the government intervene
more forcefully now? After deregulating industries like the airlines, public
utilities, the media, and securities, will it seek to reinstitute controls, or even
advance some broader social welfare initiatives? The outcome depends, in
part, on our assessment of these policies’ role in the economic glow of the
late 1990s, as well as in the less rosy aftermath of subsequent scandal.
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A Better Economy?
In the 1990s, when economists and businesspeople talked about the information age and the new service economy, they usually stressed its positive
features. There was all the wealth the economy created, and then there was
the astonishing transformation wrought by computer technology. Surﬁng the
Internet, consumers could purchase goods and services that just a generation
ago would have been the stuff of an imaginative science ﬁction novel. Proponents of deregulation and a more market-based public policy contended
that getting government out of the way created this prosperity by freeing the
natural productivity of the U.S. economy.60
The stock market certainly seemed to bear them out. Between 1980 and
1999, the market value grew eightfold, while proﬁts and assets tripled. Further
into the bubble, from the end of 1995 to its peak in the spring of 2000, the
stock market itself climbed 136.5 percent, a remarkable rate of 22.4 percent
annually. And, of the top thirty fortunes in 1999, eight were new money,
mostly ﬁrst generation, in the new technology sectors.61
Still, these gains were not widely shared. The same ﬁve hundred corporations whose market value grew eightfold also laid off 5 million workers.
While wages rose for everyone in the late 1990s, the average real after-tax
income for the middle 60 percent of the population was actually lower in
1999 than it was in 1977. This outcome is hardly surprising, for from 1973
to 1997, the median worker’s hourly wages dropped from $11.61 to $10.82,
or 7.3 percent. The sharpest drop was for men—especially male high school
dropouts—whose wages plummeted 30 percent between 1979 and 1997. During the same period in social welfare, the value of public assistance in the
median state plunged 50 percent. Clearly, the economy did improve in the
1990s. Just as clearly, however, while nearly everyone celebrated the boom,
not everyone beneﬁted.62
Many trends help to explain the failure of the boom to spread its beneﬁts.
We focus here, in particular, on ﬁve: downsizing, the role of trade unions,
the long-term decline in the value of the minimum wage, the proliferation
of low-wage work, and the growth of part-time and temporary labor. Affecting
the bottom two-thirds of the income scale, these phenomena dramatize why
a deregulated economy was in fact less kind to most working people.
Downsizing

The phenomenon of mass layoffs called downsizing affects both blue-collar
and white-collar jobs. It occurred in two distinct phases. In the ﬁrst phase,
during the 1980s, corporations primarily laid off factory workers, at the rate
of about 2 million per year. Faced with a broad decline in manufacturing,
many of these workers turned to lower-paying jobs in the service industries;
in fact, one-third of them took pay cuts of at least 20 percent.
Downsizing changed during the 1990s. In this second phase, businesses
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turned their attention to white-collar workers, who constituted a much bigger
share of the layoffs at companies like IBM (38,000 workers), Sears Roebuck
(50,000), and General Motors (69,000). This trend even continued throughout the 1990s, despite an improving economy, as corporations such as AT&T
and Motorola each ﬁred 15,000 workers.
In both the 1980s and the 1990s, the justiﬁcation was the same: with too
many workers on the payroll in a deregulated economy, corporations could
not compete. Businesses go astray, their defenders said, when they start thinking about the social consequences of their actions. Neither the remaining
workers nor the nation as a whole would beneﬁt if the corporation went
bankrupt because they kept people on the payroll just to provide them with
a job.
Although the stock of these businesses often rose on Wall Street when
the layoffs were announced, it was frequently unclear whether these corporations realized many long-term beneﬁts. Both quality and productivity often
declined among the remaining workers, who feared that they might well be
next. As a result, several studies showed that at best, half the downsizers
increased proﬁts or achieved other ﬁnancial objectives. The effect on workers
was much less ambiguous. As a result of downsizing, they lost income.63
Trade Unions

Over the past half century, the proportion of workers in trade unions has
declined, from 38 percent in 1954 to 13.5 percent in 2001, including just 9
percent in the private marketplace.64 This decline occurred for many reasons.
The economy shifted from an industrial sector, where unions exercised power,
to a service sector, where they did not. Unions themselves made numerous
strategic errors, de-emphasizing organizing and ignoring demographic trends
that brought many more women and people of color into the workforce. And,
ﬁnally, after decades of accepting unions as a junior partner in the economy,
the new market ethic encouraged businesses to ﬁght back, hiring antiunion
law ﬁrms, contesting organizing drives, and refusing to negotiate even when
their workers had agreed to join a union.
Trade unions have always provided workers with some collective strength.
Employers have more power than workers, so when workers negotiate alone,
they are more likely to accept the salary and beneﬁts that an employer offers.
When workers bargain collectively, however, they can strike and deny the
employer a labor force. The difference between bargaining collectively and
bargaining alone is a major reason workers who are members of trade unions
earn about 25 percent more.65 The loss of this extra pay has contributed to
the American labor force’s stagnating income.
In 1995, the American Federation of Labor–Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), the umbrella group for the trade union movement that
represents 13 million people, elected John Sweeney, a new president who
promised to reinvigorate unions. President Sweeney committed the AFL-CIO
to a long-term organizing campaign of U.S. workers. But although unions
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have won some notable victories, such as the 1997 United Parcel strike and
the decision of ten thousand U.S. Air employees to join the Communication
Workers Union, it has not yet succeeded in boosting the percentage of workers who are members of unions.

The Minimum Wage

The decline in the minimum wage is one of the primary reasons for the
decline in workers’ income. Although two increases in the minimum wage
pushed it up from $3.35 at the beginning of the 1990s to $5.15 at the end,
its value still lagged far behind the rate of inﬂation. In fact, to keep pace
with its high point in 1968, the minimum wage would now have to be set
at $8 an hour.66
The minimum wage establishes a ﬂoor for other wages. Sixty-two percent
of the workers who receive it are women. Set above what someone is supposed
to get from public assistance but below every other wage, a deﬂated minimum
wage affects far more than the 4.2 million people who ofﬁcially receive it.
That is because, at least on the lower rungs of the job market, workers measure their economic position by their distance from the minimum wage. An
increase in the minimum wage would therefore have a domino effect, because
a worker who was once paid $1 more than the minimum would, if the minimum were raised $.50, want to reestablish the same differential. Conversely,
the relative decline in the minimum wage has dropped the ﬂoor in the job

The last increase, from $4.25 to $5.15 an hour
in 1996, made up for some of the decline in the
minimum wage’s purchasing power during the
previous two decades. But unless it is raised
soon, the minimum wage will once again dip
below its 1996 value.
$5.80
$5.60

2001 Dollars

$5.40
$5.20
$5.00
$4.80
$4.60
$4.40

1995

1996

1997

The Economy and Social Welfare

1998
1999
2000
2001
Real minimum wage

2002

2003

85

market, pushing down the social wage and enabling employers to lower and/or
contain salaries.
Conservatives oppose increases in the minimum wage. For them, wages
cannot reﬂect anything but the market’s assessment of a worker’s skill. They
therefore believe that when the government imposes its judgment on the
market, the attempt always has destructive consequences, not the least of
which is large-scale layoffs of minimum wage workers who are now being paid
too much. Based on the experience of the two increases in the minimum
wage during the 1990s, the fears of conservatives seem unwarranted. Over
the longer term, however, their concerns have consistently limited increases
in the minimum wage.67
The Proliferation of Low-Wage Work

Although the United States has a reputation as a country with relatively high
living standards, it gets that reputation from a comparatively small percentage
of the workforce. In 1999, for example, about 10 percent of all workers earned
more than three times poverty wage—an increase of about 2 percent from
1973. These workers were, at least in part, the true beneﬁciaries of the need
for highly skilled white-collar workers in the technological revolution. At the
same time, however, the number of workers earning an amount less than or
equal to poverty wage ($8.19 an hour) increased from 23 percent in 1973 to
nearly 27 percent in 1999. Hence, not only are there many more workers
earning poverty-level wages, but in recent years, their numbers have increased
more rapidly than the better paid.
Who are these workers? They are the people who collect your ticket when
you go to the movies, wait on you at Burger King, and clean your motel room
when you travel. Predominantly female, those earning poverty-level wages
include 33 percent of all women with jobs, but only 20 percent of men. Their
numbers are also heavily concentrated among people of color, with 29 percent
of African American men, 40 percent of African American women, 40 percent of Latino men, and 52 percent of Latina women ﬁtting this category.68
In sum, low-wage workers do the work few people want to do at wages few
people would want to be paid.
To understand their ﬁnancial predicament, we only need to do some simple
math. If you work 40 hours a week for 50 weeks a year, you are paid a
maximum of $8.19 an hour for 2,000 hours of work, for the grand total of
$16,380. That is not very much money for one person; with every additional
child, survival moves one step closer to impossible. A family with this income
is skating on thin ice. All it takes is a sick child or a broken car, and there
may no longer be enough money for food, clothing, housing, or medical
care—needs that intensify amid such economic insecurity. That more than
25 percent of all workers cope with such pressures demonstrates that even at
the height of the boom, a signiﬁcant percentage of American workers were
left behind.
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Part-Time and Temporary Workers

Between 1992 and 2000, the number of temporary workers employed in the
United States more than doubled. Many people do want temporary or parttime jobs; for students who need to work and mothers who must care for
their children, part-time jobs offer income and ﬂexibility. In 1999, however,
3.3 million people qualiﬁed as involuntary part-timers, those who held parttime jobs only because they could not ﬁnd full-time work. Part-time workers
do not usually receive health care, vacation, and pension beneﬁts, and the
jobs themselves often come with little security, lower pay, and less chance of
promotion.69
The proliferation of this work says much about the changing relationship
between employer and employee. Although employers have always hired people for the work they do, they once assumed—through the provision of beneﬁts—some long-term responsibility for the person. Now, however, 58 percent
of full-time workers but just 41 percent of temporary workers get health coverage from their employer.70 In keeping with the individualist ethic underlying
the U.S. economy, those who are not in full-time jobs are increasingly responsible for their own health care.
These ﬁve indicators—downsizing, reduced trade union membership, the decline in the minimum wage, the spread of low-wage employment, and the
growth of part-time and temporary work—mark the skewed distribution of
beneﬁts during the past twenty-ﬁve years of a deregulated U.S. economy.
Although these facts were occasionally cited in the midst of the boom, low
unemployment, rising wages, and the stock market’s upward spiral mufﬂed the
critics. But then the stock market declined and $7 trillion of wealth vanished
in an epidemic of corporate scandals. From Enron to WorldCom, from Merck
to Xerox, the scandals cast doubt on both the reality of the earnings reported
and the wisdom of the hands-off policy that had made the scandals possible.

Enron, the Corporate Scandals, and the Implications for Social Welfare
For twenty-ﬁve years, the dominant economic model preached less social
welfare, less regulation, and less government intervention. Victory in these
policy debates generated uneven beneﬁts amid the ﬂurry of economic activity
in the late 1990s. When the scandals followed soon thereafter, they clearly
demonstrated the consequences of unregulated markets and, for the ﬁrst time
in a generation, cast government intervention in a more favorable light. This
new perception could have signiﬁcant implications for the relationship between the economy and social welfare.
The corporate scandals began with Enron. Founded in 1985 as an energy
company, by 2001 Enron had become the seventh largest corporation in the
United States; Fortune magazine even designated it “the most innovative.”
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Beginning as an energy supplier, Enron gradually transformed itself into an
unregulated ﬁnancial institution that specialized in energy trading. In pursuit
of this goal, it created thirty-ﬁve hundred subsidiaries that often were used
to hide debt, boost its credit rating, and reduce the cost of borrowing for
further expansion. When the debt in these subsidiaries was uncovered, Enron
collapsed, taking $70 billion out of the stock market value and deﬂating
thousands of pensions. In the year immediately before the collapse, however,
Enron’s top one hundred executives collected more than $300 million from
the company, including $100 million to Kenneth L. Lay, its chief executive
ofﬁcer.71
The Enron saga goes to the heart of public policy in the United States.
Before California deregulated energy, Enron executives asserted that deregulation would save the state some $9 billion annually. After deregulation,
however, Enron played the system it had helped to create and withheld energy
supplies to inﬂate the price. The total bill rose by 266 percent in a single
year and cost consumers an additional $30 billion.72 Similarly, in 2001, Connecticut paid Enron $220 million to buy the electricity generated from steam
by the state’s trash. Enron was supposed to pay off this loan by 2012 at the
rate of $2.4 million a month. Enron used the loan to boost its proﬁts, but
when it collapsed, the state trash authority had to raise its dumping fee for
each household in seventy towns by $50 a month.73
Enron pushed hard for deregulation and showered campaign donations on
politicians who listened closely. It gave $100,000 to the Democrats for their
help pressuring India to build a power plant, $25,000 to the Republican governor of Texas one day after he appointed the head of its Mexican subsidiary
to run the Texas Public Utilities Commission, $2 million to the wife of Texas
senator Phil Gramm, who chaired Enron’s audit committee, and $2.5 million
to George W. Bush for his 2000 presidential campaign.74
Yet Enron was hardly the only company to gain a freer hand. Seven years
after Arthur Andersen, Enron’s accounting ﬁrm, fought to shield outside accountants from liability for false corporate reporting, government prosecutors
convicted it for obstruction of justice. Cable giant Adelphia Communications
went bankrupt after inﬂating numbers and making undisclosed loans to its
major shareholders. Xerox paid a $10 million ﬁne for overstating revenues,
and the investment ﬁrm Merrill Lynch settled with New York State for $100
million on charges that it misled investors.75 These outcomes were virtually
inevitable in an environment where the research departments of investment
ﬁrms were always upbeat about companies they had been paid to advise, and
companies consistently massaged their quarterly earnings reports to ensure
that their stock rose because it had met Wall Street’s estimates.76
The free-for-all of an unregulated market encouraged businesses to transfer
resources from productive to unproductive activities, so that much of their
proﬁt soon came from simple ﬁnancial speculation. Although this speculation
added to some people’s wealth, it did not add to the nation’s productivity,
infrastructure, or supply of consumer goods. Those tasks remained the responsibility of the real economy.
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Ultimately, the corporate scandals may fuel the mounting perception that
free market economic policy merely rigs the market in favor of those best
positioned to take advantage of it. Yet it is not at all evident that a shift in
favor of a more interventionist government policy will take place. The movement toward a market-based economy may have stopped. President George
W. Bush did sign a law that enforces stiffer penalties for corporate fraud, but
the prospects for reregulation still run counter to the preferences of most
policymakers and economists, who are unlikely to budge unless they are
pushed by a lot of people.77
This reluctance heightens the persistent tension between the economy and
social welfare. Although it seems clear that the era of infatuation with the
marketplace is ending, the private sector still dominates the public. Whether
it is direct economic assistance, environmental regulation, or the development of the public infrastructure, social welfare initiatives have little independence from the market and must be carried out on the market’s terms.
The corporate scandals of 2002 may yet bring more substantial change to the
economics of social welfare. But if they do, it will surely depend on political
organizing. It is the possibilities for such organizing that are the subject of
the next two chapters, on the politics of social welfare and the social movements of people.
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4
The Politics of Social Welfare Policy

T

he politics of social welfare policy is the twin of the economics of social
welfare policy. Together, the two go a long way to deﬁning a policy’s
essential features. But what is politics? And how does it interact with social
welfare? For most Americans, politics merely means elections, and the interaction with social welfare policy simply means that a piece of social welfare
legislation is voted up or down.
This chapter uses a broader deﬁnition. Here, politics means the political
actors, institutions, and activities involved in the process of governing. This
deﬁnition is encompassing. Political actors, for example, include the 435
members of the House of Representatives plus one hundred senators, all the
congressional staff people, the different levels of the judiciary, and the executive branch. The term also refers to both elected and staff positions in
state, local, and county government, as well as the people who try to lobby
and inﬂuence them. If you have written a letter to an elected ofﬁcial, sent a
donation to a group that ﬁghts against domestic violence, or joined a demonstration for day care, you are part of this process, too.
Many of these political actors staff the institutions that deﬁne the U.S.
political landscape. The federal, state, and most local governments have executive (president, governor, mayor), legislative (Congress, state legislatures,
city councils), and judicial (Supreme Court, state court, city/county court)
branches. From antitax groups to gay and lesbian activists, single-issue orga90

nizations operate at every level, as do the political parties—Republican, Democratic, and third (Green Party, Independent, Right-to-Life), whose visibility
expands every presidential election and shrinks in the intervening years.
There are trade unions and business groups, community development coalitions and statewide health organizations, and political foundations that range
from the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation on the
right to the Institute of Policy Studies on the left. Agreeing and disagreeing
on many different issues, including social welfare policies, the activities of
these institutions are the lifeblood of U.S. politics.
The activities themselves are extraordinarily varied. For example, along
with the general election on the ﬁrst Tuesday in November, we have primary
elections that determine who will be the party’s candidate and elections for
state and county ofﬁces. If voters do not like a candidate’s performance, some
states allow for recall elections to remove an ofﬁcial before the completion
of a term. In addition, eighteen states allow voters to amend their own constitution, twenty-one permit voters to enact legislative statutes, and twentyfour permit referenda, through which the voters can pass judgment on an act
of the state legislature.1

An African American political
rally from the late nineteenth
century.
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The nonelectoral activities are equally diverse. Lobbying, petitions, demonstrations, strikes, and boycotts are essential parts of the political process,
and all have been used to advance social welfare legislation. In this legislation, as in other political matters, the eternal question is, Who should get
what? This chapter on the politics of social welfare relies on ideas from political science to help us understand how we should think about this question.
It begins with discussions of decision-making theories, conceptions of democracy, and debates about majority rule. It goes on to describe the basic
features of our political system, including the characteristics that make it so
distinctive. Finally, after reviewing the political functions of social welfare,
the chapter’s concluding section draws on these characteristics to set out some
guidelines for making changes in social policy.

Political Science Theories: Decision Making,
Deﬁnitions of Democracy, and Majority Rule
How are political decisions made? How do we go about deciding whether to
enact a social policy? These question lie at the core of one of the oldest
debates in political science. For much of the twentieth century, the concept
of interest-group pluralism, the dominant model in the United States, offered
a very reassuring answer.
In its purest form, interest-group pluralism is a competitive model of power
based on several essential premises: (1) that U.S. political life consists of
interest groups; (2) that those interest groups have roughly equivalent power;
and (3) that the U.S. government is a fundamentally neutral institution that
balances these interests on a case-by-case basis, sometimes siding with one
interest (logging companies over environmentalists), and sometimes siding
with another (environmentalists over logging companies). The crucial link
among these premises is the belief that power is noncumulative; that is, just
because a businessman wins on an issue related to his business does not mean
that his power is transferable to his role as a citizen in the community.2
Pluralists see interest groups as a means of conveying to elected ofﬁcials
what the people want on a day-to-day basis. They believe the interest group
system is democratic because it is so easy to organize a group in the United
States. Because the government is open to the inﬂuence of groups once they
are formed, they reason that any interest group can have its views taken into
account by some public ofﬁcial.3
Pluralism reﬂects the substitution of large organizational structures for the
individual as the predominant force shaping government policy. Reaching its
height of popularity in the twenty years after World War II, it accurately
mirrored the political calm and “normality” of the 1950s. In the aftermath
of Vietnam and the battle over civil rights, however, other political scientists
subjected pluralism to some very sharp criticism. Pluralism, they contended,
is not nearly as democratic as its proponents claim because not all groups are
created equal. As political scientist E. E. Schattschneider said, “The ﬂaw in
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the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upperclass accent.”4 Biased toward the development of the private sector, pluralism
tends to de-emphasize issues such as distributive justice, equality, eradication
of poverty, and unemployment. Most tellingly in this critique, pluralism takes
as a given only those issues that powerful interest groups put on the public
agenda as well as what they choose to ignore.5
The breakdown of the pluralist consensus brought about a reﬁnement of
the arguments for pluralism as well as a sharper division in political theory.
In this updated pluralism, political scientists acknowledged that state agencies
themselves could act as interest groups, allying with outside interests and
demanding greater expenditures on an issue. Some even admitted that groups
with fewer economic resources did not have as much power. Yet, because the
government sometimes sided with these weaker groups, these pluralists maintained that even this admission did not fundamentally invalidate their theory.6
Public choice theory was the conservative response to the decline in the
popularity of pluralism. Developed by political scientists James Buchanan and
Gordon Tullock, public choice theory applies market principles to the study
of nonmarket decision making. It studies how decisions are made in the public
sector based on the notion of each person’s beneﬁting through mutual
exchange. Mutual exchange presumably works in the marketplace because
buyer and seller each get something: if you purchase a CD player, you try to
get the best CD player you can for your money, and the seller tries to make
the largest possible proﬁt. Buchanan and Tullock contend that the same principles operate in the public sector. There, it is inevitable that people will
seek to maximize their gains by taxing everyone to pay for public goods used
by just a few. From this reasoning, it follows that markets are a more rational
system than voting because they are the only way of avoiding a constant
surplus of public goods.7
Public choice theory rests on two key premises. First, it rejects any suggestion that the state represents the whole nation: individuals may envision
a United States of America, but it does not really exist as a collective entity.
Making an analogy to the market, public choice theorists instead contend
that in the absence of a state, all the members of a constitutional democracy
have is their own individual preferences. Second, public choice theorists insist
that all policy decision making should make at least one person better off
without anyone being worse off. In practice, this criterion has extremely conservative implications, because it means that no policy can help the poor if
it makes a single wealthy person less afﬂuent.8
Public choice theory clearly has its biases, and these biases make it vulnerable to several criticisms. To begin with, the state does exist, and people
do have emotional ties to it because they do not act only out of economic
motives. For example, despite low pay and less than idyllic conditions, some
people even take social work jobs with the government to do something about
a social problem, such as children living in poverty. And, though no one
would seriously dispute the notion that we all try to use the public sector for
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our own beneﬁt, most public choice theory takes this idea and applies it solely
to social welfare programs. In the hands of its theorists, the notion of maximizing personal gains relates to health and education and public assistance,
but not to the Department of Defense, the Department of Energy, or the
Department of Commerce. By this standard, if you advocate for yourself to
get a little more money in your welfare check, you are (ab)using the public
sector; but if you lobby to get a large defense contract, the principle of government programs beneﬁting particular groups—indeed, the very notion of
too much military hardware—does not apply.
Besides, it is not always quite so clear just who beneﬁts from social welfare
programs. Certainly, as this book has emphasized, recipients do, but because
so much of what they get is quickly passed on to others, they are hardly the
only beneﬁciaries. Landlords, for example, get welfare rent checks, health
providers get paid for services to poor people, and business as a whole transfers
to the public sector the responsibility of paying for many of the poor’s most
basic needs. Public choice theorists may well be right that the public sector
is also a marketplace. Yet, because the poor lack money, they rarely do well
in the marketplace and are hardly the group best positioned to take advantage
of its existence.
Just as public choice theory criticized pluralism from the right, elite theory
criticized it from the left. There are several varieties of elite theory, but the
key difference between it and pluralism remains the permanence of the ruling
minority. In pluralism, the ruling minority always changes, as one victorious
interest group succeeds another—a victory for tenants following quickly on
a victory for landlords. In elite theory, by contrast, although these changes
may occur, a real transfer of power never takes place. Instead, regardless of
what happens on any single issue, the most important people in government,
business, and the military retain control. They are the group that constitutes
a permanent power elite.9
A second variety of elite theory is more explicitly Marxist. Instead of
focusing on the background or institutional afﬁliations of this elite, this theory contends that there is a ruling class that derives its power from its position
in a capitalist economy. This ruling class may rule—that is, it may exercise
direct power—but it does not have to, for the simple reason that the state
in a capitalist society is a capitalist state that must, above all, remain responsive to the economically dominant class. This responsiveness does not necessarily mean that it will always side with business. Indeed, sometimes, taking
a longer-range perspective, it is better for social, economic, and political stability if the government overrides business concerns and enacts some social
reforms. On balance, however, a capitalist state ultimately depends on a profitable capitalist economy. If the state acts too vigorously against business
interests, businesses will stop investing, the economy will slow, and the government will receive less tax revenue. As long as the state operates within
these limits, it has to ensure that the ruling class remains both proﬁtable and
powerful.10
Most American political scientists reject the slightest suggestion that the
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United States might have a ruling class. Democracies, after all, do not have
ruling classes. Furthermore, the United States is supposed to be a highly
mobile society, where anyone can rise to the top and no group rules, at least
not permanently. Indeed, the Marxist belief that societies are organized to
serve the needs of one class has never found much favor here. Instead, the
vast majority of Americans see conﬂict as occurring between groups, not
classes, and they do not believe that any group always wins.
Yet, even if we set aside these assumptions, there are still serious problems
with this theory. The most pressing revolves around the issue of homeostasis,
the idea that a system always tends to return to a state of balance or equilibrium. Elite theory, especially its Marxist variant, is often homeostatic: it assumes that the reproduction of capitalism is the main function of every public
policy. So, according to elite theory, lower taxes on the wealthy reproduce
capitalism, but so do a higher minimum wage and better housing for the poor,
both of which presumably make workers more productive. In effect, by minimizing the beneﬁts of progressive change, this theory can create a false allor-nothing alternative: either capitalism is replaced, or every kind of intermediate social reform simply bolsters its position. Most social workers
committed to social change reject the idea that these are the only two possible outcomes.

Deﬁnitions of Democracy
In addition to their disagreements about politics and government, U.S. political scientists have also had a long-standing debate about the nature of
democracy. There are two different issues in this debate. The ﬁrst view holds
that a government is democratic if its procedures are democratic. The criteria
for the existence of such a procedural democracy are universal participation,
political equality, majority rule, and a general responsiveness to public opinion. In this view, the outcomes do not have to be particularly equal, but if
most people could have participated in the decision making, then the process
is democratic.
The second view sets a higher standard. Here, democracy must be evident
not merely in procedures, but in the real substance of government policies—in
freedom of religion and in the meeting of human needs. Theorists who hold
this substantive deﬁnition of democracy focus on what government actually
does. Some believe that the existence of civil rights alone is sufﬁcient. For
others, a genuine democracy depends on the elimination of economic insecurity, which requires the provision of social rights such as health care, employment, education, and housing.11
In addition to the debate about deﬁnitions, there are also two different
forms of democracy. These forms are usually identiﬁed as direct and indirect.
Direct democracy assumes that people act as their own representatives. Under
these circumstances, there is no intermediate layer of government between
the ruler and the ruled. In the United States, the mythical version of this
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government is the New England town meeting, where everyone gathers to
debate and resolve important political issues. The modern descendents of this
tradition are state referenda, which enable voters to participate directly in
the making of laws.
The second form, indirect or representative democracy, involves the election of a group of people who determine state policy. Proponents of representative democracy reject the participatory variety as impractical for contemporary society. They contend that the size and complexity of modern
societies prevent signiﬁcant participation. In their view, because citizens possess inadequate knowledge, any demands for signiﬁcant participation run
counter to requirements of efﬁciency and leadership, which would seriously
undermine modern bureaucratic, hierarchical, and industrial organizations.
Following the precepts of indirect democracy, they instead prefer competition
among elites for the people’s votes, limited participation, and restrictions on
popular control over the leaders.
In many respects, the United States today adheres to this model. State
legislatures vote on amendments to the Constitution. The members of the
Electoral College, not the people, elect the president. Likewise, citizens do
not control who is appointed to the Supreme Court, the monetary policy of

In a representative democracy,
ofﬁceholders represent the
people who elected them.
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the Federal Reserve Bank, or whether war will be declared. Changes in social
welfare policy are not put up for a popular vote either.12
To be truly democratic, however, representative democracy must meet certain standards. The ﬁrst of these is popular sovereignty. By popular sovereignty, advocates of representative democracy mean that government policies
reﬂect the popular will, people participate in the political process, highquality information and debate are available, and the majority rules. Political
equality is equally important. That means one person, one vote, not “one
dollar, one vote,” or the old corrupt political machine slogan “Vote early,
vote often.” Finally, to make it all work, political liberty—freedom of speech,
conscience, press, and assembly—is essential. Popular sovereignty, political
equality, and political liberty: these, then, are the three fundamental prerequisites of a fair representative democracy.13
Majority Rule?

A democracy presumes the rule of the majority. But suppose the majority uses
its position to abuse or oppress the minority? Is that democratic, too?
This is the issue that always lurks just beneath the surface of any democratic society. And it is true: a democratic majority may threaten the minority
in its midst. Let us not forget, however, that no other system, whether it is
a dictatorship or an oligarchy, is demonstrably less threatening. Besides, although demographic and racial minorities are ﬁxed, the losers in the middle
of the political spectrum do change. You may be in a minority on educational
spending only to ﬁnd that you are in a majority on the issue of gun control.
In short, as long as the majority does not actually violate the civil rights of
the minority, the problem of abusive majorities may be a stubborn one, but
it is more amenable to reasonable solutions in a democracy than in any other
system.14
The drafters of the Constitution, moreover, were acutely conscious of this
issue. Indeed, that is why they built into the Constitution so many obstacles
to majority rule. For example, Al Gore won a majority of the popular vote
in the 2000 presidential election but lost the presidency to George W. Bush
in the Electoral College. In Congress, it is harder to pass a law because
legislators need a majority in not one, but two houses of Congress. Likewise,
because all federal and many state judges are appointed rather than elected,
they are always protected from direct expression of the popular will. And
until the Seventeenth Amendment provided for their election in 1913, members of the state legislature—not the citizens in the state—chose its two
senators.15 Finally, in addition to these limits on each part of the government,
there is also the systemwide principle of checks and balances, in which one
branch of the government acts as a constraint on the other. The controversy
surrounding social welfare often makes it harder to assemble a majority, but
from the election process to the governing process, every one of these hurdles
makes it harder for a majority to translate its political will into political
action.
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The American System of Government: Federalism
The United States has a federal system of government. In this system, national, state, and local authorities all share power. Indeed, at the local level,
there are even quasi-governmental bodies for issues like water, power, transportation, airports, and industrial development. The ofﬁcials in these bodies
are usually appointed rather than elected. Americans often say they do not
like government. Nevertheless, if you add up the number of governments at
all levels, we actually have eighty-ﬁve thousand of them. The total bears
testimony to Americans’ infatuation with small local governments, an infatuation that federalism encourages and afﬁrms.16
Federalism derives its authority from the Constitution, which lays out the
responsibilities of different levels of government and seeks to specify the nature of the relationship among them. For example, Article 6 of the Constitution says the federal government retains supremacy in its own sphere, so
that federal laws always take precedence over state legislation. But the Constitution also limits the power of national government through the Bill of
Rights and confers power on the states through the reserve clause, which
grants the states all those powers not speciﬁcally given to the federal government. Enacted in the aftermath of the Civil War, the Thirteen, Fourteenth,
and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution place additional limitations
on the states’ powers by outlawing slavery, guaranteeing due process, and
extending the vote to African Americans. At the same time, however, the
Constitution provides for a state role in the national government: there are
two senators from each state, and the state conducts the apportionment and
election of representatives. Finally, in the relations among state governments,
Article 4, section 1 of the Constitution says that each state must give the
laws of other states “full faith and credit.” Altogether, these provisions set
out the limits and responsibilities of each level within the federal system so
that the whole fabric of government is tightly interwoven.17
The role of federalism in U.S. history involves four distinct periods. From
1789 to 1877, the federal government put itself at the service of the states,
aiding them in foreign affairs, defense, and western expansion. Then, in the
second stage of U.S. federalism, from 1877 to 1913, the federal role continued
to expand, but it expanded more slowly than the role of the states, often
with the goal of preventing the states from regulating corporations. The era
of cooperative federalism between 1913 and the early 1970s marked the third
stage. This was the period when the states and the federal government pursued shared goals such as regulation of public utilities and initiated joint
programs in education, highway construction, and banking regulation.
The fourth stage emerged in the ﬁnal decades of the twentieth century.
Originally designated by President Nixon as the New Federalism, this policy
concentrated federal power at the White House but gave money to the states
through block grants and revenue sharing.18 Its premise is that although the
federal government should set broad categories for programs, the states are
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closer to the problems and know best how to spend the money. In the most
recent twist on this fourth stage, a narrow conservative majority on the Supreme Court has swung emphatically toward states’ rights. In one case, it
ruled that state workers could not go before a state court to sue their state
employers for violations of federal labor law; in another, it declared that the
states did not have to defend themselves from complaints by private citizens
before federal agencies.19
Because it is so central to the U.S. system of government, federalism has
always been the subject of intense debate. Advocates come to its defense
from two different directions. Conservatives value it because their understanding of federalism—a dual federalism, with separate spheres for the national government and the states—requires a limited government. If the national government rules by enumerated powers alone, possesses a strictly
deﬁned list of constitutional responsibilities, and is, like the states, sovereign
only within its own sphere, then, as the above Supreme Court cases suggest,
the federal government is going to be hobbled. Just as conservatives desire,
this is a government that will not get much done.20
Other political scientists, however, defend federalism because they believe
it really works. Rejecting the dual sovereignty/separate spheres argument, they
describe our system of government as a marble cake or cooperative federalism,
a federalism in which all the levels of government join together to solve
problems. In this vision, the FBI and local law enforcement share leads to
catch criminals and terrorists, and Health and Human Services in the federal
Cabinet provides information that will help state welfare departments to implement welfare reform and evaluate other new social programs.21
For these political scientists, federalism is simply the best system for the
United States. We are a large, diverse country, with a great diversity of needs;
state and local governments are closer to the people; and the states can
function as laboratories of public policy. They believe federalism succeeds, at
least in part, because it is the perfect vehicle for such innovation and experimentation and can foster problem solving.
Yet critics of federalism make some equally persuasive arguments. Federalism, they contend, perpetuates a lack of national standards. Today, this
omission means that there are no national standards in education; for the
ﬁrst two-thirds of the twentieth century, it meant that blacks could not vote
in the South. Likewise, on the issue of the relationship of Americans to their
government, these critics claim that because the federal government gets
more media attention, most people are better informed about the national
government and, in some way, closer to it. There is also, on a whole host of
issues like pollution, truck weights, and welfare, the problem of the lack of
uniformity in rules and regulations. Only national regulations can truly address national problems such as poverty and acid rain.22
Inevitably, these criticisms raise some larger questions about the possibility
for social change. In a decentralized federal system like the United States,
advocates for social change have to coordinate the activities of their sup-
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porters across a wider range of institutions than do their opponents. That is
because, though reformers need to win in every part of the government that
can block change, opponents need to hold onto only one. Hence, passage of
a law in Congress does little good if a reformer does not also have sufﬁcient
support from the president and the judiciary.
The same fragmentation of government makes it easier for investors to
leave a jurisdiction when they do not like its laws. If a state tightens its rules
about garbage disposal or pays a higher minimum wage, an investor can readily cross the border to a neighboring state. By encouraging each state to
negotiate a separate deal, federalism accentuates the differences that promote
political factionalism. In most European countries, centralized and well-run
governments minimize differences. Sometimes, they can even enforce societywide negotiations between opposing groups, such as those between labor
and business. Decentralized structures cannot do this. Instead, they take the
differences they ﬁnd in a society and maximize their politically paralyzing
effects. For this reason, it is much harder to bring about social change in a
federal system like the one we have in the United States.23
Checks and Balances

Under federalism, the separation of powers assigns the law-making, lawenforcing, and law-interpreting functions of government to, respectively, the
legislative, executive, and judicial branches. These branches are distinct and
independent of one another. Perhaps that is why the U.S. system of government also provides a mechanism for giving each branch of government some
measure of scrutiny and control over the other branches. Political scientists
usually describe this control as a system of check and balances.24
It is quite an intricate system. The president nominates federal judges, but
when they decide cases, he, as head of the executive branch, must carry out
their rulings. Similarly, Congress controls the budget of the courts, can impeach federal judges, and has the authority to change the organizational jurisdiction of the lower courts. Yet, when it enacts laws and the president signs
them, the courts can still declare them unconstitutional. The president can
also propose a law, but Congress can refuse to pass it. Other powers Congress
retains include the right to modify the president’s budget, to withhold approval of presidential administrative and judicial nominations, to reject treaties that the president has negotiated, and even to impeach the president.
Conversely, if Congress enacts a law that the president does not like, the
president can veto the legislation. Once again, however, this decision can
also be overruled, but only by a two-thirds majority of Congress. In sum, the
system of checks and balances works just as Thomas Jefferson envisioned it:
“The powers of government should be so evenly divided and balanced among
several bodies of magistracy, as that no one could transcend their legal limits,
without being effectively checked and constrained by the others.”25
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The Powers of Government
The Presidency

The executive branch, the legislative branch, and the judiciary: quite apart
from the system of mutual checks and balances, Jefferson wanted each branch
to have its own distinct set of powers. As the U.S. government has grown
in size and complexity, these powers have evolved over time. Yet they are
still unique and distinctive enough to be recognizable to an original drafter
of the Constitution.
The presidency is a complex job, with many roles. Sometimes, the president acts as chief of state, the world leader who represents the United States.
But he is also chief executive, the person who manages the executive branch;
commander in chief of the armed forces; chief diplomat; chief legislator; chief
of his own political party; and occasionally, in some of his memorable moments, the voice of the people (Roosevelt’s “We have nothing to fear but
fear itself,” or Kennedy’s “Ask not what your country can do for you. Ask
what you can do for your country”). Consolidating these roles, political scientists identify four subpresidencies: foreign policy, economic policy, other
domestic policy functions, and symbolic/moral leadership.26
Opinions about these presidential roles tend to run in cycles. Often, in
the aftermath of unofﬁcial and/or unilateral military interventions, critics
complain that the president has gone too far. Angry about the dangers of an
imperial chief executive, they plead for a return to a more traditional conception of the president’s role. At other times, however, when one party
controls Congress and another occupies the White House, fears about political paralysis and ineffectuality replace concerns about an imperial presidency.
In these circumstances, many commentators worry that the president is just
not powerful enough to get anything done.
Certainly, over the past two hundred years, the dominant trend has been
toward an expansion of presidential powers. With the exception of Jefferson,
Jackson, and Lincoln, a more literal reading of the separation of powers held
through much of the nineteenth century. During the past one hundred years,
however, the chief executive has become much more active. Not only have
the mass media turned the presidency into a more visible ofﬁce with an
enhanced potential for public support, but a larger number of presidents—
Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, Nixon, Reagan, and Clinton—were, by virtue
of both personality and circumstances, such as a war or a depression, more
inclined toward strong leadership. In Congress, the political parties frequently
looked to presidential leadership on important political issues. In the nation
as a whole, the chief executive’s role expanded because economic and social
conditions created a need for regulatory legislation that presidents could offer
by virtue of their national perspective and constituency.27
The growth in the executive ofﬁce of the president constitutes one of the
most dramatic indications of the expansion of the president’s job. The vice
president and the Cabinet are both part of the executive ofﬁce. In recent
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years, the president has assigned the vice president, who once held a largely
ceremonial role, some policy function: President Clinton gave Vice President
Gore responsibility for increasing government efﬁciency under his “reinventing government” initiative; President Bush assigned Vice President Cheney
the task of formulating energy policy.
The role of Cabinet members is to advise the president and direct the
affairs of the federal agencies under their respective departments. There are
fourteen Cabinet-level departments; the ﬁve most relevant to social welfare—
Health and Human Services, Housing and Urban Development, Labor, Education, and Veterans Affairs—are a big part of the reason for the expansion
of the executive ofﬁce. Other components of the executive ofﬁce include the
Ofﬁce of Management and Budget, which prepares the annual budget and
follows appropriations and outlays of each federal agency; the Council of
Economic Advisors, which advises the president on economic policy; the
National Security Council; the Environmental Protection Agency; the Ofﬁce
of National Drug Control Policy; and the Central Intelligence Agency.28 Although these departments do not meet with the president as frequently as his
closest advisors in the White House, they all play an important role in the
development of national policy.
Congress

The U.S. Congress is a bicameral (two-house) legislature consisting of a Senate and a House of Representatives. There are one hundred senators, two
from each state, elected to serve six-year terms; every two years, one-third of
the seats are up for election. The House of Representatives has 435 members
allocated by population among the ﬁfty states. Unlike the Senate, every two
years each member stands for election. The drafters of the Constitution developed this structure as a compromise between a vote based solely on population, which would have been biased toward the more populous states, and
a vote based solely on statehood, which would have granted the smaller states
disproportionate power. Politically, the structure has the effect of insulating
the Senate from the direct, and possibly temporary, impulsiveness of public
opinion. Although members of both the House of Representatives and the
Senate average eleven years in ofﬁce, the Senate is plainly the more prestigious body. It is the institution that is supposed to slow the pace of social
change, the place where the passions of the House are supposed to cool.29
Article 1 of the Constitution entrusts Congress with “all legislative powers
granted herein.” Elaborating on this mandate, the Constitution speciﬁes a
detailed list of responsibilities. Among these are the power to declare war;
raise and support armies; collect taxes and tariffs; ratify treaties; approve major
presidential appointments, such as Supreme Court justices and ambassadors
to foreign countries; borrow money; regulate commerce among the states; coin
money; establish post ofﬁces; and issue patents. To fulﬁll these responsibilities,
members of Congress introduce about eight thousand bills in each two-year
session. In an average session, about 95 percent of these bills never get out
of committee.30
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Women, African Americans, and
Latinos in Congress, 1971–2002.
Slowly but steadily, the U.S.
Congress has become more diversiﬁed.

The House and Senate rely on different kinds of organization. In the
House, the Speaker of the House is the political leader. Technically a constitutional ofﬁcer, he is, in reality, the leader of the majority party. Within
the majority party, the majority leader and majority whip (whose job, just as
the name implies, is to count votes and keeps his fellow party members in
line) follow him in the leadership hierarchy. A minority leader and minority
whip provide political direction on the other side of the aisle. In the Senate,
as in the House, there are majority and minority leaders and majority and
minority whips, and the majority leader performs the functions of the House
Speaker. It is the job of the majority leader to schedule legislation, maintain
the majority coalition, and keep the peace within his or her party.31
The House Speaker and the Senate majority leader reign over an increasingly diverse Congress. The number of women in Congress has risen, though
not as much as in the state legislatures. Between 1975 and 2002, the number
of female state legislators climbed from 8 to 22.6 percent. By contrast, the
number of women in Congress has now reached 13.6 percent (13 Senators
and 60 Congresswomen), just below the global median of thirty countries,
from Kuwait with no female representatives to Sweden with 40 percent. African Americans have made similar strides, rising from 6 percent in 1991–92
to 9 percent in 2002. During the same period, the number of Hispanic Americans more than doubled from 2 to 4 percent. In 1995, however, House
Speaker Newt Gingrich cut the staff and budget support for the congressional
black and Hispanic caucuses, substantially reducing the power of organized
minorities in Congress.32
The Judiciary

The judiciary is a coequal branch of the federal government. There are
ninety-four federal district courts with thirteen courts of appeals. Each judge
has a lifetime appointment, and by tradition, any appointment must be acceptable to the senior senator of the state involved who belongs to the same
party as the president.
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The U.S. Supreme Court is perched on top of this judicial pyramid. As
the ﬁnal arbiter of all constitutional issues, the Supreme Court scrutinizes the
interpretations of the lower courts when they apply the laws of Congress and
the states to particular cases. To make these decisions, it relies on the principle of stare decisis (literally, let the decision stand), which means that unless
there is a compelling reason to reverse a precedent, it is likely to decide the
same issues in the same way. The senior justice on the majority side determines which judge is responsible for drafting this opinion. This is not an easy
task, because if the opinion is written by someone with a more extreme view,
other justices in the majority may withdraw their support, but if it is written
by a more moderate justice, the decision may appear muddled and weak. The
writer of the opinion must also be politically acceptable to his or her audience. For example, in 1944, Chief Justice Harlan Stone asked Justice Felix
Frankfurter, whom he considered the most brilliant legal scholar on the
Court, to write the majority opinion in Smith v. Albright, in which the majority rejected the Southern practice of preventing blacks from participating
in primaries. But after he made the request, Justice Robert H. Jackson wrote
to Stone noting that Frankfurter—Jewish, foreign-born, and from New England—could not win the South, regardless of his brilliance. Stone took Jackson’s advice and assigned the task of opinion writing to Justice Stanley Reed,
a Protestant, U.S.-born, Southern Democrat from Kentucky.33
In England, legal authorities believed that parliamentary laws were superimposed on purer, judge-made common law. In the United States, however,
both judge-made law and legislative law get the same respect. Judges here
derive some of their power from the British common law tradition. But they
also beneﬁt from a distrust of popular legislative majorities and from the
ongoing need to interpret a written constitution. Nevertheless, according to
the separation of powers, each branch is, in theory, the equal of the other.34
The power of the courts over the legislature goes back to the principle of
judicial review, established by Marbury v. Madison in 1803, when the Supreme
Court declared that it had a right to determine whether a federal law was
constitutional. Sixteen years later, in McCulloch v. Maryland (1819), the Supreme Court extended the principle even further and applied it to state laws.
For much of the Court’s subsequent history, its decisions were usually intended to prevent other institutions from doing something. It was not until
1954 and the historic order to desegregate the schools in Brown v. Board of
Education that the Court adopted a more activist role. From an insistence on
due process in the termination of welfare clients (Goldberg v. Kelly, 1970) to
the establishment of a right to abortion in Roe v. Wade (1973), many of the
decisions that emerged from this activist role have been debated ﬁercely over
the past thirty years.
Yet judicial activism has never been without its limits. It is true that judges
are politically insulated and can therefore act more decisively than legislators
on some major social problems. Judges granted legal protections to homeless
people in some states—the right to vote and the right to shelter—at least
partly for this reason. Nevertheless, judges do not like to make decisions that
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At both the federal and local level, the courts
serve as one of the key institutions in our
system of checks and balances.

put themselves in the position of administering social agencies or monitoring
the subsequent compliance to a ruling on desegregation or ﬁnancing education. They also have a conﬂict between deciding a particular case and making
a general policy. All these considerations incline judges to move cautiously.
Before they intervene, they consider the extent to which new decisions alter
judicial precedents and overturn prior legislation. They also try to determine
what speciﬁc policy consequences follow from a judicial decision and how
these decisions will affect future administrative discretion.35
Disagreement about the proper way to interpret the Constitution frames
much of this debate. There are three basic positions, each of which implies
a more or less activist posture toward the law. In the original intent theory,
judges are supposed to uncover what the drafters of the Constitution intended. Because it is difﬁcult to divine what the drafters would have thought
about social and technological issues that did not exist until two centuries
after ratiﬁcation of the Constitution, this theory is the least interventionist.
The living Constitution theory stands at the other end of the spectrum. Relying
on the evolving history of the United States as a nation, it sees the Constitution as a document that demands new interpretations to change with the
times. Between these two perspectives lies the plain meaning of the text theory,
which contends that judges should seek to determine what the Constitution
says. Relying on this theory, judges usually ﬁnd sufﬁcient latitude in the Constitution to justify a moderate degree of activism.36 Because none of these
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positions has won decisive support among either legal scholars or the public
at large the judiciary will continue to struggle with the issue of its role in
relation to the other branches of government. In short, although the concept
of separation of powers may be described in the Constitution, its practical
application is the subject of a constant struggle.
The Bureaucracy

Americans frequently rail against bureaucracy, especially the bureaucracy that
they associate with big government. But what is a bureaucracy? And what
are distinctive features of bureaucracy in the U.S. government?
A bureaucracy is merely a large organization in which people with specialized knowledge are divided into a clearly deﬁned hierarchy of bureaus,
each with a specialized mission. There is a chain of command and a set of
formal rules to guide behavior; advancement is based on merit. A bureaucracy
is supposed to be able to carry out complex tasks.37 Bureaucracies are best
when the tasks are big and repetitive, but they stumble when the problem or
issue they face deviates sharply from what they have been programmed to
manage. There are few situations more annoying than when you are the
person with one of these problems; in these circumstances, you are sure to
be one of the people joining the clamor against a maddening bureaucracy.
Viewed as a whole, the federal bureaucracy is daunting. After all, the
executive branch totals 181 federal agencies. These agencies vary greatly in
size. In 2001, the number of people employed in the major social welfare
departments included 4,581 in Education; 10,154 in Housing and Urban Development; 16,016 in Labor; and 63,323 in Health and Human Services. By
contrast, the Department of Veterans Affairs employed 223,137 and the Department of Defense totaled 670,568. These numbers suggest that if the federal bureaucracy is large, it is also lopsided in its stafﬁng, with almost 900,000
workers employed in just two departments, Veterans Affairs and Defense. This
fact highlights the importance of the military during the cold war in the
growth of the federal government. It also puts in perspective demands to cut
the bureaucracy, for the departments that are usually targeted for these cutbacks (e.g., the Department of Education) constitute a tiny fraction of the
federal government.38
Some of the difﬁculties this bureaucracy confronts are typical of bureaucracies anywhere. From teaching students to eliminating pollution, the tasks
assigned to it are often difﬁcult. There are also problems measuring performance. In the private sector, performance can easily be derived from the
bottom line, but in the absence of proﬁts, the standards for bureaucratic
success are much more elusive. Also, just like anywhere else, bureaucracy in
the U.S. government suffers from the problems of sluggishness and routinization as well as from frustrating red tape.
Yet some distinctive features also characterize bureaucracy in the U.S.
government. Because U.S. bureaucracies lack a tradition of upper-class service
to the king, we have no history of an elite civil service. Instead, many AmerThe Politics of Social Welfare Policy
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icans consider civil servants at best consumers of their tax dollars and, at
worst, potential grafters. Civil service reform in the United States did not
occur until the passage of the Pendleton Act in 1883, which set up a civil
service commission to establish qualiﬁcations, examinations, and procedures.
This delay means that even though, by law, political patronage affects just a
small percentage of the jobs in the civil service, the suspicion of patronage
continues to hover over much of the federal bureaucracy.39
Any discussion of the federal bureaucracy must acknowledge the relationship of that bureaucracy to the private sector economy in which it functions.
Valuing the private sector, the business community, together with a substantial segment of the broader American public, has either hamstrung public
programs or supported them as occasional exceptions to the ideology of limited government. We discuss this problem at greater length in the policy
analysis chapters, but for the moment, it is sufﬁcient to note, for example,
that on principle, public housing programs cannot be any more attractive
than housing in the private sector. Similarly, as we do not recognize an ongoing role for public employment programs, we can fund 125 of them, but
only on a case-by-case basis: to prevent riots by youth in the summer, or to
defuse the opposition of union workers to passage of the North American
Free Trade Act. A government bureaucracy that is not allowed to outdo the
private sector—one that is impeded by politics, economics, and ideology from
developing coherent and effective programs—is not going to succeed, and
the resulting failures are going to forever taint its reputation.40
No wonder, then, that the federal bureaucracy is an organizational jumble.
It is responsive to the president, but sometimes also to Congress. There are
few unambiguous lines of authority, with some units having no clear relationship to other agencies and departments. Without a centralized authority
to build it up, the federal bureaucracy is internally competitive, less cohesive,
and less powerful. Situated in the midst of a sprawling federalist system, it is
often responsible for overseeing the administration of federal social welfare
programs in the states. Between its uncertain mandate and this unwieldy task,
it is no wonder that the federal bureaucracy often gives the whole concept
of bureaucracy such a bad name.41

U.S. Government: Its Distinctive Characteristics
Most of us have grown up in the system described above, hear regular references to it in the media, and value many of its positive features. But because
we see it as “normal,” we tend to underestimate how different from other
countries this system is. Some of its most distinctive features include the role
of political parties, the low rate of voter participation, our tendency toward
divided government, the pattern of critical elections and the cycles of American social reform, and ﬁnally, the phenomenon of “American exceptionalism,” a term that political scientists have coined to explain these distinctions.
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A review of these features offers a guide to understanding, and changing, the
politics of social welfare.
U.S. Political Parties

Republican, Democrat, Independent, or a member of one of the smaller third
parties (Greens, Libertarian, Right-to-Life)? As children, we quickly discover
our parents’ party afﬁliation, an afﬁliation that often inﬂuences our own political choices. At the same time, we rarely learn one key piece of information:
our two-party system is actually quite unusual. By comparison with other
countries, for example, just a very small number of Americans have any real
connection to the parties between elections, most do not pay dues to any
party, and few are card-carrying members. With the chairperson and staff of
the party’s national and state committees handling the vast majority of ongoing political work, our parties are weak and insubstantial, a loose collection
of state and local interests. As a result, our election campaigns tend to be
candidate- rather than party-centered.
Why do we have such a system? Mostly, it’s due to our electoral rules. The
U.S. political system operates on a winner-take-all model, with single-member
districts and restrictions on minor parties—for example, a large number of
signatures is required to get a party on the ballot, and few states allow crossendorsements (voting for a major party candidate on a minor party’s line).
Nor do we have proportional representation giving legislative power to every
party above a threshold, say 5 or 10 percent of the votes cast. In this system,
where simple majorities have an exaggerated effect (51 percent in every congressional district gives the victorious party 100—not 51—percent of Congress), parties appeal to the center, and voters for any minor party risk squandering their vote and electing the politician whose opinions most diverge
from their own.42
Just look, for example, at the electoral dilemma facing those who believe
in much greater social welfare spending, with sharply increased beneﬁts and
comprehensive national programs for day care, health care, and full employment—that is, something approaching what many European countries have.
This model assumes “centralized and bureaucratized states with parliamentary
parties dedicated to pursuing policy programs in the name of entire classes or
other broad, nation-spanning collectivities.”43 We do not have these institutions. Instead, a relatively weak labor movement and electoral rules leave
voters with little choice. They confront a system in which politicians make
symbolic appeals or offer highly individualized beneﬁts, but no major party
advocates a redistributional welfare state or one that seriously pursues full
employment. Although the two parties do occasionally expand social spending by building electoral coalitions around patronage and appeals to speciﬁc
ethnic and racial groups, voters committed to more generous social policies
either resign themselves to a “lesser evil” or “waste” their ballots on a minor
party.44
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The functioning of our political parties traces its roots to deep within the
U.S. system. As social policy analysts Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward
put it,
The animus of the Founders toward parties of course reﬂected their fear
of a populace that could be mobilized by parties. There was reason to
be fearful. The protection once provided to the propertied by the armies
of the British Crown was gone at a time when radical democratic currents stirred by the revolutionary war were strong, among a still-armed
population. If it was unwise to simply ignore democratic aspirations,
they could nevertheless be blunted and diffused by a system of ‘checks
and balances’ which effectively divided authority for key policies between the Congress, the presidency, and the courts, and also made these
decision-making centers at least partially independent of each other.
These arrangements ofﬁcially restricted party inﬂuence over government, promoted shifting and ﬂexible alliances, and made it harder to turn election
victories into policy. They not only fractured the authority of the central
government, but created serious obstacles to coherent party organization.45
Nineteenth-century American politics added its own twist to this legacy.
During this period, the U.S. government was primarily a state of “courts and
parties,” meaning that, unlike today, it was a government without much of a
bureaucratic structure. This structure did not begin to come into existence
until the late nineteenth century and in fact did not reach its maturity until
the New Deal.46 The states, however, had granted voting rights to virtually
all white men by the 1830s. But because mass voting preceded the establishment of a competent bureaucracy, there was little to be obtained from the
state. Instead, if you wanted something from your government, you got it as
patronage from your political party. From ward clerk to county commissioner,
your party then relied on this patronage to nurture its organizational needs.
This development had signiﬁcant implications. Because manhood suffrage
and competing patronage parties existed at the very start of capitalist industrialization, workers learned to separate their politics into two parts. In one
part, at their place of employment, they fought for better wages and working
conditions; in another, at home, they functioned politically as citizens in
ethnically deﬁned communities. The workplace and the community: without
a working-class politics that merged these two parts, American trade unions
did not establish a stable relationship to working-class parties, as was done
in Europe at the turn of the twentieth century.47
Today, political scientists divide on the issue of whether political parties
are experiencing a period of decline or a period of resurgence. The argument
that we have entered a period of decline usually cites the role of direct primaries, which, once they were established in the early 1970s, deprived party
leaders of patronage and power. But there are surely other factors. Civil service reform means that the president controls fewer than four thousand appointments. Moreover, since the communication revolution enabled candidates to raise money without relying on parties, election campaigns can be
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conducted with fewer campaign workers. The result is that despite increases
in fund-raising and campaign assistance, there has been a decline in party
identiﬁcation, conﬁdence, popular regard, and willingness to vote a party
ticket.48
But the picture is not completely bleak, and there is some evidence of
party resurgence. As the civil rights movement pushed the suburbs to become
Republican, the Democrats became a smaller, urban party: just 27 percent of
all Americans now live in central cities with a population in excess of ﬁfty
thousand people.49 This neat demographic division—Republican suburbs,
Democratic cities—increased the homogeneity of the political parties and
raised the conﬁdence of ofﬁce seekers that they could cede authority to party
leaders without hurting their own electoral prospects. And if the party leaders
can speak for everyone, perhaps the parties will return as brand names, a new,
if not entirely successful method of political marketing.50
Today, the modern Democratic and Republican Parties agree on many
fundamentals, including the role of the private sector, not too much government, and the war on terrorism. Although they do ﬁght vigorously about
some social and environmental issues, it would be wrong to mistake the ideological distance between them. Certainly, on economic matters over the past
twenty-ﬁve years, the differences between the parties have diminished. Both
generally accept the dominance of a market economy and the inevitability
of globalization. They believe in ﬁscal austerity and restraints on social welfare. To be sure, the scandals about accounting and corporate fraud may yet
break this apparent unanimity. But as Paul Begala, one of President Clinton’s
political aides, said while representing “the left” on the news program Crossﬁre, “You know, Bill Clinton saved the Democratic Party, with Al Gore, by
pulling us back to the center, by disagreeing with the liberals on welfare
reform and on crime and on trade. . . . If George Bush or someone would do
that for the Republican Party, we would actually have a more viable and
vibrant two-party system.”51 This statement reﬂects the conventional political
wisdom of recent years. It reminds us that although the conﬂict between the
parties sometimes gets intense, their positions within a broader spectrum are
really quite close, so much so that we can reasonably say that the debates are
all taking place in the same political family.
Voting

Poor voter turnout reﬂects a political disengagement that constitutes a second
distinctive feature of the U.S. political system. Just 51 percent of the electorate voted in the 2000 presidential elections, up from 49 percent in 1996,
when, for the ﬁrst time since 1924, fewer than half the eligible voters participated in a presidential election. By international standards, this ﬁgure is
quite low. Among other developed nations, voter participation in the most
recent parliamentary elections runs from 60 percent in Japan and 61 percent
in Canada, to 81 percent in Italy and 82 percent in Germany. In the United
States, it has been a long, gradual decline since 72 percent of all eligible
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Voter turnout by country, all elections since
1945. On a list of 172 countries, the United
States lags behind in average voter participation
for all elections (both parliamentary and
presidential) since 1945.

voters participated in the 1960 presidential campaign that elected John F.
Kennedy.52
Why have Americans come to hate politics? Journalist E. J. Dionne attributes Americans’ disinterest in politics to a series of false ideological
choices. Americans, he says, want equality for women and a traditional family,
less government interference in profoundly personal issues like abortion and,
at same time, fewer women having abortions. Dionne claims that there is
room for compromise in the middle—a provocative, not a soft compromise,
one that can reengage us as citizens and help to hold the society together. 53
Is Dionne on to something? Admittedly, it is often true that neither the
policy nor the candidates offer Americans very many attractive choices. But
there are still serious questions about this analysis. Like Begala, Dionne imagines a “magical midpoint” on the political spectrum that would make everyone happy. Have American politicians just been insufﬁciently resourceful in
reaching this midpoint? Or is the very notion of this kind of middle already
reﬂected in the convergence of our two major parties and one cause of what
alienates people from politics? After all, in a 1998 Gallup poll, Americans
agreed by a 70–25 margin that the government “is run by a few big interests.”
It is unlikely that compromises coming from this midpoint would truly satisfy
them.54
This debate about electoral participation in the United States actually has
a very long history. Although just 11 percent of all eligible voters, or one of
every forty Americans, voted in the ﬁrst presidential election, all states except
Virginia and North Carolina had dropped property and religious requirements
by 1829. Yet, though the United States was the ﬁrst among the major democracies to democratize the electorate, the exclusion of blacks in the South
meant that it was also the last. As the ﬁrst to enfranchise all white males
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and the last to enfranchise everybody, the U.S. federal system from 1860 to
1960 had a mass two-party democracy in the East, North, and West, and
Democratic racial oligarchy in the South.55
Nevertheless, some political scientists seek to reassure us about our disengagement. They maintain that just as a high turnout could indicate tension
or conﬂict, low turnout can mean apathy or contentment. In its most elitist
form, this argument even contains the suggestion that the “quality” of the
electorate deteriorates as it expands. Too much participation by poor people
is bad for this particular conception of democracy.
The decline in voter participation is also open to another interpretation.
In this interpretation, public ofﬁcials may talk about the importance of expanding the electorate, but no one makes any signiﬁcant effort because it is
not in their interest to do so. Until the 1960s, both the Democratic and
Republican Party “machines” had a stake in mobilizing their members—the
Democrats in the cities of the Northeast and Midwest, and the Republicans
in the wealthier and more afﬂuent suburbs. But now different sectors of the
American upper-middle classes dominate the parties. The Republican base
comes from business and professionals in the private sector, the Democrats
from the upper-middle classes in sectors that are public and not-for-proﬁt.
Because each group has access to a variety of other political resources, such
as money, the news media, universities, and interest groups, neither has much
interest in a wider mobilization. From their perspective, poor people simply
represent too great a risk: they might help a party win an election, but then
they would make demands. Unwilling to meet these demands, both parties
usually prefer a smaller and more afﬂuent electorate.56 They have gotten their
wish, too. In the 2000 presidential election, about 75 percent of those earning
more than $75,000 voted, compared to just 38 percent of those earning less
than $10,000.57
Still, in recent years, two attempts have been made to reform the electoral
system. The ﬁrst was the so-called Motor Voter bill (1993), designed to boost
participation by enabling people to register when they get a driver’s license.
Although the bill did make it easier to vote, one study found that 35 percent
of nonvoters, but just 16 percent of voters, had moved in the prior two years.58
Apparently, scarce locations and a long lead time continue to create obstacles.
Even more critically, although registration makes it possible to vote, poor
people are more likely to believe that campaigns do not focus on their issues.
On election day, this belief tends to keep them at home.
The 2002 campaign ﬁnance law was the second attempt to reform the
electoral system. Since the 1970s Watergate scandal, campaign ﬁnance law
had always distinguished between “hard” and “soft” money. Hard money went
directly to candidates; contributors sent soft money to the national and local
parties. As a result, in 2000 alone, the national parties received $498 million
in unregulated contributions. The new law prohibits these soft money contributions to the national parties. In exchange, however, it not only doubles
from $1,000 to $2,000 the contribution that donors can make to individual
candidates, but also allows contributors to donate $10,000 to each of the ﬁfty
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state party committees. Although campaign ﬁnance reformers accepted this
bill because they needed a win after ten years of congressional defeats, successful experiments with public ﬁnancing in Maine and Arizona have already
cast doubt on their basic premise that privately ﬁnanced campaign systems
can actually regulate the ﬂow of big money. In the absence of such ﬁnancing,
the 2002 bill did little to remove the ﬁnancial cloud that hangs over U.S.
politics.59
Divided Government

A third distinctive characteristic of U.S. politics is the frequency with which
we elect divided governments, with a president from one party and either or
both houses of Congress from the other. Much of this chapter has emphasized
the factors that lead to this arrangement, including federalism, the separation
of powers between the executive and legislative branches, and the absence of
disciplined national parties.60 Yet we still have not resolved the question of
whether divided government plays a positive or a negative role.
Essentially, the argument in favor of divided government is that it is carrying out the wishes of the Constitution’s drafters. Concerned about tyranny
and the abuse of power, they designed a structure of many parts, one that
made it difﬁcult to achieve an absolute majority. If the electorate splits its
vote, electing a president and a Congress from opposing parties, it does so to
frustrate the government and prevent it from acting too rashly. By impeding
the formation of an absolute majority, this structure slows down the pace of
social change, just as the founders intended.
Critics, however, say that divided governments occur much too frequently,
and that as a consequence, the Constitution, a document written for an
eighteenth-century society, fosters a political paralysis that serves us poorly
in the twenty-ﬁrst century. To be sure, it is important to guard against the
abuse of absolute power. In the contemporary United States, however, the
consequences of these protections are ever more disabling. Not only do we
have checks and balances and separation of powers, but we also suffer from
a decentralized and fragmented bureaucracy. From employment programs to
health care, from housing to income security, this bureaucracy has difﬁculty
managing many of the programs of the modern welfare state. For these critics,
then, our ancient fear of the government’s doing too much has so hamstrung
the government that it cannot effectively get much done.61 Perhaps that is
why, when too much tension accumulates from this paralysis, another distinctive U.S. political phenomenon—critical elections—have consistently
broken the logjam.
Critical Elections and the Cycles of American Politics

By deﬁnition, a critical election usually involves a signiﬁcant shift or realignment of interests. There are three criteria for a critical election: (1) by realigning the majority and minority groupings within the parties, the election
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produces a new majority; (2) that realignment is sharp and lasts for a long
time; (3) the political majority is decisive enough to create a new ruling
coalition.62
Just four elections in U.S. history have met these standards. The ﬁrst was
in 1860, when the North elected Lincoln, the ﬁrst successful Republican
candidate, and brought about the Civil War. The second occurred in 1896,
when Eastern Republican business interests beat back populist attacks on
monopolies and the railroads, leading to a dominance that lasted for more
than three decades. Franklin Roosevelt’s victory in 1932 was the third, because it brought poor and working people into the Democratic Party and
cemented a New Deal coalition that persisted until 1968. That is when the
last, though probably somewhat more ambiguous realignment occurred. Richard Nixon, running against the civil rights reforms of the Great Society, tied
blue-collar workers to the Republican Party. Although the opposing party
remained in control of one house of Congress, no Democratic presidential
candidate would gain a majority of white men’s votes, and for the rest of the
century, just two Democratic presidents, Carter and Clinton, would be
elected. The high point of this realignment was the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980, which ushered in more than two decades of conservative politics.
Brown University political scientist James Morone has developed a theory
about the cycle of social reform that complements this history of critical
elections. His theory posits the existence of a “democratic wish,” the mythic
belief that Americans do not really need a government to govern themselves.
In this myth, all government, even the governing of a complex technological
society, should actually resemble a small New England town meeting. Because
we believe in this vision, we have never adequately equipped the federal
government with the authority to do its job. Hampered by states’ rights,
separation of powers, and the principle of checks and balances, our “big government” is not only smaller than most other similar nations, it is also much
more fragmented and ineffective.63
Morone describes the accumulated tensions that constitute the reform cycle as played out in four stages. Political stalemate characterizes the ﬁrst stage.
Although ideology, institutions, and interests all block change in this stage,
the pressure for reform gradually mounts. This pressure has many possible
sources. It could come from a changing economy, demographic shifts as the
population moves westward, or the rise of a new elite. In addition, as we
shall see in chapter 6 on social movements, the poor and disenfranchised
often demand inclusion and reform. The stalemate is broken when proponents of change invoke the democratic wish. Our problems, they say, would
disappear if only we would listen to “the people.”
The second stage occurs when this invocation provokes a wide response.
Americans then follow the populist call, attack the status quo, and demand
empowerment, as labor did in the 1930s and African Americans did in the
1960s. When they ﬁnally succeed in the third stage, they raise the proﬁle of
previously oppressed groups and establish new institutions to address their
problems. Amid the decentralization of our political structure, however, these
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institutions do not have the power to translate the mythic call of “the people”
into real accountability and effective governance. Caught between states and
the federal government in all its branches, initiatives like the social welfare
programs of the 1930s and the 1960s War on Poverty often stumble. As a
result, in the fourth stage, the old political equilibrium is soon reestablished.
Morone draws an important lesson from this history. Because we have
failed to institutionalize a communal spirit—an active notion of the people—
within the government, “we need . . . a state that could act—more directly,
with less internal contradiction. It would, most unlikely of all, have to be a
more authoritative state; as a result, perhaps most unexpectedly, it could be
more accountable to the citizens for what their government does.”64
Clearly, this analysis of the social reform cycle has signiﬁcant implications
for the next critical election. Realigning elections have occurred every thirtysix years. If the last one occurred in 1968, it would appear we are soon due
for another one. Of course, it may not happen; there is nothing necessarily
magical about thirty-six-year cycles. But as the pace of social reform in the
United States has consistently danced to this rhythm, the ﬁrst decade of the
twenty-ﬁrst century may be a historically opportune time to push for the kind
of changes that many in the social work profession have long desired. That
is why, when they press for these changes, advocates of social reform would
do well to heed Morone’s warnings about what has happened before.
American Exceptionalism

Because the United States is so different from other democracies, political
scientists often group these differences under the concept of American exceptionalism. In addition to the distinctive aspects of the political structure that
we have emphasized, the concept of American exceptionalism also includes
factors such as a weaker trade union movement and the absence of a significant socialist or labor party, faith in the marketplace, the lack of comprehensive social policies, and a belief in individualism and equal opportunity.
Of course, to some extent, it is presumptuous to give such a label to these
attributes, because every country is both different and the same. Yet there is
little talk of “Canadian exceptionalism” or “Belgian exceptionalism.” The
reason is not only that the political scientists think the United States is
different, but also because they believe its power and preeminence make these
differences matter more.65
The explanations for American exceptionalism are many and varied. The
United States, it is said, lacked a feudal tradition to develop a class-based
politics. Workers, especially white workers, have experienced a long-term rise
in their standard of living. A large land mass with considerable geographic
mobility has also inhibited organized working-class formations. And where
workers have been together in one place, ethnic, religious, and racial differences have had an equally fragmenting effect. Fed through the unique ﬁlters
of U.S. politics, these social and economic factors have made the United
States different from other countries.66
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American exceptionalism deﬁnes American political culture. In particular,
the complexity of the U.S. governmental structure means that every part of
it must compromise to build a policy consensus. As a consequence, “because
so much effort is invested in building the consensus, [there is] very little capacity for moving the consensus.”67 Admittedly, there are occasional departures
from this rule: in the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s launching the ﬁrst
space satellite, the United States turned its attention to education in the
sciences and engineering; after a rash of killings in schools, Americans focused
on gun control and youth violence. Nevertheless, the policies that actually
emerged from all this attention tend to be modest and incremental. As political scientists have long emphasized, it is the American way.

The Political Functions of Social Welfare
The preceding portrait of the American political structure opens the way for
a discussion of the role of social welfare within it. What does social welfare
do, anyway? What political functions does it perform?
Although we sketched some of these answers in chapter 2, this description
of U.S. politics provides an additional context. The existence of social welfare
caters to the notion of an inclusive society, providing enough to mask the
most conspicuous examples of poverty and suffering. Speciﬁcally, in the
United States social welfare both heightens and mutes demands for social
change. It heightens demands because victories empower people: win one
battle, and soon you will probably think you can win another. At the same
time, however, by substituting smaller conﬂicts about the functioning of programs and the functioning of the poor for larger conﬂicts about systemic
inequalities, social welfare often undercuts the demand for change.
Yet social welfare is also pliable. On the one hand, if enough “worthy”
people ask for help with a necessity like money, housing, or health care, social
welfare has the political responsibility of attending to their needs. On the
other, if attacks on the poor will help to unify the rest of the country, then
social welfare can be harsh and controlling. These tensions are an integral
part of the political functions of social welfare, and they are always contested.
In the end, it is only by understanding these tensions that we as social workers
can contest them most effectively.

The Implications for Social Welfare Policy
This chapter has described the political environment in which social workers
function. As we have shown, not only is this environment often unreceptive
to progressive social welfare legislation, but it is also frequently opposed to
social work values. How should social workers operate in this environment?
What criteria should they apply to legislative initiatives, and what should we
do?
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Social work has a commitment to expand choice and opportunities for
all.68 This is a difﬁcult task in the United States, so we need to think carefully
about what has been successful. By this standard, there are four criteria. First,
a program must increase the capacity of the government to address human
needs; that is, it must make the bureaucracy less fragmented and more efﬁcient. Second, for legislation to be enacted, it must link this increased capacity to broad congressional support. Third, the beneﬁts it delivers must go
to a diverse group of citizens. Fourth, the program must provide these beneﬁts
without a means test. It is only programs like these, with their diverse crossclass coalitions—most spectacularly, Social Security—that American have
supported and protected.69
The theme of this chapter is that to advance these kinds of programs, we
need to pay particular attention to the distinctive features of the U.S. government structure. Called the “institutional-political” approach, this view
stresses the ways that a fragmented U.S. government has interacted with
urbanization and capitalist economic development, regulating its worst excesses but mostly giving it free rein. It argues that the evolution of U.S. social
welfare is not simply the reﬂection of a conﬂict between workers and business,
because that conﬂict has been so heavily inﬂuenced by the structure of the
government and the organization of U.S. political parties. It further contends
that no understanding can be complete without acknowledging the feedback
effects of previous policies on this system: what has happened on the basis
of, or in reaction to, previous policy accomplishments.70
These are good guidelines for social workers to consider both when they
evaluate policy proposals and when they choose the kinds of advocacy and
organizing that would help to make them law. We would be foolish to ignore
the special features of the U.S. political system. But that does not mean
changes cannot be made or, for that matter, that we as social workers cannot
play an important role in making them.
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5

Mimi Abramovitz

Ideological Perspectives and Conﬂicts

What Is Ideology?

I

deologies and ideological conﬂicts have persisted throughout modern
times.1 An ideology is a relatively coherent system of ideas (beliefs,
traditions, principles, and myths) about human nature, institutional arrangements, and social processes held by individuals and groups in society. Deriving
from many sources, including common sense, interpretations of daily experiences, and elaborate intellectual doctrines, accepted ideologies change as a
society grows and develops. Ideological fervor intensiﬁes during crises and
turbulent times, when people need help to cope with confusing circumstances. Ideologies, which interpret the relationship between the individual
and society, can provide this help.
When some people hear the word ideology, they think of rigid ideas, biased
thinking, or simplistic notions. A closer look reveals ideology to be ﬂuid,
contested, and complex. First, ideologies inhabit both individual belief systems and wider social values, both of which also interact. Not only do individual beliefs affect social values and vice versa, but people regularly contest
social values either individually or collectively. Second, ideology refers to
more than one school of thought. One ideology or set of social values tends
to prevail at any one moment in time; supporting the status quo, it tends to
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be regarded as the truth. In reality, other important perspectives also exist,
standing by ready to be heard and to exert inﬂuence.
Ideology, both individual beliefs and social values, plays a major role in
social work and social welfare policy. Indeed, scholars often depict the history
of the profession and the welfare state as a series of ideological shifts over
time. This chapter begins with a brief discussion of the ways in which ideology in general operates for individuals and for society. Most of the chapter,
however, looks at the components of the major ideologies connected to social
welfare that have shaped thinking about U.S. social policy since the birth of
the nation and fueled social change.
Individuals and Ideology: A Personal Road Map

Most people possess some kind of ideology, although they may not have labeled their beliefs and values as such. Nonetheless, we use our ideology to
describe and explain events in everyday life. It shapes answers to such questions as Why do we have war? Why are people out of work? What accounts
for single motherhood? What causes economic depressions? Why do we have
a welfare state? What explains sexism? racism? homophobia? Ideology also
provides us with criteria and standards for evaluating what is right and wrong,
good and bad: Should freedom of speech be honored in all instances? Is
government assistance useful or harmful to individuals and families? Are afﬁrmative action policies fair or unfair?
Our answers to such controversial questions vary with our beliefs and values, that is, with our ideology. Possessing an ideology is like having a road
map or a frame of reference that organizes the tremendous complexities
around us and guides individual thoughts and actions. Without such a road
map, people may feel disoriented and less able to participate in society. Ideology also provides the believer with a picture of the world both as it is and
as it should be. Ideology can also supply its adherents with the underpinnings
of a political program—a set of social policies or a strategy for action.
We do not develop our ideologies in a vacuum. Rather, individual belief
systems and social values interact with each other. Most people regularly pick
up ideological messages from their family, school, peers, religion, popular culture, the mass media, and other societal institutions. For example, boys and
girls learn what society expects of men and women from their parents, from
grade school readers, and from watching television. Religions play a major
role in deﬁning gender roles, as do peers who ostracize nonconformists, and
the mass media, which project valued role models.
These socializing institutions convey society’s main or dominant ideology
and cannot help but inﬂuence what we think, what we believe, and what we
want. The messages received from wider society become so pervasive that
people tend to take them for granted. Seemingly natural and logical, it becomes easy to miss the powerful ideological premises that lie beneath the
surface. Yet these underlying premises shape our values, choices, and behavior—unless and until they are challenged by another way of thinking.
120

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy

Society and Ideology: Supporting the Status Quo

The main or dominant ideology in society that inﬂuences individual thinking
and behavior also tends to support the status quo. If small, homogeneous,
and egalitarian societies still existed, the prevailing ideology might further
the interests of almost everyone. But in today’s large, internally divided, and
unequal societies, the dominant ideology typically reﬂects the interests of the
more established powers, be they white males, corporate executives, media
companies, or political leaders.2
The ideological messages conveyed to individuals through mainstream social institutions, then, are neither accidental nor especially neutral. Instead,
they encourage acceptance of the established way of life. Typically backed by
the strongest power holders, the mainstream ideology defends and rationalizes
a society’s particular social, legal, moral, religious, political, and economic
arrangements. It does so by (1) spelling out social norms and stigmatizing
departures from these prescribed behaviors; (2) blaming social problems only
on individuals without considering social conditions; (3) justifying social inequities instead of remedying them; and (4) otherwise suggesting that the
existing status quo is natural, inevitable, beneﬁcial, and best left unchanged.
Alternative Ideologies: Negotiating the Terrain

Despite the power of ideological messages, they do not go unchallenged or
remain forever ﬁxed. Indeed, the presence of various ideological perspectives
represents a key force for social change. While many people may accommodate to the dominant view, many other individuals and groups develop alternative personal beliefs and subscribe to other social values based on their
own life experiences. Some people develop other than mainstream viewpoints
because they lack access to power and economic rewards. Others do so in
response to intellectual ideas or participation in social groups, be it the Ku
Klux Klan, the American Civil Liberties Union, the National Organization
for Women, or the Democratic Socialists of America. Whatever the source,
these beliefs, in turn, provide the basis for negotiating, resisting, and contesting the dominant view of social life and thus pave the way for social
change. The alternative viewpoints range from the far right to the far left,
with numerous stops in between.
History is ﬁlled with stories of those who resisted mainstream ideas and in
the process transformed their own thinking and that of others in ways that
mesh with social work values. Individuals resist the dominant ideology in
various ways. Some participate in national social movements such as the trade
union, civil rights, women’s liberation, gay/lesbian, or disability rights movements. These local, state, and national battles implicitly indict the status quo
and contest the ideology that holds it in place (see chapter 6). Others engage
in social action with local community groups to ﬁght against police brutality,
drug dealers, or the location of a toxic waste site, a new highway, or a nuclear
plant in their neighborhood. Still others protest individually by adopting a
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nontraditional lifestyle, subscribing to alternative political views, or buying
nonmainstream newspapers. Even the most powerless ﬁnd ways to resist the
status quo. Individuals locked out of established institutions due to poverty
and those for whom public action becomes too risky may take on “the system”
in more individual and covert ways in language, clothing and cultural expressions.3
Regardless of the nature or form of the ideological challenge, ofﬁcialdom
may try to accommodate it by legislating change. If the challenge becomes
too great, however, it may try to channel the opposition’s plans into approved
categories, convert them into unthreatening reforms, or simply suppress them.

Social Welfare Ideology and Social Change
Chapter 1 identiﬁed the triggers of social change as social forces, such as the
economy, politics, and history, that create the need or conditions for social
change; the tensions within our social system that provoke people to mobilize;
and the organized force of social movements that prod the government into
action. When tensions build to the point that some resolution is needed,
pressure mounts for social change. The drive for changing social welfare policy
also stems from ideological conﬂicts about the cause of social problems and
strategies to address them. Chapter 2 suggested that these debates extend to
interpretations of goals and functions of the welfare state. Conservatives, liberals, radicals, and feminists disagree about the best ways to serve people.
These differences both fuel and complicate the process of social change as
each group wants its perspective to shape the outcome of policy deliberations.
As this chapter shows, the ideological clashes over social welfare policy
represent fundamental differences regarding profound questions, including (1)
the character of human nature, (2) the relationship of the individual to society, (3) the determination of need, (4) the role of the government, (5) the
meaning of work, (6) the nature of the family, (7) the interpretation of racial
inequality, and (8) the beneﬁts of professionalism.
It would be easier if there were just one answer to each of the above
questions. But, in fact, the thinking about these broad philosophical issues
has been highly contested by three long-standing opposing political traditions:
conservatism, liberalism, and radicalism. Recent scholarship on women and
the welfare state adds feminism to the mix. The ideological debates among
these groups become heated because the beliefs arouse deeply held personal
convictions. Perhaps more important, the stakes are high. The victor in any
round of policy deliberations wins a lot because social welfare policy decisions
touch so many people, inﬂuence the distribution of scarce resources, and, in
the ﬁnal analysis, determine who pays for and who beneﬁts from government
action. The contest becomes even more complicated because groups backing
the various ideologies rarely have equal access to decision-making centers.
At the outset, however, this discussion demands four provisos about ideological paradigms. First, from a distance, conservatism, liberalism, radicalism,
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and feminism appear dramatically different. In many ways they are, but at
some junctions the distinctiveness blurs. Therefore, it is important to think
of these categories as frameworks and guides for understanding the issues, not
as absolute pictures of real life. Second, we regularly label the nation’s political parties and leaders ideologically: Republicans are conservative and Democrats are liberal. Nevertheless, it is important to realize that the words and
deeds of the parties and their leaders frequently depart rather widely from the
political doctrines represented by the labels. The politics of everyday life—
the need to win votes, raise funds, and so on—ensure that elected ofﬁcials
cannot remain true to their beliefs. As a result, equating political labels with
clear ideological perspectives does not work. Third, our own personal thinking may also include elements of more than one point of view. Fourth, in
the United States, most social welfare policy ideology debates take place
between the conservative and liberal paradigms. Although social welfare policy has not incorporated the radical or feminist standpoints, these nonmainstream perspectives have exerted considerable inﬂuence in more liberal periods, pulling policy debates and outcomes in their direction and fostering
wider social change. With these provisos in mind, the remainder of this chapter explores the ideological debates that shape social welfare provision.

The Ideology of Human Nature
All four political ideologies—conservatism, liberalism, radicalism, and feminism—contain a view of human nature. These assumptions about human
abilities, needs, wants, and purposes often underpin social attitudes toward
government provision for individuals and families and what type of social
change is necessary or possible.
Conservatism

Conservatism contains two different views of human nature, one grounded
in religion (social conservatism), the other in economics (laissez-faire conservatism).4
Social conservatives think of human beings as creatures of God who have
lost their way.5 Because individuals are marked by original sin, driven by
unlimited and often uncontrollable passions, they cannot be trusted to be the
masters of their own fate. These deeply ﬂawed, “fallen” or depraved individuals can achieve “perfection” only in the next world. Until then, society must
restrain individuals by bringing them under the moral authority of God, family, church, and even government. Left on their own, the narrow, untamed
self-interest of individuals would create social chaos everywhere.
Laissez-faire conservatism exalts human reason and intelligence and has unlimited faith in human ability, that is, the ability of individuals to control
their own destiny.6 Rather than emphasizing our imperfectibility and inability
to control unruly passions and desires, laissez-faire conservatism embraces the
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ideas of human rationality, self-interest, and self-regulation. Individuals are
self-interested (motivated by personal gain) and inherently competitive (more
interested in their own good than that of others) and possess unlimited potential for self-improvement. Through reason, individuals can rationally assess
a situation, weigh the alternatives, and choose the option that best suits their
circumstances. If allowed to act independently without undue restraint from
any external forces, individuals will maximize success.
Liberalism

Liberalism also contains two views of human nature: pragmatic liberalism,
which has shaped the development of the welfare state in the United States,
and humanistic liberalism, which has been more popular in Western Europe.
Pragmatic liberalism is an outgrowth of laissez-faire conservatism and shares
its view of human nature, with one major difference.7 Like laissez-faire conservatism, it holds a positive view of human nature as rational, autonomous,
self-interested, competitive, capable of improvement, and motivated for success. However, the pragmatic liberals broke with laissez-faire conservatism
when, in the early twentieth century, they lost faith in the capacity of the
totally unregulated market to maximize human success. As more and more
people failed to achieve the good life in the rapidly industrializing society,
some laissez-faire conservatives gave up their belief in the notion of freedom
as the absence of restraint. Instead, drawing on the belief that all humans are
born free and possess the capacity to reason, pragmatic liberals conclude that
all people merit an equal chance to pursue their own interests. Without denying that individuals are masters of their own fate, the new liberals reluctantly called on society to take greater account of the impact of social conditions on the capacity of individuals to compete for success.
Humanistic liberalism regards individuals as rational and autonomous but
also as altruistic, dependent, and interdependent.8 That is, individuals have
interests, but they also have needs. Neoclassical conservatism forces a choice
between autonomy and dependence. In contrast, humanistic liberalism argues
that all human beings are born into a condition of dependence but eventually
develop autonomy through their relationships with others. Yet autonomy cannot eliminate a person’s dependence on or need to help others. Because we
are interdependent, humanistic or social democratic liberalism sees human
beings as social or communal creatures who live and work not in isolation,
but in cooperation with one another.
Radicalism

Radicalism sees human nature as socially constructed through the historic
interplay of human biology, the physical environment, and human society.9
Whereas other ideologies deﬁne human nature in relation to the capacity to
reason, radicalism draws on Marxism to emphasize human labor and our collective involvement in producing our means of subsistence: the food we eat,
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the clothing we wear, and the houses we live in. Human labor is central to
this understanding of human nature because for radicalism, human nature is
not ﬁxed. Instead it is the product of human activity.
More speciﬁcally, whereas animals are governed by instinct and simply use
what the world provides in order to survive, human beings consciously and
intentionally engage in physical labor directed toward transforming the material world so it will satisfy basic needs. Humans produce the means of subsistence in an ongoing process that simultaneously fulﬁlls our needs and transforms the material world.
Given its connection to the nature of productive activity, radicalism argues
that human nature varies with speciﬁc historic conditions. In the words of
Karl Marx, a father of radicalism, “All history is nothing but a continuous
transformation of human nature.”10 Human nature reﬂects the existing mode
of production (e.g., feudalism, capitalism, socialism, or communism) and the
individual’s location in society’s class structure. Marx adds, “The mode of
production of material life conditions the general process of social, political,
and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their
existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness.”11
Thus, it is through production that men and women collectively create the
society that in turn shapes them.
Feminism

Feminism criticizes each of the above conceptions of human nature for either
reﬂecting only the life experiences of men or remaining silent on women.
Feminism in general seeks to account for the experience of women as subordinate to men, but more than one version of feminism exists.
Liberal feminism accepts the beliefs of standard liberalism but argues that
its acceptance of the view of women as irrational by nature and therefore
inferior contradicts liberalism’s mandate to treat all people the same, given
that all humans possess the same capacity for reason.12 Liberal feminism thus
disputes the exclusion of women from the category of rational human being
and instead insists that a common human nature exists beneath the surface
of male/female differences. Any observed differences in the human nature of
males and females reﬂect sex role socialization rather than the innate capacity
of the individual. That is, human nature has no sex, and male/female differences should not be used to justify notions of female inferiority or the exclusion of women from mainstream institutions.
Cultural feminism, sometimes referred to as radical feminism, offers two
views of human nature.13 One school of thought holds that male/female differences and the subordination of women are rooted in nature, particularly
in the biological division of labor. They call for changes in the latter.14 The
other school holds that patriarchy—the system based on male domination
and female subordination—socially constructs human nature. That is, the sex/
gender system transforms biological characteristics into social categories to
explain human behavior. For example, in patriarchal society, certain facts
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about male and female physiology (anatomy, hormones, chromosomes) are
linked to a set of expected masculine and feminine identities and behaviors.
Thought of as “natural,” these socially constructed identities deﬁne women
as passive, obedient, weak, responsive, emotional, vain, kind, and friendly
and men as assertive, competitive, strong, ambitious, and stoical. “Normality”
becomes the ability of individuals to display the gender identity assigned to
each biological sex. Cultural feminists argue that the existing categories of
woman and man are neither natural nor eternal. Rather, they are used ideologically to deﬁne women as inferior and subordinated to men.
Socialist feminism represents an effort to incorporate the class analysis of
standard radicalism and understanding of patriarchy introduced by cultural
feminism.15 Agreeing with radicals that human existence and productive activity determine our consciousness, socialist feminism concludes that the two
deeply intertwined master systems of capitalism and patriarchy as well as
racism play a role in shaping human nature. Just as a speciﬁc system of gender
relations accompanied a feudal system of class relations, so a speciﬁc system
of gender and race relations accompanied the capitalist class system. The
capitalist system produces the means to satisfy basic material needs, and the
patriarchal system produces the means to satisfy the human needs for reproduction, sexuality, and emotional gratiﬁcation, among others. Racial hierarchies keep people divided. Like radicals, socialist feminists underscore the
relationship between human labor and human nature. However, they add the
impact of the gender division of labor on human nature—especially the systems of male domination and female subordination—in the organization of
both economic production and social reproduction (procreation, socialization,
caretaking, etc.).

The General Welfare: Individuals in Society
The various political ideologies offer different interpretations of how society
best deﬁnes liberty and community and ensures the general welfare of all.
Social Conservatism

Social conservatism views human nature as ﬂawed, that is, governed by uncontrollable impulses and selﬁsh needs and not perfectible in this world.16
Therefore, the well-being of individuals and society depends on restricting
the freedom of individuals and controlling their behavior so that their unruly
passions and desires will not endanger either themselves or the social peace.
Security, support, and nurture require using the law, social norms, and the
distribution of resources to enforce duty, proper behavior, and social obligation. Reﬂecting a notion of community that appeals to the belief in a prior
golden era of order, hierarchy, and place, social conservatives believe that the
general welfare depends on individual compliance with the moral authority
of God, the patriarchal authority of the family, and the mandates of the
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state.17 Liberty (which stems from the Latin word liber meaning “free”) means
freedom from original sin.
Laissez-Faire Conservatism

Laissez-faire conservatism (also known as neoclassical liberalism) views human beings as rational, competitive, self-contained, solitary units dedicated
to the pursuit of self-interest.18 Therefore, the well-being of individuals and
society depends on ensuring individual autonomy and independence and
maximizing individuals’ ability to compete for success. Individuals must be
left alone to operate in the market economy with a minimum of control or
interference from others.
This unregulated competition ensures the greatest good (i.e., progress and
wealth) for the greatest number because, in this view, the labor of each individual automatically adds to the entire wealth of the nation. The spontaneous outgrowth of thousands of self-seeking individuals each pursuing his or
her own fortune without regard for the welfare of others automatically enhances the well-being of all. As described by Adam Smith, author of The
Wealth of Nations (1776) and father of laissez-faire economics, an “invisible
hand” automatically channels the selﬁsh motives of many individuals into
mutually consistent and complementary activities that best promote the welfare of all. Smith believed that in “pursuing his [sic] own interest [the individual] frequently promotes that of society more effectively than when he
really intends to promote it.”19 In this world of autonomous, detached individuals, liberty refers to freedom from restraint, and community is limited to
contracts based on the consent of naturally free and independent persons and
freely chosen participation in voluntary community groups organized for mutual beneﬁt.20
Pragmatic Liberalism

Pragmatic liberalism, like laissez-faire conservatism, regards individuals as rational beings dedicated to the competitive pursuit of self-interest.21 At the
same time, as noted earlier, pragmatic liberalism broke with laissez-fare conservatism due to concerns about the human implications of capitalism, particularly the fact that some people will enter the race for success with differences based on initial advantage, inherent talents, social circumstances, and
sheer luck. For pragmatic liberals, large differences in income and wealth
deprive the disadvantaged of the chance to pursue their self-interest to the
fullest and to secure their fair share of what the market has to offer.
Whereas laissez-faire conservatives claim that leaving people alone will
ensure equal opportunity, pragmatic liberals claim that society needs to make
equal opportunity a possibility for the disadvantaged. Reﬂecting the underlying principle of liberalism—that all human beings merit equal treatment by
society because they are born free and with the potential to reason—pragmatic liberals call on the government to offset liabilities of those with less.
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The general welfare thus depends on the capacity or willingness of the state
to provide the tools and to create the conditions that will enable disadvantaged individuals to enter the market and compete for success on an equal
footing with others. Liberty refers to freedom from want, and community
derives from a limited offer of help to the disadvantaged.
Humanistic Liberalism

Humanistic liberalism holds that individuals develop best in relationship to
others, that autonomy follows a long period of dependence (childhood),
and that we remain interdependent throughout our lives.22 Because
interdependence is part of the human condition, society must create the
conditions for cooperation, not competition, among individuals; promote
collective as well as individual welfare; and encourage sentiments of mutuality, altruism, and responsibility for others. That is, the general welfare
rests on solidarity and social integration, both of which are furthered by
greater equality than the market, left on its own, typically yields. More
equality contributes to social integration. Why? Because large disparities of
income and wealth lead the market to respond to the economic demands
of afﬂuent consumers, leaving unmet the basic needs of those with less. Inequality also generates social conﬂict, which breaks the bonds of community and prevents individuals from reaching their full potential.23 Community or social integration depends on putting the common good ahead of
one’s private desires, and liberty goes beyond freedom from want to the
freedom to become a fully engaged member of the community and to maximize one’s potential.
Radicalism

Radicalism contains still another vision of the relationship between the individual and society, one that ﬂows from its understanding of human nature
as socially constructed through the interaction of human biology, human society, and the physical environment.24 The fundamental problem of capitalism, according to Marx, is not the material deprivation it creates for many
people, but rather the lack of community on which the ability to engage in
socially productive labor depends. The built-in competition for scarce resources undercuts community by, among other things, turning people, friends,
colleagues, and cooperators into enemies, competitors, or persons to avoid.
In a stratiﬁed society, the strong emphasis on the individual pursuit of selfinterest creates major social divisions along the lines of class, race, and gender,
among others. The alienation of people from each other, their work, and
their environment stemming from such divides diminishes the possibility of
cooperative and socially productive labor.25
For Marxism, the general welfare is not possible except in an egalitarian
classless society organized to satisfy human needs. Such a society would ask
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people to contribute according to their ability and receive according to their
need. It would be structured to reduce the contrast of wealth and power, to
promote participatory over elite democracy, and to minimize special privilege
based on an unequal distribution of resources. No one would hold power over
another and the needs of people would come ﬁrst. In the words of David Gil,
“All individuals should have the right to freely actualize their inherent human
potential; to lead as fulﬁlling a life as possible within the reality of, and in
harmony with, the natural environment but also to be free of exploitation,
alienation, and oppression.”26 This liberty or freedom from the oppression
found in a class society, depends on ensuring that people have the resources
and capacity to control the conditions of their lives.
Feminism

Feminism posits a relationship between the individual and society that ﬂows
from its view of human nature as gendered. Liberal, cultural, and socialist
feminisms offer different analyses of the gender basis of human nature and
the underpinnings of the gendered structure of society. Yet they all concur
that prevailing patriarchal arrangements disadvantage women. Each framework regards as ﬂawed any notion of the common good that ignores the
gender divide, and they agree that the general welfare cannot be attained
until gender inequality disappears.
Liberal feminism focuses on sexism, or the differential treatment of people
based on sex, as an arbitrary and oppressive constraint on the freedom of
both women and men.27 Sexism limits the capacity of women to maximize
their autonomy and denies women equal opportunity to pursue their interests
as they deﬁne them. Liberal feminists therefore stress that for women the
general welfare rests on equal opportunity to participate fully in all societal
institutions. This means eliminating sexist practices that bar women from
public life as well as all male/female double standards.
Cultural feminism highlights the impact of patriarchal domination in all
spheres of life.28 Male control of women’s bodies, labor, resources; of marriage,
employment, and government; and of most other spheres of life deprives
women of power and self-determination. Cultural feminism calls for organizing society around new values, transcending patriarchal dualisms of self
and world, nature and spirit, reason and emotion. These feminists also believe
that women will not be free until society gives up the gloriﬁcation of motherhood for all women, the sexual objectiﬁcation of women, homophobia, and
many other oppressive structures. For cultural feminism, both the general
welfare and freedom depend on eliminating the oppression of women based
on male domination in all spheres of life.
Socialist feminism suggests that the relationship of individuals to society
reﬂects the gender division of labor, which structures human nature and human productive activity.29 It also reﬂects the prevailing structures of power:
patriarchy (based on male supremacy), capitalism (based on class supremacy),
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and racism (based on white supremacy). Unlike liberalism and cultural feminism, socialist feminism argues that the individual’s relationship to society is
governed by the intersection of gender, race, and class. Therefore, for socialist
feminists, the general welfare and freedom depend on altering or eliminating
the current gendered division of labor within and between both workplace
and the home, the ideology of women’s roles, and all the forms of domination
based on class, gender, and race.

The Ideology of the Deﬁnition of Need
The third major issue of great importance to social policy and the development of the welfare state concerns the concept of need. To a large extent,
the history of social services and social welfare policy consists of the evolving
recognition of social needs and the organization of society to meet them.30
For years, philosophers and political theorists have tried to sort out the knotty
questions of who and what determines people’s understanding of what they
need. In general, the answers offered by conservatism, liberalism, radicalism,
and feminism correlate with their different perspectives on the size, shape,
and cost of the welfare state.

“The Minimum Wage: Has She
Earned It?” A question from 1913:
Women carry the world on their
shoulders and the right to vote is
almost within their grasp. But do they
need a minimum wage? Have they
earned it?
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Conservatism: Need as Individual Preference or Consumer Demand

Both social and laissez-faire conservatism deﬁne personal and societal needs
by looking at the individual’s role in the market. Drawing on neoclassical
economic theory, conservatism presumes that people know what they need
and have all the information required to make an informed choice. Because
human decisions are shaped by nothing other than market forces,31 the behavior of the individual in the market expresses actual need. That is, individuals reveal their needs or market “preferences” by virtue of how they spend
their money. People buy what they need and need what they buy—and these
choices accurately reﬂect their true physical and emotional requirements. Put
in other words, consumer demand for goods and services backed up by the
dollar translates into need.32 The needs of society as a whole represent no
more or less than the sum total of millions of individual preferences. Because
people buy what they need, the gap between needs and resources—the liberal
justiﬁcation for the welfare state—does not exist. This individualized understanding of social needs also supports conservatism’s opposition to nearly all
forms of government intervention in the economy.

Pragmatic Liberalism: Need as a Social Minimum

Following laissez-faire conservatism, pragmatic liberalism relies on the individual’s interaction with the market to deﬁne need. However, because pragmatic liberalism recognizes that many people do not have the ﬁnancial
wherewithal to buy what they need, it rejects the belief that market behavior
alone represents an accurate mirror of what people must have to survive.33
Without taking income differences into account, the equation of consumer
preferences with real needs allows the community to wrongly conclude that
poor people prefer less food, second-hand clothes, inferior education, and substandard housing. According to the liberal economist Robert Heilbroner, a
central weakness of the market is “its inability to formulate public needs
above those of the marketplace.”34
Pragmatic liberals invite the government to deﬁne a standard of need—a
minimum level of subsistence below which no one should be expected to
live. According to the well-known economist John Kenneth Galbraith, “An
afﬂuent society that is also both compassionate and rational, would no doubt
secure to all who needed it the minimum income necessary for decency and
comfort” as a “normal function of society.”35 The Beveridge Plan implemented
in Britain after World War II reﬂects a similar sentiment: “We want to draw
a line below which we will not allow persons to live and labor, yet above
which they may compete with all the strength of their manhood. We want
to have free competition upwards; we decline to allow free competition to
run downwards.”36 Pragmatic liberalism equates liberty with freedom from
want deﬁned as a basic minimum standard of living or survival. It calls on
the government to make sure that all individuals reach this line without
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necessarily making great changes in the prevailing distribution of income and
wealth.

Humanistic Liberalism: Need as the Right to Full Participation

Humanistic liberalism deﬁnes need more broadly, arguing that the free market
system responds to economic demand (i.e., purchasing power), not to need.
In this view, need goes beyond mere survival to access to social rights: the
rights of citizenship that accrue to individuals by virtue of their membership
in the community (not national origin). Community-deﬁned social rights
range from a minimum level of subsistence to the right to live a full life
according to the standards prevailing in society. Without these resources,
individuals are “in need” because they cannot think, compete for success,
vote intelligently, develop relationships, enjoy leisure time, or otherwise pursue their own growth.37

Radicalism: Need as a Collectively Determined Civic Standard

Radicalism criticizes deﬁning need in market terms and offers an alternative
measure. It suggests that the meaning of need is socially constructed by the
class structure and the proﬁt motive. The dominant class is positioned to
shape how individuals perceive their needs by virtue of its control of the
system of production and cultural idea systems. One’s location in the class
structure also inﬂuences the perception of need, so that haves and have-nots
develop different expectations for themselves. Those exposed to wealth and
power tend to expect a relatively high standard of living, whereas marginalized and deprived people, having access to fewer possibilities, often settle for
less. How many impoverished children even wonder if they can attend an
Ivy League college? For years, many women did not consider becoming a
doctor, a truck driver, or an engineer. Such low expectations serve individuals
poorly. But radicalism holds that low expectations beneﬁt the elite because
rising expectations often lead deprived groups to demand a larger share of
the economic and political pie.38
The proﬁt-driven interests of business and industry also deﬁne need. The
culture of consumerism that accompanied the rise of mass production in the
early years of the twentieth century still encourages people to “need” whatever companies produce, including cigarettes, an extra dress, and a big car.
With clever advertising, business and industry also induce people to realize
their personal identity through what they consume and to “keep up with the
Joneses” by having more. If keeping up with the Joneses entails moving from
the central city to the suburbs, the competition creates the “need” for a new
home along with new appliances and furniture to ﬁll it, a new car, a barbecue
grill, and a backyard pool.39 Technological innovations such as the automobile, home computer, and cellular phone have produced “needs” unheard of
before the new devices came on the market.
132

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy

In addition to inducing people to buy what they may not need, radicalism
holds that proﬁt-driven consumerism also allows important needs to go unmet. The market does not “care” that its dynamics leave some people with
too little income, food, housing, and health care. It does not falter if the
economy produces more cake than bread or more yachts than low-rent housing. Nor does the market economy readily register the need for parks, schools,
satisfying work, environmental protections, and other improvements in the
quality of life that do not yield a proﬁt.40
Instead of need determined by market dynamics, radicalism subscribes to a
social or collective deﬁnition of need. Only after everyone is living up to this
civic standard, which represents the resources needed by each member of society to participate fully, would society begin to deal with needs above this
line. For radicalism, the distribution of societal resources according to need is
a central social value, not a pragmatic way to achieve other ends. The main
aim of production and distribution is the satisfaction of human needs.41
Feminism: The Need for Care

Feminism addresses need in relation to caregiving. Society still links care to
women’s character, based on the stereotypic belief that for women caring is
a biologically or “natural” form of relating, but refuses to deﬁne caregiving as
work. In social welfare policy, it is generally presumed that women—wives,
mothers, and daughters—are primarily responsible for the care of family members. Because most social welfare policies also assume that the need for care
should be met within the family, public sector care services remain underdeveloped. When caregiving is provided outside the home by government or
social agencies, women, often for very low pay, do most of the work. Finally,
for a host of reasons, including the gender division of labor, women are also
the primary consumers of social service (care from others).42
Feminism broadens the meaning of need to include personal and societal
needs for care. According to feminist scholar Deborah Stone, “Care is as
essential as the air we breathe. Two centuries of myth-making about rugged
individualism will not yield easily to the painful fact that dependence is the
human condition.”43 Care is a universal aspect of human life. Echoing humanitarian liberalism, Stone adds that the need for care arises from the fact
that not all humans are equally able at all times to take care of themselves
or others. We all have needs that others must help us meet if we are to
survive. We also need care to thrive and to develop our full capacities.
Why, then, is the need for care regarded as a sign of weakness and the
work of care devalued and treated as private concern? Joan Tronto, a political
scientist, suggests that those in positions of power gain ideologically by downplaying the need for care.44 First, acknowledging the need for care discredits
the myth of the “self-made man” as well as the belief in individual autonomy
that it represents. Second, valuing care would reveal that caring work has
always been underpaid and allocated to the least well-off members of society;
in the past, this meant slaves, servants, and women; today it includes the
Ideological Perspectives and Conﬂicts

133

working class, persons of color, and women. Third, recognizing the need for
care would expose that the unequal distribution of who provided and who
received care maintains and reinforces patterns of subordination. Fourth, talking about care would reveal that 41 million people lack health care, that we
do not provide nearly enough child care outside the home, that children are
overrepresented among the poor, and that our society is ﬁlled with profound
failures of caring. By not noticing the centrality of the need for care in human
life, the powers-that-be can continue to degrade the activities of care, exploit
the caregivers, and fail to provide for the needs of both individuals and society
as a whole.

The Ideology of the Role of the Government
At some point during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, modern industrial societies, including the United States, recognized that they had
to assist “the needy.” A combination of mounting need, the development of
resource capacity, and pressure from social movements led governments to
begin to develop social welfare programs. However, because creating these
programs represented a choice about how society uses its resources, the move
toward a welfare state typically led to heated debates regarding the role of
the government and the level of social provision.
The debate on the proper role of government often centers on which of
three sites for resource distribution—the family, the market, or the government—should bear the heaviest burden in ensuring the well-being of people.
We don’t usually think of it this way, but all three systems play this role. The
family distributes resources to its members by supporting those who do not
work or otherwise cannot care for themselves. The breadwinner(s) supplies
the wages needed to buy the food, clothing, shelter, medical care, and a host
of other goods and services needed by family members. In exchange, adult
women and other unpaid family members shop, cook, clean, care for children,
and maintain the household. Conservatives believe that families can and
should be self-sustaining. Liberals argue that from the start many families,
especially those with limited income, have needed some kind of outside help
to sustain themselves. Radicals hold that the operation of the system of production undercuts family maintenance.
The second and main system for distributing goods and services is the
market.45 The market economy produces goods and services as well as the
jobs that provide people with the income needed to consume. Observers from
all political camps agree that the market does not provide all people with the
same degree of income and purchasing power. But they differ as to the importance of this uneven outcome and how society should respond to it. Conservatism holds that most needs can and should be met through market purchases. They believe that the need for goods and services stimulates people
to work hard and to compete more vigorously for economic success (see section on ideology of work). Liberalism argues that the market favors the haves
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at the expense of the have-nots and leaves too many people out and too
many needs unmet. It also faults the market for creating a surplus of luxuries
alongside a shortage of basic goods and services.46 The most ardent critic,
radicalism, argues that the market economy thrives on a certain degree of
inequality. The proﬁt motive demands low wages, high unemployment, high
prices, and the absence of unions.
However understood, the limitations of the market eventually led governments to mediate its uneven impact on the well-being of individuals and
families. Given their different opinions regarding the capacity of the market
to meet basic needs, conservatism, liberalism, and radicalism offer sharply
different views regarding the appropriate role of the government in social
welfare provision. Feminism adds a critique about the gender-blind nature of
the welfare state.
Social Conservatism: The Welfare State as Means of Social Control

Social conservatives call on the government to intervene in some areas of
social life while strongly opposing its activities in others. Given its view of
individuals as ruled by an evil and uncontrollable human nature, social conservativism endorses greater use of the robust power of the state to control
“irresponsible” behavior and to crack down on drugs, crime, abortion, divorce,
single motherhood, homosexuality, undocumented immigration, the youth
culture, and violations of family values. Unwilling to accept moral neutrality,
they press the government to restrict abortion rights, require prayer in school,
reverse judicial leniency, privatize Social Security, and reduce, if not eliminate, welfare rolls.47
At the same time, social conservatives deplore active government in other
arenas. They believe that the welfare state rewards lifestyles and social practices that deviate from traditional religious values and blame its programs for
promoting permissiveness that leads to moral laxity. They hold the liberal
welfare state responsible for driving religion out of the schools, abetting the
civil rights movement, liberating women, weakening our national defenses,
and launching the War on Poverty. In other words, social conservatives ardently believe that “big government” condones what God condemns.48 Further, they disparage the professionals who work in the welfare state as the
“new class,” “a liberal elite,” “the intelligentsia,” and “social engineers,” who
support the welfare state simply to further their own interests, not to help
others.
Social conservatives also oppose big government on the grounds that it
usurps the traditional authority of parents. They believe that the helping
professions deprive parents of their legitimate functions by invading the family with therapeutic techniques and that the schools have imposed theories
of evolution and sex education on children without consulting parents.
Therefore, to reassert parental rights, social conservatives call for defunding
advocacy groups, curtailing government intervention, and returning to local
control.49
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Ralph Reed, former director of the Christian Coalition, sums up the social
conservative view of what smaller government would bring:
America would look much as it did for most of the ﬁrst two centuries
of its existence, before the social dislocation caused by Vietnam, the
sexual revolution, Watergate, and the explosion of the welfare state. Our
nation would once again be ascendant, self-conﬁdent, proud and morally strong. Government would be small, the citizenry virtuous and
mediating institutions such as churches and volunteer organizations
would carry out many of the functions currently relegated to the bureaucracy. Instead of turning to Washington to solve problems, Americans would turn to each other.50

Laissez-Faire Conservatism: The Welfare State as a Necessary Evil

Laissez-faire conservatives lament America’s departure from the principles of
laissez-faire.51 They believe that big government should stay out of the economic market—except to perform a few important oversight functions such
as protecting national security, private property, and basic liberties.
Driven by economic rather than moral issues, laissez-faire conservatives
believe that big government (equated with lumbering and self-serving bureaucracies) interferes with the unrestricted pursuit of self-interest, limits the
ability of individuals to be self-determining, and stiﬂes initiative and innovation. Social programs, in particular, undercut self-reliance, rob people of
initiative, undermine the motivation of workers, weaken the two-parent family as a unit of consumption, and in general make people too dependent on
the government.52 Therefore, they call for local and limited welfare state
programs targeted to enhancing self-sufﬁciency, not providing “handouts.”
Laissez-faire conservatism opposes the welfare state, believing that programs are too redistributive and therefore promote equality over freedom. If
government spending on social welfare did not absorb tax dollars, the reduced
taxes of individuals and corporations would allow them greater choice over
how to spend or invest their income.
Laissez-faire conservatives do not necessarily oppose abortion and child
care services, which they deﬁne as individual decisions, as long as the services
remain in private hands and do not interfere with personal liberty. The Republican position on adding a drug prescription beneﬁt to Medicare reﬂected
this thinking. According to the New York Times, “Republicans yearn for what
they call the ‘choice’ and ‘freedom’ of a vigorous market-place of private
health plans competing for the elderly’s business.”53
Despite these anti–welfare state views, laissez-faire conservatives have
come to terms with government aid to the needy as a necessary evil. That
is, they tolerate limited government provision as long as the aid is meager
and assists only the “truly needy,” that is those people who have temporarily
fallen on hard times through no fault of their own and need help only until
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they get back on their feet. Harold Wilensky and Charles Lebeaux, social
welfare researchers, refer to welfare states that provide such temporary and
emergency aid as “residual” welfare states. The residual welfare state is
based on the premise that there are two “natural” channels through
which an individual’s needs are properly met: the family and the market
economy. These are the preferred structures of supply. However, sometimes these institutions do not function adequately: family life is disrupted, depressions occur. Or sometimes the individual cannot make
use of the normal channels because of old age or illness. In such cases
. . . a third mechanism of need fulﬁllment is brought into play—the
social welfare structure. This is conceived as a residual agency, attending
primarily to emergency functions, and is expected to withdraw when
the regular social structure—the family and the economic system—is
again working properly. Because of its residual or substitute characteristic, social welfare thus conceived often carries the stigma of the “dole”
or “charity.”54
To ensure that only the truly needy receive government assistance, conservatism favors the use of polices and practices that discourage people from
applying for help. This includes shaming recipients by referring to them as
lazy and irresponsible; stigmatizing beneﬁts as charity, a handout, or the dole;
setting beneﬁts lower than the lowest prevailing wage so only the most needy
will choose public beneﬁts over work or family support; and in general denying the poor any digniﬁed treatment.
In the mid-1970s, for a host of social, economic, and political reasons,
laissez-faire conservatives became more hostile to the welfare state. With this
development, the antigovernment arguments made by social and laissez-faire
conservatives seemed to converge. Both groups concluded that the development of social programs had encouraged people to expect too much from the
state. They held that the democratic aspects of our system—the surge of social
movements in the turbulent 1960s and their demands for greater economic
and political progress—had generated excessive expectations for new rights.55
In a mid-1970s report, The Crisis of Democracy: Report on the Governability of
Democracies to the Trilateral Commission, Samuel Huntington wrote, “Al Smith
[former governor of New York] had remarked that ‘the only cure for the evils
of democracy is democracy.’ ” Huntington disagreed: “Applying that cure at
the present time could well be adding fuel to the ﬂames. Instead some of the
problems of governance in the United States today stem from an excess of
democracy.”56
The report’s call for “a greater degree of moderation in democracy” included smaller social welfare programs. Conservatives have supported tax cuts
and then pointed to the resulting budget deﬁcits to justify less social welfare
spending. Since 1980, federal, state, and local governments have repeatedly
cut taxes. The most recent and one of the largest on record, $1.35 trillion
over the next ten years, was proposed by President Bush and passed by Con-
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gress in January 2001. Like the Reagan administration’s combination of tax
cuts and high military spending, the Bush tax strategy combined with home
land security and even higher military spending will fuel the contraction of
the welfare state for years to come.
Conservatives also favor “devolution,” or turning responsibility for social
welfare from federal government back to the states. The conversion of the
long-standing entitlement program AFDC into the state-run block grant
TANF represents a major example of devolution.
A third conservative favorite is privatization. In the best of all possible
worlds, conservatives would prefer that the private sector—nonproﬁt but also
for-proﬁt providers—own, operate, or manage social programs. During the
1970s, many state governments contracted out the provision of services to
local nonproﬁt providers. In the 1980s, privatization expanded to include
government subsidies to for-proﬁt and faith-based organizations, including
prisons, immigrant detention centers, and public schools as well as the privately managed schools and the use of publicly funded educational vouchers
to pay for private school tuition. In the 1990s, conservatives began to call
for the privatization of the Social Security retirement program, the linchpin
of the U.S. welfare state.
Paradoxically, except for libertarian conservatives, who oppose all taxation,
most laissez-faire and many social conservatives support the use of government dollars to help business. They rarely oppose government subsidies to
business such as corporate bailouts, tax abatements, and a wide range of other
beneﬁts. Yet this “corporate welfare” violates the rules of free competition
and free enterprise on which conservatism stands.57
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Pragmatic Liberalism: A Reluctant Welfare State

Pragmatic liberalism endorses the market economy and limited government
action. However, it recognizes that modern life is so complex that nearly
everyone will need help at one point or another. Pragmatic liberalism assumes
that living and working in a market economy regularly exposes individuals
and families to risks over which they have little or no control. The hazards
include the loss of income due to old age, illness, disability, unemployment,
and family dissolution and lack of equal access to market-produced jobs, education, health care, and other necessities of life.
Because the market, the family, and the community cannot always protect
or compensate people who suffer these dislocations, pragmatic liberalism holds
that the government should—on a regular basis—both mediate the market’s
rough edges and make up for what these traditional institutions no longer
can do. That is, as part of its normal functions, the government should be
prepared to cushion or correct the negative impact of the market economy
on individual and family well-being. While supporting the existing system,
pragmatic liberalism calls on government to ﬁx its ﬂaws.
This more expanded role of government is what Wilensky and Lebeaux
refer to as an institutional as opposed to a residual welfare state. In the name
of equal opportunity to be cared for and to compete for success in the market,
such a welfare state:
implies not stigma, not emergency, not “abnormalcy.” Social welfare
becomes accepted as a proper, legitimate function of modern industrial
society in helping individuals achieve self-fulﬁllment. The complexity
of modern life is recognized. The inability of the individual to provide
for himself or to meet all his needs in family and work settings is considered a “normal” condition; and the helping agencies achieved “regular” institutional status.58
In addition to an institutional welfare state, pragmatic liberalism also endorses government action to redress other market problems, including child
labor, low wages, unsafe working conditions, environmental degradation, impure food and drugs, inadequate standards of housing, and public health.
Pragmatic liberalism also calls on the government to stabilize and guide the
overall economy against the wild yet reasonably predictable swings between
periods of inﬂation and unemployment that are common in market economies.
The United States moved away from the residual and toward the institutional model of social welfare once the collapse of the economy in the
1930s made clear what the market could and could not do. From 1935 to
1975, political liberalism, economic growth, and the pressure of social movements fueled the expansion of the welfare state, which grew to include more
people and to cover more needs. However, beginning with the election of
President Reagan in 1980, laissez-faire and social conservatives who supported
the residual model gained control of the government. Their tax and spending
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cuts have shrunk the welfare state, deepened poverty, and made life considerably more difﬁcult for thousands of individuals and families. Even so, it is
unlikely that the opponents of the welfare state will be able to eliminate it
altogether given the chronic limits of the market, the continued widespread
presence of social problems, and the ongoing pressure from advocacy groups
and social movements.
Humanitarian Liberalism: The Social Right to Welfare

Humanitarian liberalism values what the welfare state can achieve in a capitalist nation, but argues that the government should do even more than
what pragmatic liberalism supports. Humanitarian liberals fear that too large
a gap between the haves and the have-nots both prevents social participation
by individuals and poses a risk to the smooth functioning of wider society.
Therefore, the government must create the social conditions for social integration by ensuring individuals’ well-being, sense of belonging, and a chance
to participate fully in wider society. The full participation of all members of
society depends on the acquisition of three basic rights of citizenship: civil
rights (the right to individual liberty and equality before the law), political rights (the right to vote and to run for political ofﬁce), and social rights
(the right to a community-deﬁned adequate standard of living). Social rights,
which correct, supplement, and supplant the market system, translate into a
universal, comprehensive, and adequate system of government-provided beneﬁts available to all as a right by virtue of membership in the community.
Humanitarian liberalism supports an extensive role for the government.
Given the inequality built into a market system dedicated to private gain, it
concludes that only the government has the capacity to adequately invest in
people and to ensure a comprehensive distribution of beneﬁts based on need.
Such a program would reduce the social, economic, and political inequalities;
lessen the power of one group over another; defuse the collective resentment
and conﬂict that inequality breeds; and otherwise promote social integration.59
Radicalism: From the Welfare State to a Welfare Society

Radicalism holds that although a capitalist economic system may increase
society’s capacity to produce goods and services, the private ownership of
production and the proﬁt motive decrease society’s ability to meet basic human needs.60 For one, the dominance of the cash nexus, the reliance on
competition, and the need for coercion undercut social solidarity. Furthermore, the government by deﬁnition must support the overall interests of the
dominant class, mediate its internal rivalries, and contain the working class.
In the Marxist tradition, radicalism remains skeptical about the welfare state.
It argues that the welfare state was developed to meet the need of capitalism
for a proﬁtable economic environment and to maintain its core values and
class structure. Social welfare provision helps to sustain business proﬁts in
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various ways (see chapter 2). The capitalist welfare state is also the price or
“ransom” paid for political security by the propertied class when confronted
by social movements demanding an end to exploitation and oppression.61
Of course, it is not a one-way street. Because “the people” also have some
inﬂuence on the government, radicals add that the state is not an unambiguous instrument of class domination. As shown in chapters 6 and 7, social
movements have won a wide range of reforms that serve the interests of their
members. However, radicals conclude that even though the state is forced to
grant reforms, it minimizes redistribution to those with less. Indeed, radicals
point out that the welfare state is ﬁnanced in large part by taxes paid by the
average family. Because most of the beneﬁts circulate within the working and
middle class rather than from the wealthy to the poor, some radical observers
have facetiously described the welfare state as a self-help system.62
Radicalism concludes that as a social system, capitalism is antithetical to
welfare. For one, the values and norms of welfare cannot make much headway
in societies that do not make human well-being and meeting human needs
core priorities. Further, given its ties to the survival of the dominant class,
the capitalist welfare state can only go so far. Although social welfare policy
may alleviate poverty and regulate the economy, it will not abolish the inequality built into the market economies, for to do so would undermine the
wealth on which the power of the dominant class rests.
More recent radical analysts have added still another reason for the limitations of the welfare state. They point out that because most of society’s
economic surplus (revenues over expenditures) typically ends up in the private hands of wealthy individuals and major corporations, the government
cannot raise the funds needed to sustain the cost of both creating the conditions for proﬁtable economic activity (accumulation) and sustaining the
social peace (legitimization). This eventually creates a “ﬁscal crisis” that forces
the government to once again cut social programs.63 In the ﬁnal analysis,
radicals believe that human liberation requires not a welfare state, but a
welfare society that subordinates the market, that is, one that replaces private
ownership of production and the proﬁt motive with communal control over
all areas of life.64
Feminism and the Welfare State

Feminism offers still another perspective on the role of government in social
welfare. Given that the majority of social welfare clients and workers are
women, feminism faults standard conservative, liberal, and radical thinking
for their failure to look at the relationship between women and the welfare
state. Feminists of all political stripes reject conservatism’s limited view of
women’s roles and its opposition to government intervention in social welfare.
They fault liberalism for ignoring women’s rights and radicalism for focusing
on labor, class structure, and capitalism but not gender, male domination, and
patriarchy. These standard analyses cannot be applied to women, say feminists, unless they are broadened to include the relationship of the welfare
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state to the family, social reproduction, the gender division of labor, and
women’s political struggles.
Liberal feminists see government as a neutral arbiter of conﬂicting social
interests and therefore an ally in their effort to extend liberty, equality, autonomy, self-fulﬁllment, and justice to women. Because liberal feminists expect the government to protect individual rights against the tyranny of any
individual group, they take it for granted that the state is the proper and
legitimate authority for expanding the rights of women.65 Therefore, liberal
feminism faults the state for its sexist social welfare programs.
Given their historic concerns about sex discrimination, liberal feminists
were among the ﬁrst to discover that social welfare programs were male-biased
and gender-blind and treated women differently than men on the basis of
their sex.66 The male bias stems from social welfare policy’s strong emphasis
on work and wages, which reﬂects a male pattern of life and work (see section
on ideology of work). The policies are gender- (and race-) blind because they
generalize the male experience to women (and men of color) as if gender
(and race) differences did not exist. For example, the strong employment
focus on work as a condition of assistance makes it more difﬁcult for women
to receive beneﬁts. Given their caretaking duties, women have a harder time
than most men accumulating the years of work needed to qualify for full
Social Security and Unemployment Insurance beneﬁts. And given the male/
female wage gap, women end up with fewer and lower beneﬁts compared to
men.
Finally, liberal feminism points out that although social welfare programs
protect individuals and families from some labor market failures (e.g., loss of
income due to old age, unemployment, illness), they rarely cover the unique
risks faced by working women, such as the loss of income due to pregnancy
and child-rearing and caretaking responsibilities. Nor does the welfare state
protect women very well from failures of marriage (such as divorce, desertion,
lack of child support from a noncustodial parent, and violence in the home),
which impoverish women and leave them supporting children on their own.67
Liberal feminists call on the state to recognize social welfare policy’s male
bias, to address the problems faced by working women, to improve women’s
labor market opportunities, and to ease the burden of the double day by
legislating pay equity, paid maternal leave, universal health care, and quality
child care, among other important supports.
Cultural feminism does not contain an explicit analysis of the role of
government, although one can assume that it views the state as an arm of
patriarchy.68 At the outset, cultural feminism sparked a movement that emphasized self-defense and collective empowerment as the best way to combat
male sexual violence against women. Volunteer programs taught women to
ﬁght, police their communities, support and advocate for victims, organize for
increased social, economic, and political power, and challenge the cultural
representations that sexually objectiﬁed women.
As the movement increasingly relied on state funding to protect women
against male violence, the approach shifted from empowerment to paternal142
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istic protections and repression of sexuality. The initial antirape hot lines and
shelters for battered women run by the battered women’s movement emphasized the empowerment of women.69 However, once anticrime and victim’s
assistance monies replaced the original funding, the emphasis moved toward
protection of women and sexual repression. Women are better protected
against male violence today. More police departments have a pro-arrest policy
for batterers and more states have simpliﬁed procedures for obtaining a restraining order. The rape laws of many states now prohibit cross-examination
of the victim about her prior sexual history and no longer require corroboration by a witness or proof of physical violence. However, these more
paternalistic programs do little to empower the women themselves.
More recently, right-wing women’s groups that are hostile to feminism
have formed their own programs to defend women and children against men’s
abuse of patriarchal power. This includes antiviolence programs but also
government-funded programs to collect and improve child support payments
and in some instances to reestablish alimony. Reﬂecting their roots in social
conservatism, these right-wing organizations willingly use state power to discipline men as well as women, to impose traditional family structures on
women, and to ensure that men provide protection and support to women
who comply with traditional gender role behavior.
Socialist feminism has the most developed critique of the welfare state.70
It holds that the welfare state, governed by the requirements of both capitalism and patriarchy, reproduces and reinforces the unequal power relations
based on gender and race as well as class. Along with many other observers,
socialist feminists note that social welfare programs often provide better beneﬁts and service to the “deserving” middle class than to the “undeserving”
poor. But socialist feminism criticizes these programs as well for favoring males
and whites. Going beyond the problem of discriminatory treatment that liberal feminists identiﬁed, socialist feminists maintain that the welfare state
also supports the social and economic basis for male domination of women.
Its programs and policies endorse the gender division of labor, including traditional gender roles, social reproduction by women at home, and women’s
economic dependence on men. Social feminists also expose the racism that
underpins social welfare provision, especially, but not only, for single mothers.71
Drawing on the cultural feminist analysis, socialist feminists argue that
social welfare policy upholds patriarchal arrangements when it deﬁnes women
in terms of their biological functions and uses state power to “protect” them
as reproducers of the species and as mothers who socialize the next generation. For example, during the Progressive Era, many states passed protective
labor laws that shortened the work day, limited night shifts, restricted the
number of pounds workers could lift, and mandated that employers provide
seats. The laws gained support on the grounds that women needed to be
protected so as not to jeopardize their capacity to bear and raise children.
The reformers could not convince lawmakers to extend these protections to
equally exploited men. Compounding the problem, once it was passed, many
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employers used the law as an excuse not to hire women or to pay them lower
wages than male workers. The 1935 Social Security Act, the core of the
modern welfare state, also perpetuated the biological construction of womanhood by assisting most women in their roles as mothers and wives only as
long as they were caring for children or a spouse.
The welfare state also shores up patriarchal controls by supporting traditional gender roles, especially women’s economic dependence on men. As
will be seen in the section of this chapter on the family, feminists point out
that in addition to the work ethic, social welfare programs support the family
ethic, which holds that women belong at home, married, raising children,
and economically dependent on the male breadwinner.72 The 1935 Social
Security Act, along with most social welfare beneﬁts and service programs,
favor those who work over the jobless. Similarly, welfare state programs reward those women who comply with the family ethic and penalize those who
fail to do so by choice or force of circumstance. The latter are considered
able but unwilling to marry and responsible for a family’s breakup.
As it evolved, socialist feminism moved from an analysis of the welfare
state as an institution that enforced patriarchal controls to seeing it as a
system that mediates the conﬂicts between patriarchy and capitalism—two
interdependent systems that worked sometimes in concert and other times as
rivals. The systems work in concert to the extent that the welfare state supports women’s unpaid labor in the home. As discussed later in this chapter,
the organization of women’s household labor serves patriarchy because women
provide individual men with a wide range of services for free. The arrangement also beneﬁts capitalism because it provides employers with both a reserve pool of labor and mothers who keep the current and future workforce
ﬁt for laboring.
However, the two systems also compete in a tug of war over women’s labor.
As industrial capitalism advanced, its demand for low-paid females drew more
and more women out of the home. Once women became permanent members
of the workforce, they were less available to capital as a reserve labor pool
that could be moved in and out of the labor market to replace absent male
workers or to press down wages. Work outside the home by wives also weakened patriarchal controls in the home. It deprived individual men of their
domestic services and increased women’s economic independence. The welfare state helped to mediate the competing demands for women’s unpaid
home and low-paid market work by encouraging “deserving” women (those
who complied with the family ethic) to stay home and forcing the “undeserving” group into the workforce using low beneﬁts and stiff work rules.73
The controlling functions of the welfare state are well-known. However,
socialist feminists also point to its emancipatory potential. As noted in chapter 2, by providing women with income outside of employment and marriage,
the welfare state increases women’s individual and collective leverage with
both employers and male partners. Strengthening women’s position to bargain
for more independence in both arenas, social welfare provision weakens the
power of both capitalism and patriarchy. A truly generous and comprehensive
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system that provided women with enough economic resources to maintain
independent households would signiﬁcantly reduce their economic dependence on men and allow them true autonomy.
Finally, socialist feminists point to the role played by women activists in
the origins and development of the welfare state.74 They identify the middleclass women reformers whose activism helped to launch the welfare state in
the early 1900s as well as the less visible social welfare activism among poor
and working-class women, both white women and women of color. The demands of the women activists in the early 1900s foreshadowed the needs that
the developing welfare state would have to address. As the state increasingly
underwrote the costs of family maintenance (social reproduction), women
increasingly targeted the welfare state to provide more adequately for their
families and communities.75 Their activism contributed to the growth of the
welfare state until the mid-1970s and then helped to defend it against the
subsequent conservative assault.

The Ideology of Work and the Work Ethic
Ideas about work play a central role in social welfare policy. Indeed, people’s
access to most social welfare programs depends on their work history, the
availability of jobs, and public attitudes regarding why people are not at work.
Most ideologies place a high value on work; agreement disappears when it
comes to deﬁning work, its motivation, and its purpose.
Conservatism: Work as Necessity

Reﬂecting its view of human nature as selﬁsh, conservatism holds that people
avoid work unless driven to it by deprivation (or ambition). The view of
work as a necessary evil dates back to feudal times, when society regarded
the position of people at both the top and the bottom of the social order as
preselected by God. Given this strong belief in predetermination, most people
concluded that human effort made little difference. The Greek and Hebrew
societies actually deplored work for the elite on the grounds that it brutalized
the mind and stood in the way of prayer and contemplation of God. Other
early societies regarded work as a punishment for original sin or as a painful
humiliating scourge for the pride of the ﬂesh. Spurning labor for the elite,
these early societies accepted hard work as the God-given duty of serfs, slaves,
and free laborers. Because the social status of laborers reﬂected God’s will,
society could disdain the poor without blaming them for their circumstances.
Feudal society also discouraged the accumulation of wealth because the process interfered with the prevailing means for determining status, obligations,
and duties.76
The emergence of the market economy, private enterprise, and wage labor
in Europe after the sixteenth century undermined the feudal order and
brought forward a new attitude toward work, as did the rise of Protestantism.
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The idea that good deeds and hard work were the way to glorify God gradually
replaced the prior beliefs of preordained salvation and of work as a punishment for original sin. According to a theologian who studied the shift from
feudalism to capitalism, “The religious values [placed] upon constant, systematic, efﬁcient work in one’s calling as the readiest means of securing the
certainty of salvation and of glorifying God became the most powerful agency
in economic expansion.”77 The new work ethic praised hard work, selfdiscipline, and the successful pursuit of riches as ways to control unruly passions but also as a sign that one was destined for salvation. Thus, the thinking
about work changed: from a route to religious salvation, the idea gradually
emerged of work as the path to economic success. Once one’s work status no
longer reﬂected God’s will, idleness became a deadly sin worthy of stigma,
penalty, and punishment.78
The Puritans brought the Protestant work ethic to the New World. Over
time, industrialization, the country’s seemingly unlimited natural resources,
and the sense of great possibilities led to the belief that no one who tried
hard need be poor. At the same time, the new doctrine of individual responsibility held people responsible for their own economic situation and religious
salvation. As the work ethic became part of American culture, the public
repudiated those without work as unwilling to apply themselves—and became
highly suspicious of and hostile to the poor.79
The repudiation of those not at work as lazy and unmotivated has a long
history and strong impact on social welfare policy. The belief in human beings
as rationally calculating choices that maximize pleasure and minimize pain
(broadly deﬁned) was also interpreted to mean that people tried at all costs
to avoid work because it was undesirable (as pain vs. pleasure). In the late
1700s, the British economist Thomas Malthus concluded that individuals
work only because they have to: “The savage would slumber for ever under
his tree unless he were roused from this torpor by the cravings of hunger or
the pinchings of cold and the exertions he made to avoid these evils.” Malthus concluded that society must be organized to reﬂect a view of “man [sic]
as he really is, inert, sluggish, and averse from labor, unless compelled by
necessity. . . . Necessity has with great truth been called the mother of invention.”80 By “necessity,” Malthus means that people work only to avoid the
pain of hunger, poverty, and other basic deprivations.
These ideas about work eventually turned into disdain and penalties for
those not at work. In the late 1800s, the science of eugenics held that people
inherited the unwillingness to work. Social Darwinism argued that in the
struggle for survival those who are strongest, smartest, and most ﬁt for the
competition will succeed and prosper. Those who are unﬁt will/should fail
and suffer. Society’s helping the downtrodden impeded individual freedom
and retarded social progress.81 In the early twentieth century, Sigmund Freud,
the father of psychoanalysis, concluded that most people seem to have a
“natural” aversion to work. Freud identiﬁed love and work as the major wellsprings of human happiness, but found that many individuals undervalued
work as a source of satisfaction and worked only under the stress of necessity.82
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The work ethic—one of the most enduring
American ideologies—as portrayed on the cover of
Horatio Alger’s famous novel Strive and
Succeed.

At the 1969 congressional hearings on Social Security and welfare reform
proposals, Representative Wilbur Mills, former chair of the House Ways and
Means Committee, declared that the poor needed to be coerced to work: “If
you don’t use a degree of compulsion, how do you get people to realize that
they are so much better off if they get training and get into suitable employment?”83
In the mid-1980s, Charles Murray, then a senior policy analyst at the
Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, a conservative think tank in New
York City, concluded that “scrapping the entire federal welfare and income
support structure for working age persons . . . would leave the working person
with no recourse, whatsoever, except the job market.” Murray added, “I am
not suggesting that we dismantle income support programs for the workingage persons to balance the budget or punish welfare cheats. I am hypothesizing that the lives of large numbers of poor people would be radically changed
for the better.”84 Writing in the mid-1990s, Lawrence Mead, a conservative
scholar who refers to unemployment as “nonwork,” stated, “Whatever outward cause one cites, a mystery at the heart of non-work remains—the passivity of the seriously poor in seizing the opportunities that apparently exist
for them.” Mead adds, “Seriously poor adults appear to avoid work, not because of their economic situation, but because of what they believe.”85
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The belief that people won’t work unless driven by necessity or force has
governed social welfare policy from the ﬁrst colonial poor laws to the reauthorization of welfare reform in September 2002. In all this time, public policy
directed to the poor has assumed that the poor are lazy, do not want to work,
and need the strong arm of the government to force them to do so. Reﬂecting
the view that deprivation motivates work, welfare policy has historically provided very low beneﬁts (i.e., below the lowest prevailing wage), conditioned
the receipt of beneﬁts on the applicant’s work history, and rewarded those
with longer work records and higher wages while penalizing those with less.
Policies have also stigmatized welfare recipients, closed welfare ofﬁces, and
otherwise ensured that only the most desperate would choose welfare over
work.
Liberalism: Work as Satisfaction

Conservatism’s understanding of work did not go unchallenged. As early as
the Renaissance (fourteenth to seventeenth centuries), some observers contested the ideas that individuals work only to overcome deprivation and that
work is a necessary evil, valued only for its results. They argued that creative
work could be a joy in itself. Some early utopians envisioned societies that
matched work to people’s character, experimented with different kinds of
labor, and limited work to only part of the day.86
Drawing on twentieth-century social science, liberalism argues that people
work because it serves a range of social, psychological, and economic needs.
As proof, liberals point to studies showing that even when people come into
unexpected wealth, they do not necessarily withdraw from paid work. Research has found that few people who inherit large sums of money or win
the lottery stop working or fall into idleness. Studies also report that as people’s income and wealth increases, they invest more time in their work.87
Social science offers a range of positive meanings of work for the individual
and society. Economists tell us that work makes it possible for society to
produce and distribute goods and services. It transforms raw nature into products that serve our needs and wants. Psychologists say that work provides
people with a sense of mastery of themselves and their environment. Freud
argued that work attaches people to reality, gives them a secure place in the
human community, and provides important psychological functions, such as
displacing a large amount of erotic, narcissistic, and aggressive libidinal impulses onto professional work and into human relations. Other psychologists
add that producing something valued by others gives workers a sense that
they have something to offer society. Sociologists emphasize the ways work
brings people together, promotes social ties, confers social status, and gives
one a place in society.88 For better or worse, people become what they do.
The question “Who are you?” typically evokes a response such as “I am a
social worker” or “I work at the Middletown Mental Health Center.” Work
also provides us with a sense of order and structure that precludes chaos and
confusion.
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The discussion of the value of work to individuals intensiﬁed in the 1970s
as the public became interested in the question of job satisfaction. The 1971
report of a Special Task Force to the Secretary of Health, Education and
Welfare, Work in America, held that people need to earn a living, but they
also need to have satisfying work. Dissatisfying work (or worse), it argued,
risks setting off “severe repercussions” in other parts of the social system.89
Drawing from programs already tried by some U.S. corporations, the report
called for workplace reform and redesign. It recommended developing more
ﬂexible work schedules and rules, giving workers more autonomy and responsibility for production decisions, and promoting self-government, participatory
management, and proﬁt sharing. The report also called for government support for lifetime learning for workers, such as educational programs geared to
worker self-renewal and a six-month sabbatical every seven years for all workers. Finally, Work in America recommended the creation of more and better
jobs but also job security on the grounds that the absence of job opportunities,
adequate wages, and safe working conditions undercuts the possibility of other
sources of job satisfaction. These liberal ideas about work gained some currency during the 1970s, only to be pushed aside by the rising conservative
tide that surfaced in the 1980s.
Radicalism: Work as Transforming Self and Society

Radicalism deﬁnes work as purposeful, sustained activity that allows individuals both to develop their human potential and to transform nature into
useful products that fulﬁll human needs.90 On a societal level, work is allocated to produce the goods and services needed by people for sustenance,
clothing, shelter, defense, and luxuries. If employment as an incomeproducing effort is contrasted with idleness or volunteering, in this broader
meaning work contrasts with leisure or rest.91
Radicalism regards individuals as naturally work-oriented and work as central to the human experience. Yet it concludes that the structure of work in
capitalism creates a variety of problems. Conservatism holds that people avoid
work because they are lazy and irresponsible; radicalism regards human beings
as harmed by the social relations of work in a proﬁt-driven economy.
More speciﬁcally, the structure of work is alienating for many people, the
organization of work can lead to the exploitation and dehumanization of
workers, and the distribution of work and its rewards are major sources of
inequality. Alienation refers to the separation of human beings from each
other, from themselves, and from the products they create. According to
Marx, worker alienation arises because capitalist work arrangements deprive
workers of control over their labor, create incentives for managers to manipulate workers, and require workers to do highly specialized repetitive tasks,
often in large, impersonal settings. Allowed to use only a fraction of their
talents, workers cannot develop pride in their creativity or the ﬁnal product
of their work, and so work loses its meaning and satisfaction. 92
The free enterprise system also exploits workers by taking time and activity
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away from individuals and using it for the beneﬁt of employers.93 The radical
theory of exploitation is based on the notion that workers labor for more
hours than is needed to reproduce their “labor power.” In any one eight-hour
day, individuals may need to work only four hours to earn what is needed for
their subsistence, broadly deﬁned. For proﬁts to be made, however, workers
must labor for longer than this, perhaps for eight instead of just four hours.
The dollar value of the four hours that exceeds the amount needed to ensure
survival accrues to the employer as proﬁt.94 In other words, only part of the
value of the daily labor of workers is returned to them in wages. Such exploitation creates the basis for class conﬂict. To ensure that people come to
work every day, capitalist society has had to overcome the built-in disincentives by associating work with economic survival but also personal identity,
wage hierarchies, and competitive consumption.95 The organization of work
in a proﬁt-based economic system also creates incentives to keep wages down
and invest little in working conditions, and otherwise poses a threat to human
life.
Radicalism proposes that a system freed from capitalist alienation, exploitation, and workplace harms, one organized to meet human needs, would
operate differently. It would not need to blame the victim, create false work
incentives, or degrade, alienate, or exploit people. Rather, work would be a
positive, growth-producing activity that allows human beings to develop their
own capabilities, one that would transform society by converting the nonhuman world into a means for addressing human needs. The cooperation
involved in such an endeavor encourages people to become and remain interconnected. Indeed, for Marx, the realization of all human potential is possible only as human beings as a group develop their powers; and these powers
can be realized only through the cooperative action of all people over time.96
In brief, work is the basis of human self-development and importantly beneﬁcial for the entire society.
Feminism and Work

Conservatism decries the individual’s lack of work motivation. Liberalism
calls for more satisfying jobs to stimulate interest in work. Radicalism deplores
the degradation of work. Despite its agreement with many of the ideas about
work subscribed to by liberalism and radicalism, feminism had to change the
question because the other schools of thought omitted women.
Feminism spends less time worrying about the work ethic than about who
controls and beneﬁts from women’s labor in the home and on the job. Expanding the discussion of work to include the relationship of work to the
subordination of women, feminism argues that women’s unpaid labor in the
home must be counted as work. Regardless of their political stripe, most
feminists concur that the organization of work disadvantages women both at
home and on the job.
Liberal feminists highlight sexism, both the unequal treatment of women
in the workplace and the unequal distribution of household tasks among
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women and men. They argue that unequal pay for equal work is unfair and
that, although women are just as capable workers as men, the commonly held
belief that men are better leaders stymies women’s advancement. Liberal feminists also believe that equal work opportunities will relieve men of the unfair
responsibility for total ﬁnancial support of the family. They focus attention
on eliminating barriers to women and providing more opportunities for choice
of employment by women and men.97
Cultural feminists view society through the lens of patriarchy, that is, the
social relations of power that enable men to control women. In this view,
although both men and women are injured by the demands of capitalism,
due to patriarchy male roles bring them more prestige and ﬁnancial rewards
than do the roles assigned to women. Cultural feminists posit that the hierarchical organization of the workplace allows more powerful men to dominate
and control other men. This relationship between men, in turn, allows all
men to beneﬁt materially and psychologically from the exploitation of
women’s labor. It also furthers a shared gendered interest in maintaining their
position of dominance over women.98 More speciﬁcally, because senior males
have virtually total authority over subordinate males (and females), they can
reward men economically and emotionally for obeying the authoritarian rules
of the workplace. The economic rewards designed to ensure that subordinate
men obey senior men also provide the less powerful men with the means to
dominate women on the job and in their own homes. Therefore, cultural
feminists call for altering or eliminating male-dominated hierarchies in the
labor market and at home.
Socialist feminism developed its analysis by examining the relationship of
women’s work to both capitalism and patriarchy. Drawing on Marxism, socialist feminism values productive activity for its concrete results but also for
its impact on human development and the wider society. Socialist feminists
also agree with cultural feminists that men as a group beneﬁt from women’s
labor on the job and at home. They argue that the lack of opportunity and
choice decried by liberal feminism is a symptom, not a cause. The underlying
problem is the gender division of labor that emerged with industrialization
and continues to beneﬁt both capitalism and patriarchy by disadvantaging
women.
That nearly half the current workforce is women points to women’s interest in employment, the family’s need for women’s earnings, and employers’
demand for women workers as cheap labor. However, the organization of the
workplace simultaneously supports capitalist proﬁts and patriarchal arrangements. The existence of sex-segregated jobs, male-female pay differentials, and
gendered power hierarchies justiﬁes paying women less than men, which helps
to lower employers’ labor costs and sustain business proﬁts.
The organization of women’s labor also beneﬁts capitalism. Assigned to
the home, for years women served as a reserve army of labor that employers
could move in and out of the labor market as needed. Employers typically
recruited women workers when they wanted to replace absent men, undercut
male skills, or press male wages down—only to send the women back home
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when their labor was no longer needed. Now that so many women work for
wages outside the home, the shrunken reserve army of labor consists of stayat-home moms and women employed only part-time.
The gendered labor market enforces patriarchal relations as well as capitalist proﬁts. For one, it reﬂects patriarchal notions of women’s “place” both
in the cleaning, cooking, and service jobs that women do and in their lack
of power in the workplace. The economic insecurity resulting from their low
wages and lack of power (and the higher wages paid to men) creates the
conditions for the subordination of women to men in the home and on the
job by leaving women economically dependent on men and marriage for
support.99 As noted earlier, the emphasis on work and the work ethic has
produced male-biased and gender-blind social welfare policies.
Feminists of color offer still another interpretation of work for women, by
taking into account the impact of racism. Just as white feminists fault men
for conceptualizing events on the basis of male experience and generalizing
it to women as if no differences existed, so women of color fault white feminists for analyzing women’s work based on the experience of white women
and generalizing the conclusions to all women without accounting for racial
differentials.
Feminists of color point out that many persons of color were either brought
to this country or conquered to meet the need for a cheap and exploitable
workforce. For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, most women
of color worked for low wages while middle-class white women remained at
home.100 First, women of color were employed as servants in white households, relieving white middle-class women of onerous aspects of domestic
labor. Then they were disproportionately employed as service workers in private enterprise, where they also cleaned for and served others. So, while the
feminist movement fought for the right of women to work outside the home,
slavery, racial discrimination against men and women of color, and economic
hardship forced women of color to work for wages outside the home—often
against their will. In sum, racism prevented women of color from choosing
to stay home. From the start, women of color experienced little or no separation of work and family. Instead, women’s work outside the home was an
extension of their family responsibilities.

The Ideology of Family
The word family entered the English language in the ﬁfteenth century, when
it was used to denote a household with servants. Today, most people use the
term to refer to a set of people related by blood, marriage, or adoption. How
the family is deﬁned becomes key in social welfare policy because access to
many, if not all, social welfare beneﬁts depends on deep-seated assumptions
about “deserving” and “undeserving” families.
Conservatism, liberalism, radicalism, and feminism all place a high value
on the family as a social institution. But their agreement disappears when it
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comes to deﬁning the family structure and the family’s right to assistance.
Conservatism favors the two-parent family unit over all others; liberalism
validates diverse family arrangements; radicalism rarely addresses the family;
and feminists, both white and women of color, look at the family for its
impact on women. These different views about the family have coexisted for
centuries. Yet the debate about what constitutes the “proper” family erupts
periodically, typically during periods of social change when large numbers of
people feel uncertain about the stability of their lives.
Such a debate occurred during the Industrial Revolution, when the agricultural economy gave way to market-based production. This dramatic shift
created the need for someone to work in the new factories and someone else
to remain at home. The resulting gender division of labor assigned women
to caretaking in the home and men to breadwinning in the market. The
debate surfaced again during the roaring twenties. This time the change in
women’s roles was marked by the enfranchisement of women, the expansion
of service jobs, and the period’s sexual revolution, which brought women
short haircuts, short skirts, and bloomers.101 After World War II, women’s
roles changed again, due ﬁrst to the massive entry of married women into
the workforce and then to the demands in the late 1960s of the women’s
movement.
The recent conﬂict over the deﬁnition of the family in the United States
began in the late 1970s, fueled this time by a backlash to the gains made by
the women’s movement, the expansion of gay and lesbian rights, and the
economic insecurity within the middle class generated by deindustrialization,
downsizing, and the export of production abroad. In 1980, the White House
Conference on Families foundered on the fundamental question of what constitutes a family and what makes for good family life.
Conservatism and “the Family”

Both social and laissez-fare conservatism regard the two-parent heterosexual
family as a natural and unchanging social unit and the bedrock of society.
Backed by mainstream social science, this deﬁnition of the family has provided the foundation for most ideas about the family and gender roles since
the end of World War II.
The mainstream view of the family relies heavily on the work of Talcott
Parsons, the inﬂuential American sociologist who deﬁned the nuclear family
as especially well-suited to the demands of an urban industrialized society.
According to Parsons, as economic changes shifted production out of the
home, the educational, economic, and protective functions of the older extended family were transferred to impersonal public institutions, including
schools and later social welfare programs. Having lost its earlier purpose, the
smaller, nuclear family came to specialize in raising children and meeting the
needs of individual family members for love, security, loyalty, and companionship. The family also taught its members discipline, self-restraint, and selfcontrol.102
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Whether conservatives believe that the modern nuclear family structure
is God-given, biologically destined, or essential to an efﬁcient and productive
society, they prefer it to any other arrangement. Therefore, its strength and
stability must be protected and sustained at all costs. This includes preserving
the gender division of labor considered to be functional for modern society.
According to Parsons, the family contributes to social stability because fathers
take on the “instrumental” role (e.g., earning income, participating in community affairs, maintaining family discipline) while mothers assume the “expressive” role (e.g., nurturance and socialization).103 Most conservatives agree,
especially social conservatives. They think that men—not women—should
run the family, and that the social bonds among men, women, and children
in the family ought to be regulated by traditional and religious morality. They
oppose more egalitarian contractual relations worked out by the particular
individuals involved. Indeed, in this view, sexual equality leads to promiscuity,
lack of complementarity, and the collapse of the social bonds necessary for
society.104
The standard two-parent heterosexual family is also key to social stability
because it is regarded as an inherently harmonious and consensual unit.
Given their mutuality of interests, husbands and wives agree as to what is
best for each of them and for the family as a whole. The prescribed gender
division of labor reduces the possibility of conﬂict by preventing competition
between husband and wife within and outside the home. Public acceptance
of this view of the stable and harmonious family peaked in the United Status
during the 1950s. Television shows such as Father Knows Best and The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet celebrated white breadwinning fathers and fulltime homemaker mothers living harmoniously with their children in singlefamily suburban houses.105
Because this gendered pattern was regarded as “natural,” best for the (always presumed heterosexual) modern family, and critical for social stability,
any major change in gender roles or family structure was problematic. Change
risked unleashing marital conﬂict, disrupting the household equilibrium, and
challenging the moral foundation of society. By the mid-1960s, as the contest
over the properly structured family surfaced, single-parent households came
under a racialized attack as deviant and pathological. In 1965, Daniel P.
Moynihan wrote of the black community:
From the wild Irish slums of the nineteenth century Eastern seaboard
to the riot-torn suburbs of Los Angeles, there is one unmistakable lesson
in American history; a community that allows a large number of young
men to grow up in broken families, dominated by women, never acquiring any stable relationship to male authority, never acquiring any
set of rational expectations about the future—that community asks for
and gets chaos.106
By the mid-1970s, leading conservatives declared that the family was in
peril. Social conservatives viewed ongoing changes in family structure as evidence of moral decay and a fundamental attack on the family. They disliked
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This photograph from the popular
television show Father Knows
Best reﬂects the patriarchal family
at its height after World War II.

the rise of working wives, single mothers, divorced couples, gay parents, interracial marriages, test-tube babies, accessible abortions, and birth control.
A conservative thinker touted the traditional family as
situated apart from both the larger kin group and the workplace, focused
on the procreation of children, and consisting of a legal, lifelong, sexually exclusive, heterosexual, monogamous marriage based on affection
and companionship, in which there is a sharp division of labor (separate
spheres), with the female as a full-time housewife and the male as primary provider and ultimate authority.107
Laissez-faire conservatives hoped to preserve the traditional family for
other than moral reasons. They supported the traditional family because it
promoted individualism and fostered self-assertion and the belief in the individual’s ability to control the world through rational calculation. According
to the authors of The War over the Family, “Put simply, the bourgeois family
socialized individuals with personalities and values conducive to entrepreneurial capitalism on the one hand and democracy on the other.”108
Both social and laissez-faire conservatives believe that big government,
especially social programs and social service professionals, has weakened the
family by usurping its traditional authority109 and by supporting the singleparent household. When he was president, Ronald Reagan declared, “There
is no question that many well-intentioned Great Society–type programs conIdeological Perspectives and Conﬂicts
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tributed to family breakups, welfare dependency, and a large increase in births
out of wedlock.”110 In the mid-1990s, Robert Rector, a social analyst for the
Heritage Foundation, a well-known conservative think tank, declared:
Across the nation, the current welfare system has all but destroyed
family structure in low-income communities. Welfare established strong
ﬁnancial incentives which effectively block the formation of intact,
two-parent families. . . . Largely because of welfare, illegitimacy and single parenthood have now become the conventional “life-style” option
for raising children in many low-income communities.111
The discussion of single motherhood and family breakdown became deeply
racialized. Echoing Moynihan, contemporary conservatives repeatedly portray
the African American family headed by a single mother as “broken.” Heather
MacDonald, a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute, a New York City
conservative think tank, has argued that single mothers should not be raising
children. In such families, she declared, “there is no role model of somebody
who is working living in the house.” In the very next sentence and without
offering a reason, MacDonald shifted from talking about single mothers in
general to black families: “A lot of the problems we’re seeing with young
black males results from the fact that they have no positive male role models
growing up. They’re left out in the streets. They see nobody who works, who
has gotten an education. There are simply jungle rules out there.”112 The use
of the term jungle also evokes traditional stereotypes of blacks as uncivilized.
Writing in the Philadelphia Inquirer about the high rate of nonmarital births
in the black community, Charles Murray concluded that “the culture must
be Lord of the Flies writ large, the values of unsocialized male adolescent-made
norms—physical violence, immediate gratiﬁcation, and predatory sex. That
is the culture now taking over the black inner city.”113
To deal with the changing family, social conservatives call on the government to exert moral leadership, to assert its inﬂuence over social and sexual
mores, and to actively promote family values. The conservative strategy for
restoring the “traditional family” includes
a social movement whose purpose is “cultural education” in family values. It should point out the supreme importance to society of strong
families, while at the same time suggesting ways that the family can
better adapt to the modern conditions of individualism, equality and
the labor force participation of both women and men. Such a movement could build on the fact that the overwhelming majority of young
people today still put forth as their major life goal a lasting monogamous, heterosexual relationship which includes the procreation of children. It is reasonable to suppose that this goal is so pervasive because
it is based on a deep seated need.114
New Right fund-raisers such as Richard Vigurie, religious leaders such as Jerry
Falwell, and conservative political commentators such as George Gilder have
called for reestablishing the traditional patriarchal family so that the nation
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can restore moral order, revitalize the economy, and strengthen itself at home
and abroad.
Laissez-faire conservatives are less enthusiastic about using the state to
patrol antifamily educational materials or to otherwise inﬂuence and control
family behavior. They prefer to strengthen the traditional family by increasing
choice, that is, by lowering the tax burden on married couples, providing
child tax credits, providing educational vouchers for school choice, limiting
access to abortion, and so on.115
Liberalism: From “the Family” to “Families”

Liberalism accepts the traditional family and its functions as depicted by Parsons. It sees the formation of families as a highly rational choice for meeting
the needs it is intended to address. However, both pragmatic and humanitarian liberalism contain a more ﬂexible attitude toward family structure. In
the mid-1970s, if not before, some scholars, inﬂuenced by the women’s movement, began to challenge the idealized version of “the family” as too narrow
and not reﬂective of many of the country’s households. These more liberal
analyses recognized a range of family forms and began to employ the plural
term families to denote this diversity. According to one historian:
The one unambiguous fact which has emerged in the last twenty years
is that there can be no simple history of the Western family since the
sixteenth century because there is not, nor ever has there been, a single
family system. The West has always been characterized by diversity of
family forms, by diversity of family functions, and by diversity in attitudes to family relationships not only over time but at any one moment
in time. There is, except at most trivial levels, no Western family
type.116
Liberalism challenges the idea of the “traditional” nuclear family as natural
and inevitable. Its proponents claim that the evidence points to the family
as a social rather than a biological group and shows that a family’s size, composition, boundaries, sentiments, and activities vary by culture, social conditions, and history. In 1990, Newsweek published a special edition on “The
21st Century Family: Who We Will Be, How We Will Live.” A section
entitled “Variations on a Theme” suggested that “the family tree of American
society is sending forth a variety of new and fast growing branches.” The
branches included “gay and lesbian couples, unmarried heterosexual couples,
married childless couples, single parent households, babies by donor inseminations, and grandparents raising their children’s children.” The news magazine backed up its observations with ﬁgures from a public opinion poll that
asked twelve hundred randomly selected adults to deﬁne the word family.
Only 22 percent picked the legalistic deﬁnition noted earlier: a group of
people related by blood, marriage, or adoption. Almost 75 percent chose a
much broader description: “a group of people who love and care for each
other.”117
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Along with their belief in diverse families, both pragmatic and humanitarian liberalism argue for government policies to help all types of families
from all walks of life carry out any functions they no longer can perform
adequately. For many years, indeed since the New Deal of the 1930s, the
welfare state has sustained families by replacing lost income due to old age,
unemployment, illness, disability, or breadwinner absence; subsidizing the cost
of food, housing, education, and health care; and providing for a range of
social and mental health services. However, as changes in family life and
structures mounted, especially with the rise of working mothers and single
parenthood, liberals began to call for a broader “family policy.”
“Our families may be different in the next century,” declared the editors
of Newsweek in 1990, “but we have an extraordinary opportunity to make
them stronger.”118 The stronger family policy recommended by pragmatic liberals includes programs to make it easier for women (and men) to combine
work and child rearing such as paid family and medical leave, more affordable
child care services, ﬂexible work hours, supportive housing, and other services
to help adult children care for their aging parents. Humanitarian liberalism
adds to this family policy agenda equal pay for equal work, the development
of a family allowance, higher public assistance grants, afterschool programs,
comprehensive health services including prenatal care, sex education in the
schools, and programs for battered women.
Feminism and Families

Standard radicalism rarely analyzes gender or family issues. In contrast, given
their concerns about the oppression of women, feminists place families center
stage. Like standard liberalism, all the feminisms criticize the traditional view
of the family as natural, biological, or “functional” in a timeless way. But they
add the perspective of women. Most feminist schools of thought reject the
idea of the nuclear family as natural or inevitable in favor of the notion of
diversity described above. They believe individuals should be able to choose
their preferred family structure without penalty and argue for a more inclusive
deﬁnition of the family.
Despite important differences on “the family question,” liberal, cultural,
and socialist feminists and feminists of color conclude that the speciﬁcs of
daily family living cannot be adequately understood without systematic attention to the underlying structures of gender.119 This includes the allocation
of household tasks, the experiences of work and leisure, and the giving and
receiving of nurturance, but also conﬂicts, episodes of violence, and decisions
about employment, moving, consumption, and family size.
Liberal feminism views women as individuals within the family rather than
as mere components of it or anchors to it, as prescribed by the traditional
model. Mirroring the emphasis on individual rights and equal opportunity in
standard liberalism, liberal feminists call for women to have the same rights
to autonomy and self-determination in the home as society grants to men.
This more equal treatment of the sexes in the family, however, requires a
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restructuring of gender roles. These roles include breaking out of being just
a wife and mother, demanding that men help with housework and child
rearing, having access to divorce, and having a marriage contract that spells
out equal rights and duties. Liberal feminism also calls for child care, equal
pay, family medical leave, and other supports for balancing work and family
that would put women as individuals on an equal footing with men in the
family and in the labor market. Liberal feminists have resisted sex-role stereotyping in childhood socialization practices and oppose the sexual double standard for women and men and all other unfair rules and practices based on
acceptance of male and female difference.
Cultural feminism challenges the traditional family in another way. It regards the family as patriarchal and predicated on heterosexuality, male authority, compulsory motherhood, and the domination of women by men—
especially women’s identity, body, and sexuality.120 According to Gayle Rubin,
the creation of two genders, the sexual division of labor, and compulsory
heterosexuality are all parts of a sex-gender system that underlies family arrangements oppressive to women.121
Unlike liberal feminists, who seek individual rights and equal treatment
with men in the family, cultural feminists afﬁrm women as intrinsically different from—and superior to—men. They criticize capitalism for fostering
individualism, competition, selﬁshness, and other traits associated with men
and have no interest in endorsing the rules of a “man-made society” that do
not reﬂect their interests. Instead, cultural feminists urge that the family and
wider society be guided by cooperation, nurturance, and mutual caring—
positive traits linked to women.
Rather than seeing the family as a safe haven in a heartless land, cultural
feminists regard the male-dominated family as a potential site of oppression
for women. The custom of a woman taking her husband’s (and father’s) last
name emerged historically to signal women as the property of men. Cultural
feminists also oppose using the titles Miss and Mrs. because they mark a
woman’s potential sexual availability (which led to use of the term Ms.).
Cultural feminists also counter the cultural gloriﬁcation of motherhood by
exposing its darker and unspoken experiences. They depict “compulsory
motherhood” as an institution organized for and by patriarchy. Compulsory
motherhood refers to (1) the assumption that because women can physically
bear children all women are potential mothers; (2) cultural directives that all
women become mothers; (3) sentimentalization of motherhood, the maternal
instinct, and mother-child bonding; and (4) the pitying or stigmatizing of
childless women. Patriarchy also determines the conditions of motherhood
by denying women control over the processes of reproduction (contraception,
birth control, abortion rights, sterilization); the conditions of giving birth
(male control of medicine, hospitals, cesarean births, etc.); and sources of
child-rearing advice.122
Cultural feminists also criticize compulsory heterosexuality, on the grounds
that the assumption that women have an innate need for males is false and
because the belief grants men personal power over women and keeps women
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divided from each other.123 Compulsory heterosexuality also ensures that men,
both individually and as a social group, beneﬁt from women’s unpaid work
in the home. This domestic labor provides men with free housekeeping, shopping, child rearing, personal support, and sexual services, among other beneﬁts. Men also beneﬁt because, by staying home, women are less likely to
compete with them for better jobs in the labor market.124
Instead of love and harmony between husband and wife, cultural feminists
emphasize patterns of inequality and conﬂict in the family. Pointing to high
rates of divorce, separation, incest, marital rape, and battering, they argue
that irreconcilable differences between husband and wife, father and children
turn some families into a site of conﬂict and violence. For those who so desire,
cultural feminists call for the right to remain single and childless and to form
partnerships with other women. They also put the issues of abortion, rape,
and male violence against women on the public policy agenda.
Socialist feminism looks at how the interplay of patriarchy and capitalism
structures the family life of women (and men). Cultural feminists stress male
control over women’s bodies and how men beneﬁt from women’s unpaid work
in the home; socialist feminists emphasize men’s control over women’s domestic labor and the ways this household labor beneﬁts both capitalism and
patriarchy.125
Like the standard radical tradition from which they come, socialist feminists pay special attention to the role of productive activity in society. However, they expand the deﬁnition of productive activities to include women’s
unpaid household work. Deﬁning work only as paid employment in the labor
market, they say, ignores what women do for free for the family and for
society. To replace a woman’s services as cook, baby-sitter, and housekeeper,
for example, her husband would have to hire several workers, thereby adding
thousands of dollars to the GDP. In contrast, if a man married his housekeeper, he would cause the GDP to fall because she moved from paid to
unpaid work.126 Therefore, feminists argue, caregiving by women, which affects women throughout the life cycle, needs to be redeﬁned from a natural
female trait based on biology to work both in the home and outside.
Socialist feminism maintains that women’s household labor beneﬁts capitalism and patriarchy.127 Most immediately, women’s domestic services free
employers from having to pay male workers enough to purchase the same
services on the open market. Employers gain as well because workers are more
productive on the job when they return each day fed, rested, and comforted
by women’s unpaid domestic labor. The food, clothing, socialization, and nurturance provided by women at home also supply employers with a ﬁt and
properly socialized workforce—services that employers would otherwise have
to pay for out of their proﬁts.
While cultural feminists emphasize the patriarchal institution of compulsory motherhood, socialist feminists suggest that the socialization of children
done by mothers in the home serves the interests of both capitalism and
patriarchy and generally contributes to the smooth functioning of the wider
society. Mothers are expected to prepare children to ﬁt into the social order
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by, among other things, accepting their “proper” adult roles as deﬁned by class
and race. The work women do at home ensures that children develop the
attitudes, values, and behaviors they need to succeed, or at least survive, in
the job market, such as respect for authority, punctuality, hierarchy, and competition. Mothering also teaches children how to behave as boys and girls
and what to expect as women and men with regard to marriage, childbearing,
and family relations.128
Women’s work in the family also acts a bulwark of the market economy.
For one, women’s work in the home converts a given amount of wages into
the consumption of the goods and services that industry produces. Second,
as noted in the section on work, to the extent that women have been assigned
to the home or work outside only part-time, they can be moved in and out
of the workforce as needed by business and industry. Because women’s labor
helps to keep the wheels of industry turning in these and many other ways,
some socialist feminists have called for it to be paid through wages or some
form of public beneﬁts.
Feminists of Color and Families

Feminists of color challenge the traditional ideology of the family in still
another way. Their analysis highlights how the forces of domination work
differently for different groups. Feminists of color argue that the so-called
traditional nuclear family does not always reﬂect their family arrangement.
They point to the presence of family forms in their communities that appear
less often elsewhere, such as kinship caring, “othermothers,”129 and single
motherhood. They object when social observers label these family arrangements as deviant, implying that only one “good” or proper family type exists.
Feminists of color also take issue with white feminists who disparage the
family as a site of women’s oppression. They stress how racial stratiﬁcation
has shaped family life. For one, women of color experience the oppression of
a patriarchal society but not the protections and buffering of a patriarchal
family. The lack of social, legal, and economic support available to families
of color has intensiﬁed and extended women’s work in and outside the home.
As a result, the family life of women of color has been less bound by the
notion of separate male and female spheres. Nor has it been shaped as much
by the idea of the family as an emotional haven separate and apart from the
demands of the rough and tough economic marketplace.
Women of color experience little or no separation of work and family and
no protected sphere of domesticity. Thus, they have a different view of unpaid
work in the home than do many white women. Many women of color ﬁnd
unpaid housework less alienating than waged work because the combination
of class, race, and gender discrimination in the labor market leaves them with
the dirtiest, most dangerous, and lowest-paid jobs. Paid work may provide
white women with a positive identity and material independence; for many
women of color, however, waged work translates into low-paid drudgery, including the work done by women of color in the homes of white women.130
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The wide range of pressure faced by families of color often strains their
personal relationships. Yet the racialized circumstances also set the stage for
a variety of creative adaptations. Despite the hardship imposed on family life
by racial discrimination and the forced labor force participation of women,
most families of color did not break down. Instead, they adapted as best they
could to the forces of inequality in the wider society. Feminists of color do
not consider these adaptations an exception to a “standard” family form.
Although the white, middle-class family has become the model of “the
family,” it is neither the norm nor the dominant family type in other communities. It is, however, the measure against which society judges all other
families.131 Some feminists of color maintain that in their community, the
family became a site of resistance to racism—a refuge from a racist society
rather than a site of conﬂict and oppression. The solidarity and resistance to
racial oppression it provided often overrode the oppression of women that
the family may also entail.132
In sum, perhaps speaking for many feminists, Nancy Fraser, a feminist
professor of philosophy, concludes, “The trick is to imagine a social world in
which citizens’ lives integrate wage earning, caregiving, community activism,
and political participation—while also leaving time for some fun. This world
is not likely to come into being in the immediate future, but it is the only
imaginable post-industrial world that promises true gender equity.”133

The Ideology of Racial Inequality
It is widely believed that social welfare programs have served mostly persons
of color. It is also believed that the “races” vary widely genetically. Combined
with the racialization of the welfare reform debate, these inaccuracies suggest
a profound confusion and anxiety about the meaning of race. This section
identiﬁes the ideological perspectives on racial inequality that have become
central in discussions of social problems and social welfare policy.
Social Conservatism: Racial Inequality as Biological/Cultural Inferiority

Social conservatism relies on theories of natural and fundamental differences
to explain inequality. Throughout much of U.S. history, public policy and
public opinion deﬁned race as a biological category that separated groups of
people in hierarchical and irreversible ways. As seen in chapter 2, national
leaders historically treated skin color or other physical traits as given and
immutable indicators of race. They regularly assigned social characteristics
such as intelligence, temperament, morality, and culture to these so-called
natural or inborn features and linked low intelligence, immorality, and so
forth to dark skin, and dark skin to inferiority. This (mis)interpretation was
then used to justify policies supporting racial segregation and discrimination.134
Contemporary conservatives have moved from the belief in biological in162
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feriority to notions of cultural inferiority, which hold that existing inequities
reﬂect moral or cultural rather than racial differences. Instead, cultural explanations attribute the failure of persons of color to attain economic success
and social status to personal attitudes and community values, that is, to a
culture of poverty that violates the traditional American values of hard work,
thrift, deferral of gratiﬁcation, and respect for marriage.135
A leading proponent of this view, Dinesh D’Souza, resident scholar at the
American Enterprise Institute, a conservative think tank, and author of The
End of Racism: Principles for a Multiracial Society (1995), has said, “What accounts for ‘black failure’ in America today is not genes and is not discrimination, but rather cultural dysfunctionalities in the black community. American blacks have developed a culture that was long adaptive to historical
circumstances, including historical oppressions, but that in concrete ways is
dysfunctional today. . . . some groups do not bring the same set of cultural
orientations and skills to the race [for success].”136 In addition to this “civilizational breakdown” in the black community, D’Souza, along with many
conservative thinkers, suggests that blacks do not apply themselves as hard
as more successful groups who get along despite racial discrimination and
without the beneﬁt of afﬁrmative action (e.g., the model Asian minority).
These conservatives also believe that all blacks are too dependent on the
government: poor blacks on welfare, middle-class blacks in government jobs,
and small black businesses on government set-asides. Instead of encouraging
this dependency, black leaders should step up to the plate and address the
community’s problems. The government can play only a limited role in this
kind of “civilizational restoration” project.137
Based on these arguments, social conservatives call for a return to raceneutral or color-blind social policy, deﬁned as policies that do not “make any
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special deference to blacks.” D’Souza adds, “It is a policy that treats blacks
like everyone else. The debate now is about whether blacks should be, in the
eyes of the law, treated like everyone else or treated as special.”138 This thinking applies to afﬁrmative action, which social conservatives oppose on several
grounds. Some social conservatives believe that racism no longer exists and
that more white people than persons of color now suffer “reverse” discrimination. Others hold that afﬁrmative action has beneﬁted middle-class women,
disadvantaged minorities of color, and the poor in that order and that it insults
persons of color by implying that they cannot make it on their own. They
see the policy as divisive, opening social wedges in the basic American melting pot.139

Laissez-Faire Conservatism: Racial Inequality as Lack
of Human Capital or Irrational Behavior of Firms
Lack of Human Capital

Drawing on neoclassical economic theory, some laissez-faire conservatives attribute racial inequality to individual differences in human capital. The theory holds that all blacks and whites will have equal opportunities so long as
they possess the traits (motivation, behavior, ability, talent, etc.) and resources of human capital (health, education, income, wealth) that make them
equally productive. Assuming equal opportunities and taking racial differences
in human capital as given, the theory concludes that racial inequality reﬂects
not race, but differences in the productive resources of the individual. The
human capital model does not ask about the source of racial differences in
the possession of productive resources or the unequal opportunities to employ
them. As a result, it inevitably implies that unequal racial outcomes must be
due to individual traits, choices, or behaviors (e.g., to a racial lack of motivation or other kind of inferiority).
Irrational Firms

A second laissez-faire explanation holds that some employers have a “taste
for discrimination,” but that this preference for hiring white people is irrational because it deprives their business of the proﬁt-enhancing value of
cheaper black labor. Because it is irrational and inefﬁcient, racial discrimination cannot exist for long in a proﬁt-driven market economy. Racial discrimination is lethal for business because it causes ﬁrms to lose the competitive advantage that comes from paying lower wages to persons of color and
turning aside talented workers and paying customers just because of their race.
Due to competition, the nondiscriminating ﬁrms will expand at the expense
of those that discriminate. They will expand until all the inefﬁcient discriminating ﬁrms go bankrupt. Left to its own devices, then, the market will
ultimately eliminate racial discrimination.
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Rational Odds

Still another view holds that discrimination is rational. This, a justiﬁcation
for racial proﬁling, holds that racial discrimination makes sense because the
individuals in question belong to a group whose statistical pattern makes
discriminatory judgments reasonable. The cab driver who is reluctant to pick
up young black males, the police ofﬁcer who collars a black teenager, the
store clerk who keeps an extra eye on black customers—all are working on
a rational assumption of criminal behavior based on the statistical odds.140
Pragmatic Liberalism: Racial Inequality as Racial Discrimination

Pragmatic liberalism’s explanation of racial inequality emphasizes social rather
than individual factors. Reﬂecting liberalism’s view of human nature and
equal opportunity, it argues that racial inequality stems from prejudice (beliefs, ideas, attitudes) and racial discrimination (actions and behaviors). A
racially prejudiced person “prejudges” the individual or group on the basis of
stereotypes. Racial discrimination refers to intentional and unequal treatment
of individuals based on the social meaning attached to biological features
such as skin color, hair type, and eye shape. The landlord who will not rent
to persons of color, the judge who metes out unusually harsh sentences to
blacks, and the employer who will not hire Latinos are all engaging in acts
of racial discrimination. Racial discrimination, in turn, denies persons of color
equal opportunities to pursue their self-interest and to succeed in the market
economy and other spheres of life. Thus, pragmatic liberalism argues that
racial inequality is the result of racial discrimination, not lack of motivation.
It calls for legal equality, meaning equal treatment under the law, to reduce
or eliminate barriers responsible for differential racial outcomes.
Humanitarian Liberalism: Racial Inequality as Lack of Human Rights

Humanitarian liberalism holds that despite considerable legislative, judicial,
and constitutional progress in the United States, the nation contains a deeply
entrenched racial divide that continues to result in systematic advantages to
whites at the expense of persons of color. James Jennings, a professor of urban
and environmental policy, explains the persistence of the racial divide as the
product of a “well-ingrained racial hierarchy” that “involves a pervasive system of caste based on race . . . a ‘vertical’ order of domination.”141 Racism and
racial discrimination emerge from and are facilitated by the existence of this
racial hierarchy.
Racial inequality cannot readily be erased through conventional legal responses to racial discrimination because legally preventing racial discrimination does not necessarily alter racial hierarchies. The achievement of racial
equality must be linked to human rights and the equality of result.142 The
United Nations International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
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of Racial Discrimination provides a bridge to move society from simple legal
responses to the more comprehensive approach to ending racial hierarchies.
The U.N. document deﬁnes discrimination quite broadly as any “distinction,
exclusion, restriction, or preference based on race, color, descent, or national
or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing
the recognition, . . . on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental
freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, or any other ﬁeld of
public life.”143 It places the issue of racial discrimination into an international
context, encourages nations to consider the basic rights that should be available to all people regardless of national boundaries, and presses nations to
deal with racial hierarchies as a fundamental cause of racial inequality.
The human rights model moves beyond the right of individuals to legal
equality before the law to the right to nondiscrimination. To address racial
discrimination, nations must accept the idea, the reality, and the interest of
national minorities within their boundaries. They must incorporate collective
as well as individual remedies to the problem. The solution requires equality
of result, which means redressing the uneven outcomes produced by racial
hierarchies of domination and subordination. In addition to breaking down
the barriers of legal discrimination for individuals, nations must ensure full
social rights, especially active participation in society. They must provide the
needed health, education, employment, housing, and income resources without which many people cannot take advantage of equal opportunity.
Given the logic of equal opportunity, equality of result requires something
additional. Equality of opportunity implies fair competition in which the participants have an equal chance to succeed. However, in most cases, those at
the starting line do not possess equal resources. The children of past winners,
for example, have big advantages in their own contests, including inherited
wealth, good nutrition, opportunities to learn skills, useful business connections, and, in the case of race, the privileges associated with being white.
Because those who start out with more tend to end up with more, winners
and losers enjoy unequal prizes. It is true that being born rich does not guarantee success—but it helps. Amid all the unequal outcomes of the equal
opportunity structure, achieving equality of result requires policies such as
afﬁrmative action that treat unequals differentially. By providing something
more to those with less, such policies address the initial imbalance among
those on the starting line in the race for success.
Radicalism: Social Construction of Race and Institutionalized Racism

Radicalism argues that racial inequality reﬂects both the social construction
of the meaning of race and the existence of institutionalized racism.144
Social Construction of Race

Race is a socially constructed label based on a belief in genetic variations
among the races. However, modern genetic analysis (DNA) has found that
such racial differences do not exist. Scientists report greater variation within
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racial groups than between them, leading to the conclusion that the races are
not biologically distinct groups and that humankind consists of a single species. If race refers to the gene frequencies that give us our skin color, hair
form, and eye shape, it is no more signiﬁcant to our behavior than the color
of our eyes. Although the notion of race does not explain group differences,
racism and racial inequality still exist. Being born Latino, African American,
or Native American in the United States has immediate and often negative
and unequal outcomes.
If race is not a physiological category but racism ﬂourishes, then, radicals
argue, racial inequality must be socially or ideologically constructed by those
in positions of power. That is, physiological racial categories acquire social,
political, and economic meanings. Michael Omi and Howard Winant point
out that historically the U.S. Census Bureau changed the racial designation
of Japanese Americans several times: from nonwhite, to Oriental, to other,
to one of the Asian and Paciﬁc Islanders. Likewise, Mexican American, Jewish American, Italian American, and Latinos have been viewed, at different
times and from different political standpoints, as white and nonwhite.145 That
these meanings have changed over time underscores the notion of social
construction.
Institutional Racism

Radicalism also presumes that institutionalized racism produces racial inequality. Institutionalized racism refers to those established laws, customs, and
practices that appear to be intrinsically free of racial bias (i.e., race-neutral
or color-blind) but whose impact falls heavily and unfairly on persons of color.
It denotes those patterns, procedures, practices, and policies that consistently
penalize, disadvantage, and exploit persons of color because they ignore the
consequences of past practices of prejudice, discrimination, and racial subordination. These built-in processes have become such a conventional part
of the organization’s bureaucratic rules and regulations that neither individual
prejudice nor racial discrimination needs to be operative. Instead, racism is
grounded in real hierarchies of power and domination. The resulting discrimination is subtle, informal, and therefore less obvious to wider society because
the action may not be deliberate or intentional and because institutional
racism is built into institutional structures.
A racist impact exists when a ﬁrm uses a practice or criterion that is raceneutral but that nevertheless adversely impacts persons of color as a group.
It is racist if a race-neutral policy stems from or contributes to the perpetuation of overt racial discrimination—even if the person who administers the
policy is not personally racist. Examples of such bias-free policies that have
racist consequences include qualiﬁcation standards such as “last hired, ﬁrst
ﬁred” policies, the use of personal connections, and selection by seniority, all
of which have ended up barring persons of color from more desirable jobs.146
Likewise, for university admissions, a policy that admits only students who
score high on tests designed primarily for white suburban students necessarily
excludes blacks educated in poor urban schools. Unlike legal segregation or
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overt racial discrimination by a landlord or an employer, these admission
criteria are not intended to be racist. Nonetheless, the university is pursuing
a course that perpetuates institutional racism.
Social welfare policy also reﬂects institutionalized racism. The 1935 Social
Security Act denied coverage to domestic and farm workers. While seeming
race-neutral, these were the two main occupations open to African American
men and women at the time. Excluded from the Social Security and Unemployment Insurance programs, the policy relegated black individuals and
families to the more stigmatized and less generous public assistance programs.
Once persons of color entered occupations covered by the Social Security
Act, they continued to be disadvantaged because the work-related programs
reproduced the unequal treatment of white and blacks in the labor market.147
In the 1940s, to implement its decision to insure only mortgages deemed
to be economically sound, the Federal Housing Authority (FHA), along with
most banks, drew a red line on maps around the areas of a city considered
too risky. Until 1949, the FHA also refused to insure mortgages in integrated
neighborhoods. Known as “redlining,” this policy left most black families (and
some poor whites) ineligible for federally insured loans. Nor would banks
insure loans in the nation’s ghettos—and due to residential segregation, few
African Americans found housing outside of these neighborhoods. The FHA
also located most public housing projects in racially segregated neighborhoods
and, until 1949, encouraged the use of restrictive covenants that banned
African Americans from living in given neighborhoods. The provision of
public education also appears race-neutral. Yet, given ongoing residential segregation and the reliance on property taxes to fund education, public education continues as one of the most race-stratiﬁed institutions in the country.148
In sum, according to radicalism, racism begins with the creation and manifestation of race as social thought and practice. The process contains at least
three elements: (1) imposition—the conquest of a people, together with the
interruption, destruction, and appropriation of a people’s history and productive capacity; (2) ideology—an elaborate system of pseudo-intellectual categories, stereotypic assumptions, and negative contentions that serve to justify
racialized arrangements; and (3) institutional arrangements—a system of political, economic, and social structures that ensure white power and privilege
over persons of color.149
Radicalism concludes that consideration of institutional racism, grounded
in a system of racial domination of persons of color by white power structures,
is key to understanding and ultimately eliminating racism and racial discrimination. Although not a radical document, The Report of the National Advisory
Commission on Civil Disorders (issued in 1968 following the ghetto uprisings)
concluded with a radical observation: “What white Americans have never
fully understood—but what the Negro can never forget—is that white society
is deeply implicated in the ghetto. White institutions created it, white institutions maintain it, and white society condones it.”150
Radicals conclude that legal responses to prejudice and racial discrimina168
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tion can mediate the impact of institutional racism at the level of social
interaction. But eliminating institutionalized racism requires a redistribution
of power that will enable persons of color (and others) to challenge white
supremacy as well as the institutional arrangements that maintain it.

Ideologies of Professionalism
Though not directly related to the welfare state, the ideology of professionalism has had a strong inﬂuence on social work and the delivery of social
services. From the early 1900s to midcentury, social work struggled to determine if it had become a bona ﬁde profession, a status that it eventually
claimed. Then, during the egalitarian struggles of the 1960s, some social
workers began to question the value and beneﬁts of professionalism for clients,
social workers, and wider society. These critics contended that an undue emphasis on professionalism can make social work elitist, exclusionary, narrowly
focused on guild issues, and apolitical. The ongoing debate among social work
activists and the profession still inﬂuences social work thinking and social
services.
The standard model of a profession identiﬁes ﬁve distinguishing features:
(1) knowledge based on a systematic body of theory acquired through training;
(2) authority derived from speciﬁc professional expertise; (3) a professional
culture consisting of values, norms, and symbols; (4) community approval to
perform special services over which the profession has a monopoly; and (5)
a regulative code of ethics that compels moral behavior and prevents the abuse
of powers and privileges granted by the community.151 The organized profession argues that complying with these mandates will result in the best service
for people in need. Critics charge that the premises enforce problematic features of a capitalist society. These features include social values such as individualism and competition, an overemphasis on science and technology,
and support for the market economy that favors proﬁts over people. Still other
critics argue that social workers should think of themselves as workers rather
than professionals, join unions, and engage in social action.
The Social Work Knowledge Base

Professionalism rests on a systematic body of theory that informs practitioners
about causes, effects, and treatment options for individual and social problems. Given its work with individuals, the social work knowledge base relies
heavily on psychological theories of personality and human behavior. Critics
maintain that this knowledge base leans too heavily toward individual explanations of social behavior, mainstream interpretations of social institutions,
and an uncritical acceptance of social work’s social control functions. The
ﬁeld’s knowledge about groups and communities extends far less into the
social work ﬁeld.152 John Ehrenreich, a social work historian, notes, “With
rare exceptions the child’s school problems, the adult’s work problems, the
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housewife’s marital problems are seen [by social workers] as a consequence of
the individual’s psychological or family problems.” When social work takes
the environment into account, he adds, “at best it highlights the most immediate environment, the child’s particular school, or the adult’s particular
employer. It stops short of identifying the more systemic causes of problems
such as unemployment, educational failure, community violence.”153 Further,
social work’s focus on the individual client sends a powerful message that the
responsibility for personal distress lies with individuals and not the wider
social structure.154
Authority Based on Technical Expertise

The service ideal holds that the possession of technical expertise ensures that
clients receive informed and competent care. Having unique skills valued by
society also provides professionals with a degree of discretion and autonomy
and the freedom to do the job well without detailed direction. Professional
expertise and autonomy also provide the profession as a whole with a basis
for exerting inﬂuence in other arenas.
Critics worry that professional authority can turn into a rationale for controlling clients. Because people typically associate expertise with power in our
society, professionalism endows the social worker with a disproportionate
amount of inﬂuence over clients. Backed by theoretical knowledge and technical skills, this inﬂuence can allow social workers to take too great a lead
in deﬁning tasks and goals. It also positions social workers to encourage clients
to conform to values and goals to which the clients may not subscribe. Those
who disagree with workers risk being labeled resistant, lacking insight, or
simply wrong. Class, race, gender, and sexual orientation differentials between
worker and client can further aggravate these hierarchical dynamics.
Finally, critics maintain that the emphasis on technical competence favors
working on a narrow set of issues and discourages dealing with the whole
person. Too heavy a reliance on technique has political implications as well
if it routinely implies that problem solving consists of a quick technical ﬁx
or other professional solutions to the exclusion of social change.155
Professional Culture

Professionalism rests on a culture of service backed by a set of values, norms,
and symbols. The service ideal recommends three major behavioral norms:
impersonality, objectivity, and impartiality. The norm of impersonality mandates social workers to remain emotionally neutral to balance the closeness
needed for trust to develop and the distance needed to avoid overinvolvement.156 Social workers must not reveal themselves to or make friends
with clients or see clients in nonneutral settings to ensure the emotional
discipline needed to protect clients from judgmental reactions and undue
intrusion into their lives. Critics claim that impersonality minimizes clients’
role in decision making and reduces their overall self-determination.
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Critics object to the call for professional objectivity because it encourages
social workers to remain neutral about the social forces that contribute to
individual and social problems and to separate professional work and social
reform. To the critics, there is no such thing as apolitical social work. Instead,
when social conditions undercut client well-being, “neutrality” represents “a
political position.” Social workers, they say, have precious little middle ground
to stand on: they face the choice of siding with those who support the status
quo or those who want to change it.157
Most critics support the norm of impartiality that mandates social workers
to serve all persons regardless of age, race, religion, sexual orientation, or
ability to pay. Service that is given or withheld on the basis of any of a
client’s personal characteristics undercuts conﬁdence in the professional helping relationship. However, critics frequently fault social work and other professions for failing to honor impartiality to the fullest.
The Ethic of Service

The service ideal promotes an ethic of selﬂessness that mandates social workers to put the needs and interests of clients before their own or those of their
agency. Trust falters in the client-worker relationship if clients believe that
social workers care more about making money than providing good service
or otherwise seek to use their client’s conﬁdences for personal gain. In the
absence of such an ethic of selﬂessness, clients might also demand a guarantee
of speciﬁc results—an outcome that most service professionals cannot promise—before any payment is made.
Critics argue that the drive to professionalize itself represents undue interest in personal gain. Matt Dumont, a community psychiatrist, sees professionals as motivated too much by the “personal dread of poverty, the insatiable appetite for wealth, the fascination with esoteric skill and complicated
machinery, and the yearning for status. . . .” He criticizes the concept of professionalism, saying it has developed largely to protect and enlarge the status
and prerogatives of the professionals.158 In their history of the social work
profession, Stanley Wenocur and Michael Reich reached a similar conclusion.
Professionalization, they say, represents an institutionalized effort to gain occupational prestige, security, and ﬁnancial rewards, and the need for professionals to gain and retain control over the market for their services competes
with important service ideals.159
Community Approval

The service ideal holds that professions depend on community approval. In
essence, communities permit professionals to perform their special services
based on the profession’s claim to technical expertise and its monopoly on a
service. Critics concur that professions need community approval, but they
argue that the need for community sanction, combined with the needs for
paying clients, outside funding, and government support, induces professionals
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to abide by the goals and values of those with the most power. This, in turn,
makes it harder for the profession to adopt alternatives that might better
serve speciﬁc clients and communities.
Community approval can also mean licensing by the government as an
exclusive provider of expertise and services. Supporters of licensing state that
the process indicates proper training and protects clients against incompetence. Critics of licensing object to the idea embedded in licensing that only
highly trained professionals can deliver effective social services. They believe
that both paraprofessionals and community residents have valid expertise and
that hiring them can reduce the client-worker social barriers that typically
plague professionals. Critics also fear that in exchange for state recognition,
licensing may require social workers to become more controlling or to otherwise align themselves with the interests of the state over those of their
clients. Finally, by stressing academic credentials and a monopoly on expertise, licensing deﬁnes social workers as an exclusive group. This inevitably
distances social workers from both their clients and other workers.160
Professionalization and Unionization

In addition to debate over the nature of professional practice, some in the
ﬁeld argue that social workers need to be unionized as well as professionalized.
Social workers need to recognize that they are workers who have an economic
as well as professional relationship to their place of employment. Advocates
of unionization note that collective bargaining agreements would help social
workers both to win salaries commensurate with their professional status and
to maintain the personnel practices that support high professional standards.
They historically have encouraged unionization among social workers, working with the labor movement, and engaging in political action with a wide
range of relevant advocacy groups. They argue that promoting social change
that improves the well-being of social work clients and wider society is good
social work practice.161
Opponents of unionization argue that unionism conﬂicts with the notion
of professionalism and public service, is unnecessary in nonproﬁt social agencies, undermines the notion of social workers as unbiased and value-free, and
risks converting the image of the selﬂess professional into a self-interested
worker more concerned about self than client. A more effective way to raise
social work salaries is to improve professional practice, raise the profession’s
status, and otherwise convince employers and the community of the value of
social work.
Interestingly, social work was one of the few professions to unionize before
it became fully professionalized. From 1931 to 1945, unionization slowly
gained ground in social work. For a while, it seemed that unionization might
challenge professionalization as a way to protect the economic interests of
social workers or that social workers might form unions that collaborated with
professional associations. However, in the conservative political climate of
the 1940s and 1950s, social work unions faded while professionalization ex172
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panded dramatically.162 Unionization picked up again in the more liberal
1960s and 1970s, but most of the ﬁeld remains nonunionized.
The tension between professionalism and unionization also applies to social action more generally. The profession boasts a long history of progressive
activism directed toward individual and social change. At the same time,
observers within and outside social work have often accused the profession
of serving as a handmaiden of the status quo. Critics say that when social
workers work for social change, they politicize a previously neutral, objective,
nonpolitical profession. In contrast, social work activists contend that social
work has always been political in that it deals either with human consciousness or the allocations of resources. Because social workers cannot avoid the
political, they add, it is far better to address these issues than to pretend they
do not exist. According to its advocates, this stance offers a more ethical
option than claiming to practice nonpolitical social work.163
Feminism and Professionalism

Spurred by the women’s liberation movement, feminism has also posed a
challenge to the mainstream conceptions of professionalism. Regardless of its
particular perspective, feminist social work stresses that women constitute the
majority of social work clients and workers. Consequently, when working with
women, the profession would beneﬁt from valuing their contributions and
emphasizing their strengths.
Feminist social work rejects patriarchy in favor of more egalitarian arrangements, sometimes called the empowerment approach.164 It calls for expanding
the profession’s knowledge base to include material that focuses on the social
construction of gender, male/female differences, the impact of gender inequality, and the effect of the wider social context (gender roles, sex discrimination,
etc.) on the psychological and social problems faced by women.165
Feminist social work also urges the profession to recognize the historical
and current leadership roles played by women. This recognition would include
highlighting the major role played by women reformers, both white and black,
in the formation of the profession as well as identifying the ongoing contributions to the ﬁeld made by women leaders, theorists, scholars, and practitioners.
Finally, like the above noted critics, feminism urges social work to address
the question of power. It supports a degree of self-disclosure by practitioners
and favors client-worker cooperation with individuals, groups, and communities. Feminists believe that social workers should avoid an undue reliance
on technical expertise and hierarchical structures, work to ensure client voice
and involvement in the decision-making process, and recognize the political
character of their work, especially the power inequities in interpersonal relationships and social institutions. Feminists do not deﬁne social action for
social change as unprofessional. Instead, they call for more.166
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Mimi Abramovitz

Social Movements and Social Change

C

ollective action—that is, the effort of people joining forces to create a
better life for themselves and others—is central to the development of
modern societies. Most of the time, however, individuals pursue their goals
or seek relief from hardship on their own. We try to solve our problems by
following the rules and not challenging the authorities. At certain moments
in history, however, as some people link their private troubles to wider public
issues, they ﬁnd it necessary to join forces with others to meet unﬁlled needs
and to change social conditions. The beneﬁts of such collective behavior,
whether the addition of a stop sign on the corner of a neighborhood street,
outlawing racial discrimination, or ﬁghting to end a war, extends beyond the
needs of the immediate participants to large numbers of other people in similar circumstances.1 Indeed, the world as we know it is, in part, the product
of the effort of people working together to transform old social orders into
new ones.
The social work profession believes that by acting in concert, people have
the ability to affect and reshape the public realm. The NASW Code of Ethics
urges social workers “to pursue social change, particularly with and on behalf
of vulnerable and oppressed individuals and groups of people” and to focus
these efforts “primarily on issues of poverty, unemployment, discrimination,
and other forms of social injustice.”2 This stance is not surprising given that
the social work profession itself arose, in part, from the broader social move-
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ments that called on the government to assume public responsibility for the
well-being of individuals, families, and communities. The expansion of the
welfare state reﬂects years of collective efforts by social reformers and/or oppressed groups who deﬁned a social problem, developed a vision of its resolution, and fought for greater justice.
This chapter highlights the role of collective behavior as a force for social
change. Collective behavior spans a continuum of activities, including the
behavior of crowds, spontaneous protests, strikers on a picket line, advocacy
by organized social movements, and violent uprisings. In each instance,
groups of people pool their resources, including their own efforts, to achieve
common ends.3 If you have signed a petition, donated money, walked a picket
line, attended a rally, marched on Washington, or joined a social change
organization, you have been part of a social movement, if only in a small
way. As social movements made up of ordinary people engage in conﬂict with
an established adversary, their challenges to the system change attitudes,
broaden citizenship, expand democracy, and secure needed structural changes.4
No discussion of modern history, the nature of industrial society, or the
history of the U.S. welfare state would be complete without understanding
the role of social movements in social change. The welfare state might have
taken longer to materialize if the Progressive Era (1896–1914) coalition had
not pressed the government to regulate big business, shorten the workday,
support mothers’ pensions and juvenile courts, and otherwise expand the
social welfare obligations of state governments. By asking for more than what

Social theorists have long debated what causes
people to organize social movements and
demand social change.
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“society” would give, the Progressives left both a vision of what might be
possible and much work undone. Most of all, it laid the foundation of a
federally sponsored welfare state.
The emergency New Deal program put in place by Franklin D. Roosevelt
during the Great Depression of the 1930s might have been less robust had it
not been for protests at relief ofﬁces, the unionization of industrial workers,
and the activism of political radicals. Without the ongoing pressure of the
trade unions, women’s organizations, the NAACP, and senior citizens groups,
among others, the federal government may not have ﬁnally passed the landmark Social Security Act and assumed responsibility for social welfare provision.
Factories and ofﬁces would be different places today had not workers—
male and female, black, white, and brown, young and old, native and foreignborn—risked their lives to form trade unions and used the power of their
numbers in strikes, sit-downs, and collective bargaining to win better wages
and working conditions. The growth of the civil rights movement of the late
1950s and its increased militancy in the 1960s led Congress to pass a host of
antidiscrimination and afﬁrmative action laws that improved the conditions
of men and women of color. Lyndon B. Johnson promoted the War on Poverty and the Great Society in response to uprisings by the residents of the
nation’s ghettoized communities in the mid-1960s. Without the women’s
movement, we would not have the right to abortion, equal employment opportunities, protections against sexual harassment, battered women’s shelters,
and rape hot lines. The disability rights movement secured the Americans
with Disabilities Act. The lesbian and gay rights movement forced the public
and the government to pay attention to HIV/AIDS and the rights of lesbians,
gay men, bisexuals, and transgender people. Since the 1980s, conservative
forces led by the Moral Majority and Christian Right grew alongside the
liberal movements. Their organized protests and movements bent U.S. social
welfare policy to their agenda, which included weakening and undoing gains
won by liberal activists in previous decades.
The historical record detailed in chapter 7 also shows that social movements have had direct and indirect but long-term effects. The movements
politicized individuals, radicalized personal politics, altered the political culture, changed political institutions, and left lasting networks of activists ready
to take up the next round. Most signiﬁcant, the struggles contributed to the
rise of the welfare state. The demands of the earliest groups foreshadowed the
needs that the welfare state would ultimately have to address. Once the federal government took responsibility for social welfare, the efforts of social
movements pressed for the expanded programs to keep up with new needs, a
growing population, and a rising cost of living. In periods of contraction, such
as the one that began in the early 1980s, liberal and conservative movements
battled each other to win the day. Regardless of their ideological agenda,
social movements—often referred to as collective action and collective behavior in the social science literature—have molded our contemporary institutions and continue to play a major role in social change.
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Ways of Becoming Active
Collective behavior can include panics, fashions, currents of opinion, cultural
innovations, social protest, and social movements. This chapter focuses on
collective behavior aimed at changing social policy. The historical record
reveals that poor, working-class, and middle-class people have struggled for
social change in various ways, including individual acts of resistance, social
protest, and mass movements. So here we make note of the different ways a
person can become active.
Individual Acts of Resistance

Individual acts of resistance are the small, personal, daily strategies resorted
to by the most marginalized members of society in an effort to counter the
ubiquitous forces of power that surround them. Locked outside of established
institutions and deprived of power, subordinated persons frequently cannot
afford the risk of more visible collective action such as strikes, protests, or
movements. Instead, they create a hidden politics of life to protect their
personal dignity and economic interests. This includes oppositional talk,
walk, and dress; dissident messages embedded in songs, jokes, and folklore;
and absenteeism, foot dragging, feigned ignorance, evasive actions, and petty
theft.5 These measures may not constitute activism in the standard sense of
the word. Yet poorly positioned persons such as slaves, domestics, low-paid
women workers, and welfare state clients have often fought back in these
ways because their lack of power leaves them more vulnerable to retribution.6
The long history of this type of resistance among low-income people reminds
us that fear of losing one’s job or one’s life can curtail or deter action and
that political confrontation is not always available or realistic.
But fears of penalty have not completely silenced the public voice of protest among poor and working- and middle-class people, who have also engaged in acts of resistance. Historically, black domestic workers resisted their
working conditions by “pan-toting” (bringing home leftovers and other foodstuffs), leaving work early, or suddenly quitting to increase wages (similar to
a strike). Through these actions, they sought to control the pace of work,
compensate for underpayment, or seize more personal autonomy.7 In the late
1960s, when millions of poor women applied for public assistance, they effectively resisted welfare ofﬁcials, political authorities, and prevailing norms
that prescribed self-reliance. Sharp increases in rent delinquencies may reﬂect
deﬁance of the norms governing tenant-landlord relations. Even rising crime
rates may represent deﬁance of civil order and property norms.8 In the 1970s,
auto plant workers threw soda bottles under the hoods of cars on the assembly
line to express their alienation and resentment about their working conditions. In addition to such industrial sabotage, workers resisted their working
conditions and tried to take control of the workplace through slow-downs,
absenteeism, deliberate negligence, and other private actions.
Some observers regard the politicization of formerly intimate aspects of
Social Movements and Social Change
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private life (i.e., middle-class identity politics) as another form of resistance
to dominant cultural norms and prescriptions. In this view, all aspects of
everyday life became expressions of one’s political values and social commitments. For example, feminists insist that “the personal is political,” pointing
to the mechanisms of oppression that are intricately woven into personal
identity, interpersonal relations, and the fabric of everyday life. For some
women, abandoning bras and skirts constituted a political act. For others, it
meant coming out as a lesbian. Similarly, during the 1960s and 1970s, many
African Americans grew large Afro hairdos and wore clothes made from African fabric to denote that “black is beautiful.” Equating the personal and the
political fosters a politics of lifestyle that turns everyday life into a major
political arena in which people seek the right to be different and the right
to sustain community.9
Recognizing less visible acts of resistance as a force for social change challenges some of the assumptions found in the theories of social protest and
social movements presented later in this chapter. These paradigms implicitly
assume that people are passive, obedient, and acquiescent most of the time
and that they become active only under extreme circumstances—and then
only occasionally. In contrast, theories of resistance and rebellion highlight
the chronic jostling and incessant actions among and between groups and
classes, actions that do not necessarily appear on the political radar screen
until they are writ large. But these acts of resistance can always be found
among subordinate groups.
Personal resistance and rebellion may not directly threaten fundamental
social structures. Yet the actions of many individuals acting separately can
create a context of mass deﬁance or otherwise have collective outcomes that
are not immediately apparent to others. This type of activism can also blunt
the rough edges of the system and minimize its disadvantage for the individual
resister. In Weapons of the Weak, James Scott suggests that individual acts of
resistance may accomplish just enough material rewards and just enough social satisfaction to make life more bearable.10 The record of resistance and
rebellion suggests that the rise of more overt forms of collective action may
signal the failure of these everyday forms of resistance and announce the
existence of a wider crisis. The record also suggests that the very conditions
that spawn individual acts of resistance at other times become the sparks that
have mobilized large numbers of people for more organized collective action.11
French historian George Rudé suggests that under certain conditions, such
everyday collective actions may have far-reaching effects, paving the way for
wider social movements and creating unanticipated possibilities for social
change.12
Social Protest: Rapid, Short-Lived Actions

Social protest refers to rapid, short-lived, community-based activities such as
marches, sit-ins, pickets, boycotts, and civil disobedience. In contrast to individual resistance, protests involve groups of people. Unlike social move178
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ments, discussed below, they do not depend on long-lasting, formal organizational structures.13 Rather, protest activities tend to be spontaneous and
characterized by showmanship and unconventional tactics.
Many observers dismiss protest politics as inconsequential and not worthy
of notice. In contrast, based on their study of protest movements during the
1930s and 1960s, Frances Fox Piven, a professor of political science, and
Richard A. Cloward, a professor of social work, conclude that social protest
is a rational and political means of seeking social change, especially for the
poor.14 Although many groups and organizations turn to protest tactics as a
form of activism, these actions represent an especially important political
resource for those who lack access to other sources of political power, such
as individual inﬂuence, organizational standing, foundation support, and political leaders. Often, the only resource available to the poor and the powerless struggling for social change is the power of protest, that is, the power
to disrupt the status quo.
Piven and Cloward maintain that the type of political action available to
low-income people is restricted by the structure of power in society, especially
the concentration of power and wealth in the hands of the few, the obfuscation of the roots of this power, and the state’s control of coercive force.
That is, the ability to participate in the political process and the degree of
inﬂuence available to groups varies, ﬁrst and foremost, by their location in
the class structure. Even when poor and working-class communities play by
the rules, they cannot gain much political inﬂuence, given the political system’s bias toward the haves over the have-nots.15 Therefore, poor people’s
movements—those with few resources and limited access to centers of
power—must resort to the politics of disruption that defy political norms to
achieve their ends.
Piven and Cloward, along with other analysts, believe that protests, or the
politics of disruption, are possible only under certain political conditions. For
one, people have to be ready to question the legitimacy of the system. Like
most people, the poor and working class tend to acquiesce to their plight
most of the time, a political docility that “the system” reinforces with the
belief that we all deserve our lot in life. However, during periods of crisis,
these attitudes often shift. The destabilization, the increased hardship of people, mounting frustration, and a breakdown of social controls can alter the
consciousness and behavior of people. As the masses awaken to their grievances, as more people question the current arrangements, they believe they
can make a change. When this happens, the time is ripe for the poor to press
their demands.
Because such periods of profound social dislocation are infrequent, those
with less have few opportunities for mass protest. Therefore, when the opportunities arise, Piven and Cloward conclude, poor people’s movements must
create conditions to intensify the crisis, so that the elite become more willing
to grant concessions. Disruptive tactics that expose contradictions in the system, create cleavages within the establishment, increase the vulnerability of
the authorities, and otherwise threaten central social institutions can make
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it more difﬁcult for the elite to ignore the insurgency or to forcefully repress
it.16 The historical record shows that protest politics has been a main resort
of those who lack other institutional forms of political access and inﬂuence.
It also shows that during major crises, political leaders confronted with mass
protest have met the protestors’ demands. The militant protests during the
Great Depression, the massive strikes organized by the labor movement in its
early years, and the disruptive sit-ins conducted by the civil rights movement
to desegregate lunch counters, beaches, colleges, and most other public facilities are some of the better-known examples of how protest politics creates
social change.
Piven and Cloward suggest several reasons why the politics of deﬁance and
disruption works better than conventional strategies for the poor. First, given
the workings of the political system, it is simply easier for the elite to ignore
demands for change when protestors use conventional political strategies such
as the vote and testifying at hearings. Second, disruptive rallies, sit-ins, boycotts, and rent strikes challenge the dominant group’s vision of a satisﬁed
public, polarize public opinion, and otherwise create problems for the elite.
The protests mobilize discontent, galvanize public attention, force bystanders
to take a stand on contested issues, fracture electoral coalitions, and create
various divides that pose a threat to the established powers. Political leaders
hoping to reduce the polarization and to quiet the unrest may feel compelled
to offer a variety of concessions to restore order.17
While touting the successes, Piven and Cloward warn of victory’s doubleedged sword. On the one hand, success brings important reforms and needed
gains. On the other hand, success also confronts movement leaders with powerful incentives to tone down their activities, to adopt less disruptive tactics,
to reintegrate themselves into regular political channels, and to form traditional movement organizations. To the extent that poor people’s movements
respond to these incentives—and they, along with others, often do—the incentives act to co-opt its leaders, defuse the protest, legitimize the system,
restore stability, and otherwise cause the movement to subside. In the end,
many of the beneﬁts of success accrue to the very establishment that the
protests set out to change. Because the insurgency is always short-lived, Piven
and Cloward conclude that sustaining it should be the top priority of those
working with poor people for social change.18
Piven and Cloward also insist that building organizations, the more common means of working for social change, is inherently counterproductive for
poor people’s movements, which lack the resources needed to create and
maintain oppositional organizations over time. When poor people’s organizations do wrest concessions, “[the elite] are not actually responding to the
organizations; they are responding to the underlying force of insurgency.”
Instead of building organizations and diverting energy from mass deﬁance,
Piven and Cloward urge organizers to spend more time sustaining a politics
of deﬁance and escalating the momentum of protests.19
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Social Movements

Social movements represent another type of collective action in which individuals attempt to promote, control, or prevent social change. Sociologists
say that a social movement exists when a loosely organized group of people
challenges prevailing social norms and values to resist or to bring about
changes that will affect many people. More speciﬁcally, social movements
represent historically speciﬁc collective “challenges to existing arrangements
of power and distribution by people with common purposes and solidarity, in
sustained interaction with elites, opponents and authorities.”20
The most widely studied type of collective behavior, the modern social
movement, typically involves certain key elements. In addition to the readiness among people to get involved noted above, social movements are distinguished by the presence of formal organizations with an identiﬁed membership governed by rules and regulations and a degree of longevity. These
organizations typically are staffed by professionals who have access to funding,
the political process, and support from large numbers of people.
The social movement as a form of mass mobilization and means of social
transformation emerged with the modern world and attempts to change it. It
appeared in Western Europe during a long period of social, economic, and
political turmoil known as the transition from feudalism to capitalism, which
took place between 1500 and 1800. In addition to enormous economic shifts,
the historic move into the modern age called forth the nation-state, turned
the masses of rural folk into urban wage workers, and led to the development
of science, which revealed the social order to be subject to change.21
The convergence of these social, economic, political, and intellectual currents altered the character of collective action. Up until this time, people
saw the structure and operation of the social order as natural, God-given, and
ﬁxed. They engaged in collective action largely to protect or defend their
existing rights and claims. The modern social movement took on its distinctive form once modernization (i.e., the development of capitalism) undermined the older social forms of collective action, and as people understood
that they could change institutional arrangements through conscious collective action. The social movement emerged in the modern age as a general
political force pushing for change; since then, various social movements have
erupted during different historical periods. Indeed, it has been said that “contemporary societies bear the imprint of numerous past social struggles that
have been inscribed in the contours and institutions of the modern world.”22

Social Movements, Contradictions, and Social Change
Social movements do not emerge out of thin air. Rather, they embody conﬂicts arising from tensions or contradictions within wider society. Contradictions are the opposing forces within a system that cannot easily be resolved.
The resulting tensions may remain submerged for a long time. However, when
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major events upset the prevailing equilibrium by creating undue hardship and
revealing systemic inequities, the resulting crisis often leads people to join
forces and demand change.23 Business and the state seek to restore order
either by making concessions or by repressing the angered masses. The concessions granted to social protestors and social movements over the years have
contributed signiﬁcantly to the rise and expansion of the welfare state. Repression typically sets back social policy and social movements.
Three key contradictions have sparked much of the activism in the United
States during the twentieth century. Although the conﬂicts have been mediated by social reform, because the reform has been incremental, the underlying tensions remain unresolved. The contradictions that spark mobilization include the contradiction between (1) the democratic promise of equal
opportunity and ongoing discrimination on the basis of class, race, gender,
and other characteristics; (2) economic production for proﬁt and the existence of unmet needs; and (3) the controlling and liberatory possibilities of
the welfare state.
The Democratic Promise of Equal Opportunity and the Practices of Discrimination

A principal tenet of democracy promises individuals an equal opportunity (if
not result) to compete for success in the marketplace. Yet nearly all societies
condone practices that limit this option for some groups more than others.
Alexis de Tocqueville in 1840, Gunnar Myrdal in 1944, the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders in 1968, and many other observers
since then have found America to be beset by a social and moral paradox:
“Of all the world’s nations, the United States speaks eloquently of universal
justice and equal opportunity. Yet its treatment of its principal minority belies
those basic commitments.”24 This observation about the experience of African
Americans speaks to a contradiction that applies as well to other powerless
groups (Native Americans, women, impoverished workers, welfare mothers,
the disabled, homosexuals, etc.) who have also responded to the failed promise of equal opportunities by mobilizing their forces for social change.
The Contradiction between the Production for Proﬁt and Social Need

As any ﬁrst-year business school text will tell you, the ﬁrst priority of business
in the market economy is to make a proﬁt. Failing to do so, a ﬁrm risks going
out of business because without proﬁts to invest, the ﬁrm cannot expand.
Writ large, the goal of economic production is to make proﬁts rather than to
meet basic needs. Indeed, meeting needs is not the job of the market. Business
does not exist to provide adequate levels of income, food, housing, and care,
if in the process proﬁts fall. Instead, proﬁts typically depend on low wages,
high unemployment, high prices, replacing labor with machines—all of which
make it harder for individuals and families to survive. Nor is it of any concern
to the market economy whether proﬁts come from building mansions or housing for the poor, planting seeds or turning crops under, conducting research
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on weapons of mass destruction or on how to prevent disease. The market
does not register the need for parks, schools, clean air, or global warming
unless proﬁts can be made. The press for proﬁts also leads ﬁrms to cut corners
and to avoid paying for consumer protections, healthy workplaces, and safe
highways.
According to the British historian E. P. Thompson, people become politically active when conditions violate widely held class or cultural norms about
what the market should provide.25 As a result, the contradiction between
production for proﬁts and social need has periodically generated social movements seeking to force the market and state to address unmet needs. The
trade union movement arose to increase the bargaining power of labor versus
capital and to secure adequate wages, better working conditions, and more
control over the shop ﬂoor. The environmental movement erupted because
people wanted a future with clean water, clean air, and abundant natural
resources. The more recent antiglobalization movement protests global warming, lack of international labor standards, and policies that beneﬁt banks and
corporations at the expense of poor people around the world. And, in 2003,
an antiwar movement coalesced quickly when the United States announced
plans to bring about “regime change” by bombing Iraq.
The Welfare State as Site of Control or Site of Emancipation

A third contradiction also exists within the welfare state itself. The welfare
state emerged in part to help people in need. However, its capacity to do so
remained limited by the competing functions of social welfare policy discussed
in chapter 2. That is, if social welfare provision became too generous, it would
pose a threat to the prevailing subordination of workers, patriarchal family
structures, racial hierarchies, and other structures of power. In other words, a
more robust welfare state, one that offered genuine economic independence,
would have a potential liberatory impact on individuals and families rather
than its current controlling role. If fully developed, the welfare state would
have the potential to increase the autonomy of the average person, reconﬁgure the balance of power between dominant and subordinate groups, and
embolden individuals to form social movements or otherwise ﬁght for greater
social, economic, and political justice. As noted in the chapter 2, higher
beneﬁts and more comprehensive coverage function like a strike fund, providing an economic backup that reduces ﬁnancial insecurity and enhances
both the bargaining power of individuals and the political inﬂuence of social
movements.26 By fueling social movements, social welfare provision has altered the terms of political struggles between people and the state.27
As if to deny the liberatory potential of greater economic security, critics
of the welfare state claim that social welfare provision does the opposite, that
it fosters “dependency,” that is, a poor work ethic, nontraditional families,
and excessive reliance on government aid. To protect people and society from
this invidious outcome, critics insist on a welfare state that is both limited
and emphasizes social control of individual behavior. From the start, stigma,
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low beneﬁts, undigniﬁed treatment, and strict penalties for not playing by the
rules have been used to deter or punish those who turn to the government
for help. The emphasis on policies of deterrence and punishment ensures that
the welfare state will not exceed the limits of what the system is willing to
absorb. When the pressure from social conditions or popular movements expands the welfare state too far, the powers that be typically begin to cut
programs and attack social movements, hoping to push government assistance
back to tolerable limits. The conﬂict between the liberatory possibilities of
the welfare state and its social control functions has turned the welfare state
into an arena of political struggle. As the next section reveals, even mainstream social science theories seeking to explain social movements became
part of that struggle. Until the 1960s, they implicitly backed the state over
the people by painting social movements as a negative and irrational force
that disrupted the wider social order.

Theories of Social Movements
Given the long and varied history of social movements, social scientists have
spent considerable time and energy trying to develop theories to explain
them. A theory seeks to answer the question, Why? It points to causes of
phenomena and tries to account for differences among them. In the case of
social movements, scholars have asked, Who turns to social movements and
why? How and why do social movements develop in any one historical period
or moment in time? What dissatisfactions, conditions, or other forces stimulate their development? What are the most effective movement forms? What
do movements accomplish?
Theories provide answers to such questions. But the answers have changed
over time. New theories emerged in response to gaps in existing theories, the
emergence of new social problems, contradictions within the existing paradigms, and the failure of theories to explain contemporary events. The varied
and complicated set of explanations discussed below suggests that our understanding of the social movement itself is also inﬂuenced by the historical
context in which the theory appeared and by the ideology of the times.28
The Classical Collective Behavior Theories: Social Movements as Deviance

The classical collective behavior theories shaped the thinking about social
movements well into the twentieth century. Their speciﬁc hypotheses vary,
but the crowd, psychoanalytic, mass society, and structural strain theories share
several characteristics. They assume that movements arose in response to the
grievances of people suffering from the dislocations that accompany rapid
social, economic, and political change. Despite the terms social and collective,
these theories focus on the motivations and behavior of individuals whom
they see as impulsive and deviant. They also regard all forms of collective
behavior as spontaneous (i.e., nonroutine), contentious, and socially patho184
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logical. If left unattended, this potentially dangerous form of noninstitutionalized activity could threaten a basically sound, stable, and established way
of life.29
The understanding of individual behavior (viewed as rational, restrained,
and normal) and collective behavior (viewed as irrational, impulsive, and
deviant) begins with the theory of the crowd and early psychoanalytic
thought. This thinking gained ground in the 1930s and 1940s. During this
period, social scientists in Western Europe wanted to understand the rise of
fascism and Stalinism as totalitarian regimes. In addition, from 1928 until
1941, when the United States entered World War II, militant social movements, especially the burgeoning labor movement, struggled for change that
challenged the domestic status quo. While rejecting some of the more sweeping and overstated portraits of the irrational crowd offered by the earlier
theories, the newer theories retained the view of collective behavior as irrational and deviant until the 1960s, when new activism forced a paradigm
shift.30
The Crowd Theory

The crowd theory draws on the work of the French social theorist Gustave
Le Bon. His negative interpretation of collective behavior stemmed from his
dislike for the outcome of the 1789 French Revolution, which overthrew the
ancien régime and established democratic rights for the average person. Writing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during a period of
rapid industrialization throughout Europe, Le Bon witnessed many spontaneous uprisings, street protests, and actions by discontented waged workers.
He saw this as undesirable crowd behavior similar to that of the French
Revolution. From this experience, Le Bon concluded that participants in “the
crowd” are impulsive, suggestible, excitable, and easily manipulated by charismatic leaders. Even worse, the magnetic power of leaders and the hypnotic
impact of the mob lead people to give up their individuality to the collective
and do extraordinary things. Almost like animals in a herd, they sacriﬁce
their rationality, morality, and personal interests to a uniform collective mentality that allows them to conduct irrational, violent, and barbaric acts that
they never would consider on their own.31
Le Bon believed that civilization rests on the ability of a small intellectual
elite to impose discipline and rationality on the rest of the people. Advanced
by the French Revolution and other trends, democracy threatened this task
because, to Le Bon, it unleashed the unruly mob whose irrational, destructive,
and barbaric behavior could undermine civilization itself.32 The irrational
actions of the crowd point to the inherent dangers of democracy and the
need to restore authoritative social control.
Psychoanalysis

Psychoanalysis also contained the idea that people become vulnerable to direct mobilizing appeals by charismatic leaders. Writing in the early twentieth
century, Freud, like Le Bon, saw collective behavior as a threat to individuSocial Movements and Social Change
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A crowd in New York’s Grand Central
Terminal. Even when crowds were not
purposeful social movements, some social
theorists worried that they could fall under the
spell of a magnetic leader.

alism. He argued that individuals in groups become overemotional, give up
their conscious individual personality, and otherwise show signs of regression
to a state of primitive mental activity.33 Others advanced the Freudian analysis of crowd leaders as surrogate fathers and of crowd followers as individuals
who were libidinally attached to crowd leaders.
Psychoanalysis explained the mass attraction to fascist movements of the
1930s and 1940s in terms of “the authoritarian personality.” In this tradition,
Fromm saw the rise of fascism during the Depression of the 1930s as the mass
response to magnetic leaders by individuals with an “authoritarian” character.34 In Germany and other central European nations, he argued, patriarchal
family structures promoted cultural propensities to either command or obey.
Like the patriarchal head of the household, the Führer commanded the obedience that underpinned the mob mentality and offered protection in
exchange for total submission. Fromm developed a personality inventory
known as the F scale (for fascism), which probes for tendencies toward rigidity, exaggerated deference toward authority, sexual fears such as homophobia,
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conspiratorial thinking, and other traits that he said describe an authoritarian
character structure. As late as the 1950s, Hannah Arendt described the rise
of totalitarianism as a response to the economic crisis and “magnetic leaders”
by individuals with a mob mentality.35
In the 1960s, psychoanalysis tried to explain the new student activism.
Although these were not totalitarian movements, the explanations still saw
social activism as somewhat irrational. For example, Lewis Feuer linked the
student protests to intergenerational conﬂicts rooted in deep unconscious
sources.36 He believed that the protestors were young people with unresolved
Oedipal complexes, subjected to harsh child-rearing practices and a conﬂicted
relationship with their parents. They took out their hostile feelings on parental surrogates such as university administrators, police ofﬁcers, and other
authorities targeted by activists.37
Mass Society Theory

Mass society theory regards social movements as an extension of more elementary forms of collective behavior such as the crowd. Instead of resorting
to the authoritarian personality, however, it deﬁnes collective behavior as the
product of anomie and social disintegration associated with large-scale social
change. During conditions of social breakdown, when marginalized people
cannot reestablish ties to mainstream social institutions, they may turn to
collective action to achieve a sense of community or solidarity. In this theory,
social change appears to be the cause of the problematic disruptions, in contrast to later theories that see social change as something that social movements seek to achieve.
Drawing on the classical French theorist Emile Durkheim (1893) and William Kornhauser (1959), mass society theory argues that a stable society rests
on strong class and group solidarities, on ties that bind people together and
that control social behavior.38 In periods of massive social change these mechanisms of social integration and social control break down. As a result of this
breakdown, the uprooted masses become isolated, anxious, and frustrated.
Unable to adjust to the changing times, the marginalized and alienated “riffraff” without social ties become vulnerable to manipulation by the fanatic
social movement leaders.39 Similar thinking appears in relatively recent policy
reports. For example, the McCone Commission described the people who
participated in the 1965 riots in Watts, Los Angeles, as recent immigrants,
poorly educated persons, and unemployed workers who lacked an organizational connection and who were not well-integrated in society.40 The more
recent “theory of the underclass” also depicts the poor as living outside of
the mainstream and explains their poverty as a product of improper attitudes,
values, and behavior.
Structural Strain Theory

Drawing on Talcott Parsons’s theory of the social system and Neil Smelser’s
theory of social movements, structural strain theory represents still another
explanation of collective behavior linked to the social instability created by
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social change.41 This view of social movements is somewhat less negative
than the picture painted in the prior theories.
Structural strain theory belongs to the broader school of thought known
as structural functionalism that dominated sociology for many years following
World War II. Structural functionalism compares society to a living organism
consisting of interrelated parts that function together in a reinforcing way for
the beneﬁt of the whole. The theory places a high premium on harmonious
relationships, integration, social consensus, and stability. Social stability rests
on (1) the presence of a common set of values, which in the United States
is often referred to as the American Creed; (2) the proper integration of wellfunctioning subsystems, each of which carries out a different but necessary
role in the wider system; and (3) the capacity of societal structures and institutions to adapt to change, that is, to attain their goals, manage tension,
and operate in mutually reinforcing ways.
Structural functionalism posits that stability prevails as long as the system
and its parts exist in a state of equilibrium. As a corollary, a change in one
part leads to changes in other parts. If the changes—which can stem from
either internal inconsistencies or external intrusions—balance each other
out, the system as a whole remains in the desired state of stability. If not, the
change or conﬂict is likely to ripple through and disrupt the entire system.
When the system responds to the resulting ambiguities by slowly and incrementally adapting new values and structures more suited to the altered times,
the change is functional. That is, balance is restored without generating high
levels of conﬂict or larger, more systemic modiﬁcations. In the ﬁnal analysis,
the structural functionalists believe that conﬂict and big change is necessarily
destructive to social stability. Although these initial theorists did not take up
social movements, conﬂict-generating movements were, by implication, regarded as problematic.
In the early 1960s, Smelser developed an elaborate theory of collective
behavior but continued to see it as spontaneous, short-lived, disorganized,
and composed of deviant actions taken by people who subscribe to irrational
beliefs and who prefer to short-circuit appropriate channels of social action.42
His theory, which includes social movements but also fads, panics, crazes, and
revolutions, posits several structural prerequisites for the formation of a social
movement.
The ﬁrst prerequisite, structural conduciveness, refers to social arrangements that encourage or rule out speciﬁc kinds of social movements. A society
with racial cleavages, for example, will be more likely to develop a civil rights
movement than one without such a divide. The second precondition is a
structural strain, such as the presence of perceived ambiguities, discrepancies,
deprivation, and tensions. If a large number of people feel aggrieved by a
speciﬁc strain (e.g., poverty, unemployment, racial conﬂict, or threats of war),
a social movement might materialize. Third, people must be able to tap into
generalized beliefs that supply interpretations and solutions, prepare potential
participants for action, shape preferences for short-circuiting routine channels
for political change, and otherwise reduce the ambiguity and tensions created
188
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by the strains. Such beliefs, which help to convert widespread strains into an
ongoing movement, can range from major, encompassing, value-oriented ideologies (e.g., democracy, socialism, communism, fascism) to narrower, normoriented beliefs (e.g., organized labor’s demand for better wages and working
conditions, or the women’s movement’s demand for treatment equal to
men’s). Finally, the eruption of a social movement depends on the presence
of several other precipitating factors or events that sharpen the focus of the
strains, enable mass mobilization, weaken social controls, and otherwise catalyze action. If the resulting collective behavior compresses or circumvents
established social change procedures, Smelser concludes that the movement
is crude, excessive, eccentric, impatient—and irrational.
In the end, the negative assumptions that underpinned collective behavior
theory from the 1930s to the 1960s prevented social scientists from anticipating or understanding the student, civil rights, antiwar, women’s liberation,
and other social movements that rocked the nation throughout the 1960s
and 1970s. The dominant theories failed to understand “the sixties” because
they saw collective behavior as a spontaneous, irrational, and noninstitutionalized response to abnormal conditions created by structural strain and social
change. It did not help, either, that they viewed movement participants
through the lens of class, gender, and race stereotypes.
The theories implicitly regarded middle-class students as too rational to
risk their future careers by participating in movements for social change. In
their view, American blacks were naturally different and culturally inferior,
and poor people, women, and most people of color lacked the capability to
advance their own interests through rational action and were therefore unable
to effect, independently, changes on their own behalf.43 In essence, the classical theories rendered movements of the 1960s inferior and invisible. Their
out-of-date premises and explanations triggered a paradigm shift that dramatically changed the study and understanding of collective behavior.
Collective Behavior as Rational Activity

U.S. society underwent major changes in the 1960s and early 1970s. Among
other things, as the political climate became more liberal, the nation began
to pay greater attention to domestic problems. Inspired by the civil rights
activism that began in the mid-1950s, newer social movements composed of
students, women, the disabled, environmentalists, homosexuals, and others
burst out in the 1960s. The resulting social turmoil in the United States and
around the world elicited a new analysis of social movements. The presence
of many progressive social movements, the period’s openness to dissent, and
researchers’ own support for social change effectively discredited the earlier,
pejorative interpretations and generated new ideas about both the activists
and the movements.44
First and foremost, the new theorists rejected the view of social movements
and their participants as irrational and deviant. Instead, they regarded the
decision to join a social movement as a rational decision based on speciﬁc
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goals and a clear assessment of the costs and beneﬁts of participation. Nor
did the new theories denigrate pursuing social change outside of mainstream
channels.
The Rational Crowd Theory

The rational crowd theory does not refer to social movements per se. It was,
however, part of the effort to redeﬁne collective behavior as a rational event.
Theorists reconceptualized the crowd as a temporary gathering of people who
share a common focus of attention and who inﬂuence one another, rather
than as a mindless unruly mob. Though rational, the behavior of the crowd
might be benign, dangerous, or a source of positive social change.
The rational crowd theory differentiates among types of crowd formations:
the casual, the conventional, the expressive, the acting, and the protest
crowd. The theory includes the crowd of people gathered in New York City’s
Times Square on New Year’s Eve as well as the downtown celebration by
sports fans after their team wins the Super Bowl. The mildly wild behavior
in both instances has no purpose other than enjoyment or participation. Yet
the theory calls it rational, adaptive, and normative because the individual’s
behavior reﬂects a choice of goals and means and conforms to a set of social
expectations—which, in the case of New Year’s Eve and team victories, tolerate pushing the edge of the envelope, though not too far.45
The rational crowd theory also deﬁnes certain civil disorders (also called
riots) as rational events. It regards the uprisings in Watts, Detroit, and
Newark during the 1960s and at Attica prison in the 1970s as rational and
adaptive responses to anger and oppression. Rather than mindlessly following
the crowd or a manipulative leader, as posited by the earlier collective behavior theories, the participants rationally calculated the relative beneﬁts of
the action (satisfaction of venting one’s anger) and the costs (getting hurt,
getting arrested), and their behavior followed a particular set of rules.46
Psychological Rationality

How to explain the student movements that exploded on hundreds of college
campuses during the 1960s and 1970s? The press, mirroring the older collective behavior theories, often depicted the student protestors as riffraff or misguided victims of outside agitators and ideologies. Others, like Feuer, saw
them as driven by irrational psychodynamics. Many observers regarded the
campus protests as irrational because the anti-authoritarian students appeared
to be risking lucrative future careers by subscribing to radical ideas and participating in disruptive social protest movements.
But the white middle-class student activists attending elite colleges did not
easily ﬁt into these traditional depictions of movement participants. Sympathetic psychologists saw the students as a new generation struggling for recognition by striking out against their elders and the establishment. They
explained student activism as a psychologically rational response rooted in
childhood socialization, parental values, or other developments.47
Kenneth Keniston, a well-known psychologist, explained New Left student
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activists as anti-authoritarian or rationally deﬁant because their liberalleaning parents had socialized them to be skeptical about authority.48 James
Wood and Richard Flacks also pointed to the continuity between the values
of their parents and those of the student activists.49 In separate studies, they
found that student radicals tended to have activist parents, although Flacks
found that the views of the students often leaned further to the left than
those of their elders. Flacks and other researchers also linked student activism
to positive personality characteristics such as intellectuality, personal independence, and social responsibility. Moving beyond psychological rationality,
Wood added that the students’ opposition to the Vietnam War, racial discrimination, and educational inequality was rational because it sought to correct a problematic status quo.50
Other observers conceptualized the student movement as a rational response to the structural changes that were occurring in the higher education
system, especially the tracking of students by class and race. The students
opposed a system in which white, upper-class children attended expensive,
private Ivy League universities, while working-class students of all races went
to four-year public colleges or two-year community colleges. The tracking,
which resulted from differential tuition costs and the advice of guidance counselors, functioned to place youth in jobs that corresponded to their place in
the social structure. From this perspective, student activism did not stem from
the student’s psyche, family socialization, or desire for privilege. Rather, it
reﬂected a rational political critique by a new group of social actors who
questioned and wanted to redirect wider processes of social change.51
Social Psychological Rationality

Drawing on Robert Merton’s role theory and Ralph Linton’s concept of reference groups, the social psychological explanations of collective behavior
focus on the relationship between psychological dispositions and social conditions.52 Both relative deprivation and status strain theories (discussed next)
explain why a category of people experiencing strain eventually deﬁnes itself
as a group interested in fundamental social change. The analysis emphasizes
subjective interpretations of social conditions and participation in social
movements as a rational response to stress.
Relative deprivation theory emerged, in part, to explain why the most
deprived people (i.e., those experiencing absolute material deprivation such
as hunger, illness, and poverty) engage in collective behavior less frequently
than better-off individuals and groups. Early theorists concluded either that
the poor spend all their time trying to survive or that their personality characteristics and/or living conditions produce a culture of fatalism and passivity.
In contrast, relative deprivation theory asks why working- and middleclass people do become active. It suggests that social movements emerge in
response to a sense of subjective (i.e., relative) rather than absolute deprivation. It explains that people act to reduce psychological pain when, regardless
of their level of material want, they believe that they cannot sustain gains or
attain further improvement or that they have made less progress than a comSocial Movements and Social Change
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parable group. Collective action is one way people/groups address this perception of relative deprivation.53 This thinking has been used to explain the
rise of a more militant civil rights movement in the late 1950s and early
1960s. By the 1940s, structural changes began to loosen the grip of racial
inequality and improve the conditions of black Americans. As the growing
African American middle class increasingly compared its circumstances to
middle-class whites rather than to poorer blacks, many African Americans
decided to challenge the long-standing problem of racial discrimination. The
contrast—the sense of relative deprivation in a context of rising expectations—politicized African Americans, who then joined or backed the increasingly militant civil rights movement.54
Status strain theory—another in the social psychological paradigm—argues that people join social movements when their symbolic position in society changes for the worse. It is a truism in political sociology that societies
and middle-class groups in decline will often turn to leaders who offer oversimpliﬁed nationalist, chauvinist, racist, or fascist solutions to extremely complex problems. The classic case is the rise of fascism in Germany between the
two world wars. Contemporary instances of anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic, and
racist mobilizations have also appeared throughout Europe as reactionary responses to the relative decline of European dominance in the world.55
However, right-wing, often religion-based movements also arose in the
United States during the ﬁrst half of the twentieth century as people looked
for ways to compensate for a fallen or falling social position or to deal with
cultural discontent generated by changes in the wider social order. When
demographic shifts, occupational restructuring, political realignments, and
new waves of immigration led to an actual or feared loss of jobs, income,
power, or prestige, the resulting status strain led some people to turn to rightwing groups promising to preserve or restore their once dominant status.
In the late nineteenth century, during a period of intense immigration by
Catholics and Jews, various Protestant groups organized against the perceived
threat to their religious dominance. In 1887, after an Irish Catholic candidate
defeated a Protestant labor candidate in a local election, Protestants formed
the American Protective Association, a secret anti-Catholic organization.56
In the 1920s, as the political dominance of rural evangelical Protestants gave
way to urban Catholic (and Jewish) immigrants, anti-Catholic sentiment
fueled the rise of the Ku Klux Klan. To this day, each wave of immigration
has given rise to anti-Catholic, anti-Jewish, antiblack, or anti-immigrant
movements in the United States. These include the neo-Nazis, Aryan Supremacists, and young “skinheads” who seek to protect the white AngloSaxon Protestants or other groups from the growing inﬂuence of foreign immigrants.57
Changes in the structure of race and gender relations have also created
status strain within the dominant group. After the Civil War (1861–1865),
when the end of slavery and the potential end of segregation threatened the
power of plantation owners and the Southern way of life, many whites joined
the Ku Klux Klan to protect their privileges. In the 1960s and 1970s, when
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white ethnic working- and lower-middle-class groups faced school busing and
racial integration, they formed neighborhood associations and other groups
to exclude blacks. In the 1980s, the religious right appealed to Christian
evangelicals, who feared the institutionalization of the gains made by the
civil rights movement. Changes in gender roles (e.g., rising rates of divorce,
teenage pregnancy, nonmarital births, and female employment and the right
to an abortion) have also fueled the religious right and the antiabortion
movement, both of which hold to the idea of male dominance. On a smaller
scale, these gender changes led some men to form local groups that reasserted
male domination.
The above-noted movements appealed to the status anxiety and class resentment of their members, who felt that their culture was under siege and
who responded by negatively stereotyping the “other.” Promising to curb challenges to core values (“culture wars”) and to solve seemingly intractable problems (“social issues”), these movements have had highly political and, in some
cases, dangerous consequences, ranging from lynching in the early part of the
twentieth century to burning synagogues, bombing abortion clinics, and bashing gays today.58
Economic Rationality

Social movement theorists also turned to economic concepts as another way
to override the notions of irrationality and deviance built into the classical
collective behavior theories.
Rational choice theory presumes that individuals are autonomous reasoning
beings whose decisions reﬂect narrow self-interest rather than common values
and goals. When deciding to purchase a car (or join a social movement),
individuals rationally weigh the relative costs and beneﬁts of their options to
determine if the beneﬁts outweighed the costs.
Given this individualistic view of human nature, why would any rational
person join a social movement? If an individual can secure the gains won by
a social movement (e.g., higher wages, cleaner air, peace) without paying the
cost of participation in time and money, why not simply “ride free,” that is,
enjoy the beneﬁts without spending one’s own discretionary time and funds?
The economist Mancur Olson concluded that organizations could overcome
the free-rider problem by offering special incentives to members.59 If the rewards of participation exceed the costs, people will choose to become involved in social movements. Thus, trade unions and professional organizations provide members-only beneﬁts; the 1960s welfare rights movement used
the selective incentive of assistance in securing special cash beneﬁts to mobilize welfare recipients.60
Without challenging the rationality of social movements, critics have challenged the idea that movements need incentives to recruit members. They
argue that despite the opportunity to ride free, thousands of people have
joined movements to express solidarity, to achieve urgent group interests, and
to support principled commitments. The members of the civil rights and
peace movements, for example, risked arrests, police beatings, and ruined
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careers to achieve their ends—without economic rewards.61 Feminism, especially cultural (and radical) feminism, suggests that the incentive argument
theory stems from the male bias of rational choice theory, with its emphasis
on individualism, selﬁsh motivation, and cost-beneﬁt analysis. Feminists believe that discussions of the need to rely on incentives might disappear if
movement theorists took women’s experience as the prototype of human behavior and if they considered that the traits typically associated with
women—connection, empathy, intuition, sharing, nurturance, and interdependence—motivated movement participation.62
Conﬂict Perspectives: Collective Behavior as Political Problem Solving

Conﬂict theories have a long history in the United States and around the
world. They tend to gain popularity during periods of social upheaval such
as the Great Depression (1930s), World War II (1940s), and the 1960s. The
conﬂict theories resurface during these turbulent times because the upheaval
polarizes opposing interests and exposes a lack of consensus. The lack of
consensus, in turn, challenges the prevailing theories of society, which posit
social stability as the natural order of things.
Like other theories, conﬂict theories deﬁne collective behavior as actions
of individuals in crowds, groups, organizations, and communities as well as
riots, strikes, protests, civil disorders, rebellions, social movements, and revolutions. Unlike other explanations, however, the conﬂict theories categorize
collective behavior in political rather than psychological or behavioral terms.
Collective Behavior as Organizational Conﬂict: Resource Mobilization Theory

Resource Mobilization (RM) theory deﬁnes social movements abstractly as
opinions or beliefs that represent participants’ preferences for change in society, whether for clean air or greater equality. But the core of the theory
dwells on a more concrete unit of analysis: the formal social movement organization (SMO). These complex, centralized, formal, highly developed professional organizations articulate the goals of the more general social movement and translate them into political action. By making organizations rather
than individual motivation the center of its analysis, RM theory accepts collective behavior as a normal and rational part of the political process rather
than deﬁning it as deviant and irrational. This focus on organizational behavior places the RM analysis somewhere between the pre-1960s theories
that dealt largely with individual motivation and the conﬂict theories that
focus on social structural forces.
Drawing on the organizational theory developed by John McCarthy and
Mayer Zald, RM theory analyzes the conditions that promote the growth and
political effectiveness of SMOs. Earlier theories had argued that the burst of
social movements in the 1960s reﬂected the breakdown of social control
associated with social upheaval. Taking a more positive approach, RM theory
linked the rise of formal SMOs (e.g., NAACP, National Organization for
Women, ACT-Up, the National Right to Life Organization, Operation Res194
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cue, the National Abortion Rights Action League) to the increased capacity
of SMOs to mobilize a wider range of social, economic, and political resources.63
According to RM theory, by the 1960s several important changes had
improved the capacity of SMOs. In response to political pressures, private
foundations, religious organizations, and governmental agencies (e.g., Civil
Rights Commission, the Commission on the Status of Women, the Ofﬁce of
Economic Opportunity) stepped forward to support/fund SMOs. Other new
resources included the development of fund-raising and organizing technologies, the availability of young organizers who preferred the movement over
traditional careers, and the growth of organizational networks, coalitions, and
alliances. Finally, the reduction of cold war tensions allowed the media to
devote more time to domestic social problems. In brief, access to new backers,
new technologies, and greater media coverage provided SMOs with the resources needed to pursue success. As the organizations learned to mobilize
these and other resources, they gained members, supporters, and legitimacy.
Recognized for this by the more established players, SMOs became major
forces in an increasingly contested political marketplace.64
Given its focus on organizational strength, mainstream legitimacy, and
policy victories, RM theory concludes that large SMOs are inherently more
effective than informal, decentralized, less well-endowed groups that rely on
indigenous leadership, volunteer staff, and mass actions. Although Zald now
includes enthusiasm and spontaneity as resources to be mobilized, critics
maintain that RM theory continues to downplay poor people’s movements,
to dismiss the unconventional mass politics of the later 1960s and early 1970s,
and to blur the important line between social movements and more conventional interest group politics.65 Others complain that this midrange theory
ignores both the smaller questions of individual motivation and social interaction and the larger role of social structures.66
Collective Behavior as Political Opportunity

Political opportunity structures (POS) theory highlights the role of political
institutions rather than an organization’s capacity to mobilize resources. Political opportunity refers to changing features of the political environment
that raise or lower the costs of using collective action to secure social change.
Drawing on the work of Charles Tilly and others who emphasize the wider
political context, POS theory links the possibility of social movement activity
to the growth and transformation of the state.67
Closely related to RM theory, POS theory lays out the dimensions of the
political system that make it more or less receptive to the demands of social
movements. It holds that social movements stand a better chance when prevailing political conditions reveal potential allies, exacerbate the vulnerability
of the authorities, or otherwise create opportunities for collective action.68
POS theory outlines several types of political opportunities. The relative
weight and independence of the judicial, legislative, and executive branches
in the government can facilitate or hamper collective action. During the
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1960s and 1970s, a strong, active, and relatively independent judiciary created
political opportunities for social movements that often turned to the courts
for redress. The 1954 Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education
outlawed racial segregation in public education. This historic civil rights victory swept away the legal grounds of Jim Crow, changed the rules of the game
for African Americans, and contributed enormously to the growth and militancy of the civil rights movement. In the 1960s, as liberal Democrats became increasingly indebted to the black vote, they supported the Civil Rights
Acts of 1964 and 1965, which enfranchised Southern blacks and dismantled
the rest of the Jim Crow system.69
The women’s rights and antitobacco movements also used the courts to
change social policy.70 In 1973, pressed by the women’s movement, the courts
granted women the right to an abortion. Similarly, the antitobacco forces
successfully used the courts to extract millions of dollars from many cigarette
companies after proving the lethal effects of nicotine on the health of individuals and the cost of health care.
A second type of political opportunity stems from the degree of cohesiveness among the governing authorities. Internal divisions within centers of
power periodically undermine the inﬂuence of the ruling elite and create an
opening for organized challengers. At its extreme, internal division can so
paralyze the elite’s capacity for action that it falls into crisis, becomes weak,
or collapses. The war between France and England weakened the ﬁnancial
position of both kings, which improved the possibilities for the American
and French Revolutions. Both the 1917 Russian Revolution and the 1949
Chinese Revolution occurred after a prolonged international war had weakened the state, World War I in the case of Russia and World War II in the
case of China.71 More recent government turmoil in Africa, Eastern Europe,
the Mideast, and the former Soviet Union has also led to leadership contests.
Less explosive cleavages within the governing group may also increase the
vulnerability of political leaders to outside groups wanting to “push” their
agenda. The 1992 election of Bill Clinton as president of the United States
shifted power from the Republicans, who favored the religious right and a
strong military, to the Democrats, whose candidate had promised to end the
ban on gays in the military. By exposing the division over family values
among the political elite, Clinton’s victory created an opening for the gay
rights movement. The National Gay and Lesbian Task Force used the opening
to build inﬂuential alliances with the women’s movement, civil rights groups,
and legislators in Congress and to press more strongly for their long-standing
goal of ending the ban on gays in the military.72
A third type of political opportunity arises when elected ofﬁcials legitimize
social movements to build or rebuild their own popular support. Political
leaders turn to outside groups when a recession, their endorsement of an
unpopular policy, or other event costs them the support of their regular constituency.73 For example, when business and other antigovernment forces attacked the Roosevelt administration, President Roosevelt, to win favor from
organized labor for his New Deal programs, supported legislation that im196
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proved the climate for union organizing.74 In the 1960s, to sustain the backing
of African Americans, the Kennedy and Johnson administrations promoted
funding for black causes, political appointments to blacks, and passage of antidiscrimination laws. President Kennedy also needed to hold on to the goodwill of American women, who helped elect him to ofﬁce. Unable to promote
a women’s rights agenda in the Republican-controlled Congress, Kennedy
appointed women to high posts and created the ﬁrst Presidential Commission
on the Status of Women. Likewise, Johnson extended Executive Order 11246
mandating afﬁrmative action to cover sex.75 In the 1980s, to maintain the
support of the growing Christian right, President Reagan appointed antiabortion judges and limited women’s right to choose.76
A fourth political opportunity structure for social movements depends on
the degree of tolerance or repression found in the political climate.77 The
openness of the political context that shaped U.S. politics between the 1930s
and 1960s, combined with postwar prosperity, contributed to the success of
a wide variety of social movements.78 In contrast, the repression of dissent
following World War I and World War II stymied and repressed opposition.
A ﬁrm, rather unyielding elite gained control of government institutions;
demonized, prosecuted, and assaulted social movements, and periodically
jailed, killed, or otherwise silenced dissenters. During the 1950s, for example,
Senator Joe McCarthy (R-Wisconsin) used his control of the Congressional
hearings on un-American activities to accuse activists of communist membership or leanings. Many communists and noncommunists alike lost their
jobs; those who refused to “name names” often went to prison. Although the
political climate liberalized in the 1960s, the FBI inﬁltrated and repressed the
militant Black, Red, and Brown Power groups, whose calls for deep changes
in the power structure went beyond what the other social movements demanded. These assaults both curtailed social movements and sent a strong
message to all social critics about what might happen to them if they did not
toe the line.
Shifts in the political climate may create political opportunities for previously unsupported groups. In the 1980s, once conservatives gained the presidency, ofﬁcialdom placed liberal social movements on the defensive while
opening the door to right-wing organizations seeking to overturn hard-won
liberal gains such as afﬁrmative action, the right to abortion, and a higher
minimum wage.79 This conservative political climate also emboldened reactionary nationalistic and religious movements, such as White Aryan Resistance, the Ku Klux Klan, the neo-Nazi skinheads, right-wing survivalists,
militias, and some fundamentalist religious organizations. These groups believe that “racially pure” whites and Aryans are naturally superior to mixed
or “hybrid” groups. Using the rhetoric of difference to code racist claims about
the innate inferiority of particular peoples, they blame outsiders for a complex
of social and economic problems (Jews run Wall Street, blacks use social
program that waste tax dollars, etc.) and deal harshly with dissent. Groups
espousing such neo-Nazi ideas have managed to inﬁltrate some of the more
respectable organizations of the right and now participate in mainstream elecSocial Movements and Social Change
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toral politics. The political party formed by Lyndon Larouche, David Duke’s
election to the state legislature, and Pat Buchanan’s campaign for the presidency have all left their mark on the political mainstream.80
The changes in the political climate do not wipe out the reforms won in
earlier periods. Taking back policy change is not easy or fast. The new policies
remain in place, at least in part, because the movements under attack tried
to stem the tide by vigorously defending their gains and resisting the new
regime. Thus, political struggle and social change remain on the agenda at
all times.
Collective Action as Structural Conﬂict

The third group of conﬂict theories concentrates more explicitly on conﬂicts
rooted in the unequal distribution of power. These structural theories explain
social movements as a rational and instrumental response to great societal
inequalities, especially those grounded in the class, race, and gender relations
of power. The New Social Movement theory highlights the movements that
target cultural oppression; Marxism and others focus on the conﬂicts grounded
in the unequal power relations of class, gender and race.

New Social Movement Theory
New Social Movement (NSM) theory became and remains a main competitor
to the more liberal RM and POS theories. Grounded in Western European
social theory and political philosophy rather than the U.S. social sciences,
NSM theory both builds on and critiques classical Marxism, the predominant
school in much of European social movement theory prior to the 1960s. NSM
theory contends that the new conditions of postindustrial society have undermined the old social movements, especially the labor movement, and stimulated new struggles (i.e., new social movements) more interesting to the
middle class.
More speciﬁcally, beginning in the 1960s and early 1970s, changes in the
political economy, especially the deindustrialization of the nation’s central
cities, globalization of the world economy, and the exportation of production
abroad, undercut the U.S. labor movement by decimating the manufacturing
base of many jobs and communities and fueling the expansion of the less
unionized service sector. The breakup of jobs and industries scattered workers,
dispersing the concentration that had fueled and strengthened the labor
movement, and created new problems that the labor movement could not
easily address. The conservative assault on labor rights beginning in the 1980s
further limited the ability of unions to redistribute resources to their constituencies.
At the same time, social life was fractured by postwar surburbanization,
rising immigration, and new race and gender divides. The loss of its base
combined with the unions’ resistance to fully incorporating other groups (e.g.,
youth, women, persons of color, unskilled workers) into their ranks cost the
labor movement both members and power. Some of the groups poorly served
by the trade unions gravitated to the NSMs that demonstrated greater con198
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cerns about issues of “difference,” exclusion, and oppression. The new social
movements appealed to these groups as well as to the middle class because
the broader range of political goals stressed combating oppressive discrimination, cultural intrusions, bureaucratic domination, unrestrained militarism,
and environmental devastation rather than just conﬂicts between labor and
capital.81
The postindustrial trends, especially deindustrialization and fragmentation
of social life, led NSM theory to deﬁne politics in cultural terms. NSM theorists struggled against a wide range of institutions that shape ideas, symbols,
and meaning, especially the cultural and ideological institutions that dominate and control identities.82 The movements reject authority structures in
the family, the workplace, political parties, and the state. Self-consciously
local, antibureaucratic, and antihierarchical, the NSMs hope to erode the
power of the government. They envision a decentralized society with little
or no regulation, intervention, or control and favor democratic participation,
personal liberty, and civil rights as well as networks, collectives, communities,
and other “free spaces” located between state and civil society.83
Many NSMs also contest the technological-scientiﬁc apparatus, the agencies of information and communication, and various institutions that also
wield control over cultural deﬁnitions of self-worth and the overall “way of
life.” They challenge the role of experts and technocrats and the power of
electronic communication technology that can control the personal (body,
sexuality, affective relations), the subjective (cognition and emotional processes, motives, desires), and the biological (structures of the brain, the genetic code, reproductive capacity) features of life. NSM theory suggests that
by concentrating on the political meanings contained in lifestyle, sexuality,
interpersonal relations, and popular culture, the NSMs turn previously private
domains into crucial political battlegrounds and open new spheres of political
action.84
NSM theory’s emphasis on other identity issues lead some observers to
describe its agenda as one of “identity politics.”85 In this view, participants in
the NSMs are searching for both an individual and a collective identity based
on shared characteristics (e.g., sex, race, sexual orientation) acquired by accident of birth, in most cases, and over which individuals have little or no
control. Thus, NSMs struggle to rescue ethnic, racial, gender, and other identities from their distortion or erasure by dominant culture. This process includes ridding oneself of the stereotypic ideas and beliefs that oppressed people uncritically and unconsciously often accept as true but that stand in the
way of progress. Such ideas include the internalization by blacks of white
values and racist attitudes, the acceptance by women of their place in the
home, and guilt felt by homosexuals because they are not straight.
NSM theory also seeks to expand mainstream notions of “normality.” The
movement of differently abled persons, for example, tried to break with the
traditional perception of disability as a sick, abnormal, and pathetic condition. The gay and lesbian movements struggled to depathologize homosexuality and promote recognition of diversity within the homosexual commuSocial Movements and Social Change
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nity.86 The collective power of NSMs seeks to undo homophobia, sexism,
racism, and ablism, to gain visibility and dignity for the group,87 and to win
the right to be different in a world that exerts strong pressure for conformity.
As such, they pose a major challenge to the dominant logic of society, also
thought of as the American Way of Life.
Some NSMs, especially the peace, environmental, and slow-growth movements, deal with identity issues but also with the economic logic of the market. These movements appeal to many educated middle-class individuals in
search of continuity and stability in the fragmented and destructured social
world. The particular struggles implicitly call for a reexamination of the self
in relation to the world or universe, confront the economic logic of the
market economy, remind society that the power to produce contains within
it the power to destroy, and point to the need for humankind to understand
its proper place in the natural order rather than operating as a race apart
from or above nature.88
NSM theory suggests that struggles on the terrain of symbols of meaning
and identity are highly political and that they may do more to expose contemporary forms of power (“points of antagonism”) than more conventional
political movements. NSMs represent a fundamental political challenge to
the legitimacy of the central institutions of society and a cultural challenge
to its core values.89 Critics charge that neither the theories nor the movements are especially new. They argue that the classical collective action theories implicitly dealt with identity, if in negative terms. For example, the
crowd and psychoanalytic schools grounded identity in biological, psychological, and social structures and held that primitive instincts or internal psychological structures produced panics, violence, riots, and other asocial or
antisocial behavior. The early thinking about racial and ethnic identity often
treated these as determined by some set of ascribed characteristics. Strain
theories, relative deprivation, and status discrepancy theories claimed that
maladaptive social structures create identities. More recent discussions regard
identities as socially constructed, a product of an individual’s interaction with
society, one that is subject to continuous redeﬁnition.
Critics also say that the traditional social movements also dealt with collective identity, derived from a shared sense of economic, racial, or gender
injustice rather than the cultural oppression highlighted by the NSMs. The
labor movement spoke to the identity of workers, and the union hall became
a social space for participants. The nationalist impulses in the Black Power
movement led to the slogan “Black is beautiful” to counter negative stereotypes and to validate black culture and its African roots.90 Identity politics
also loomed large in the cultural feminist and gay rights movements, which
argued that “the personal is political” and stressed the right to be different,
to realize one’s own identity, and to form new social spaces.91 It gets a little
confusing at this point, because some observers think the above movements
are the new social movements.
Critics decry the newness of the NSMs as well by showing that the middle
class has always played a key role in social movements, including the aboli200
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tion, prohibition, reproductive rights, and suffrage movements; that the
youth, civil rights, feminist, and gay rights movements foreshadowed the demand for recognition, dignity, self-worth, and cultural control; and that the
older social movements addressed the politicization of everyday life but with
different targets.92
A second critique focuses on impact. Some observers see the NSMs as a
force for multiculturalism and democratic insurgency; others fear the focus on
difference is divisive. They worry that emphasizing identity and culture will
reinforce divisions, ranging from intergroup hostility to “ethnic cleansing.”
They also worry that the politics of difference weakens the struggle for social
change for all oppressed groups by preventing movements from joining forces
around their common interests. Those fearing the NSM agenda call for building coalitions, seeking electoral power, and recreating a sense of public life
through the state instead of privatizing it. They want to mobilize people based
on a principled program that moves beyond narrow parochialism to social,
economic, and political justice for all.

Marxism and Class Conﬂict
Conﬂict theories drawing on Marxism maintain that beneath the seemingly
stable and harmonious social order depicted by most mainstream social scientists lie deep conﬂicts rooted in power differentials. In this view, dominant
and subordinate groups structure society and the institutionalized relationships among them. The interests of the unequal groups inevitably clash because members of the dominant groups beneﬁt materially and psychically from
the prevailing structures, while members of powerless groups suffer the penalties and deprivations that accompany subordination.
Social movements appear when subordinated groups decide that authorities have appropriated an unfair share of societal status, privilege, wealth, or
power. The movements represent the collective expression of discontent associated with the realities of oppression, marginalization, exploitation, and
exclusion and are more or less necessary phases in long-term processes of
social change.93 In brief, those with less understand collective behavior as a
struggle for greater equality—a highly rational effort intended to redress the
social conﬂicts created by the market economy and systems of domination.
Karl Marx (1818–1883), whose ideas guided the early nineteenth- and
twentieth-century socialist movements in Europe, put the issue of power conﬂict at the center of his work. Marxism provides a critique of bourgeois society, a historical analysis of exploitation, and a vision of a humane society
that Marx and other Marxists believed the end of capitalism would produce.
Much of the twentieth-century social movement theorizing by mainstream
social scientists represents efforts to refute or elaborate on the Marxist analysis
of capitalism and class conﬂict. From the 1930s to the 1960s, when the political silencing of dissent in the United States had a chilling effect on the
social sciences, Marxism was largely ignored. Interest in Marxism and other
power conﬂict theories resurfaced in the 1960s, if only marginally.94
The structural conﬂict theories also argue that social structures create the
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conditions that make social movements both necessary and possible. Marxism, for example, links the rise of modern social movements to the emergence
of the capitalist system of production that destroyed the traditional basis of
autonomy and inﬂuenced the development of modern society.95 The historic
shift from a feudal to a market economy uprooted masses of people and ushered in new economic arrangements favoring the owners of private property
over others. The capitalist system of production brought into being a new
class structure based on the owners of the means of production (land, labor,
and machines) and the proletariat or waged workers who sold their capacity
to work (i.e., their labor power) to the owners of plants and machinery. Those
who owned and controlled the means of production had greater resources,
power, and control than those who earned their livelihood in factories and
ofﬁces. The owner’s proﬁts derived in large part from paying workers as little
as possible for their efforts, demanding long hours of labor, investing minimally in improved working conditions, and excluding unions.96 The class
structures also determine the organization of production, the capacity for social reproduction, the distribution of resources, the content of cultural beliefs
and values, and the class conﬂict that bred social movements.
The unequal class system eventually yielded class conﬂict. Because the
wealth of the capitalist class (the owners of the means of production) and
the relative poverty of the working class (the workers hired by capitalists)
stemmed from the same economic process, the inevitable tension periodically
spawned collective action by workers to improve wages and working conditions, if not transform capitalist society. The leverage of workers in this struggle rested on the fact that the means of production could not be operated
without them.97
The development of the working class as a potentially oppositional force
occurs logically and naturally, according to Marx. By itself, the advance of
the market economy creates the conditions for the emergence of a workers’
movement “at the point of production.” The centralization of production into
ever larger mines and factories concentrated a large number of employees in
one place where they faced common grievances. As workers recognized their
shared exploitation and the power of owners, they became more class conscious and motivated for collective action.
But the capacity of that class to act politically, to strive to win power and
transform society, is not automatic. It depends on the emergence of organization, leadership, and intellectual activity; in fact, it requires a social movement.98 At some point, under certain conditions, at least some exploited
workers recognize that their misery stems from the workings of the capitalist
system of production rather than from arduous machinery or an unrelenting
boss. They realize that their physical survival and the meaning of their world
depends on jointly resisting their condition. This increasing awareness (or
consciousness) leads workers to organize themselves as a class to demand
better wages and working conditions through unionization and the formation
of labor-based political parities.
With the scope of their workplace expanding from local to national to
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international as the trade union movement gains strength, the demands of
workers shift from defending their existing rights and resources to claiming
additional rights and a greater share of societal resources. As workers replace
their traditional groups with new solidarities, associations, and trade unions,
collective action takes the form of strikes, demonstrations, and other forms
of deliberate assembly. Banded together, workers gain power and set the stage
for the creation of a rational society, deﬁned as a fully realized democracy.99
In most instances, workers faced ongoing resistance from employers who preferred to maintain control of the workers’ labor and decision making on the
shop ﬂoor.
A glimpse at U.S. labor history illustrates these points. Workers in the
United States began to organize in the 1820s, as the Industrial Revolution
began to expand factory production. In 1827, the Mechanics’ Unions Trade
Association in Philadelphia organized a wide range of skilled artisans. Ten
years later, during the Depression of 1837, the early labor movement boasted
ﬁve national trade unions. The unions and the workers’ political parties that
arose at the same time had a broad agenda. They called for equal and universal free education, public lands for settlement, restrictions on child and
prison labor, better working conditions for women, the ten-hour day without
a wage cut, governmental control of the currency, the right to organize workers, and the creation of public works jobs for the unemployed. In the 1840s,
young daughters of farmers, employed in the early New England textile mills,
organized the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association in Massachusetts.
They published their own newspaper, The Voice of Industry, and fought for
better wages and working conditions, including the ten-hour day, often walking off the job en masse to underscore their demands.100
The labor movement regained strength when, following the Civil War
(1861–1865), the factory system incorporated more wage earners and exploitation intensiﬁed. Formed in 1869, the Knights of Labor enrolled 50,000
members by 1883 and claimed 700,000 by 1886. It demanded an eight-hour
day, equal pay for equal work, an end to child labor, and cooperation among
workers. Teachers, farmers, and housewives each formed their own locals.101
But the American Federation of Labor (AFL) soon outpaced the Knights of
Labor. Formed in 1881 to organize skilled white male workers, the AFL
reached some 250,000 members in 1892, up from about 125,000 in 1886.102
The depression of 1893 brought on a new wave of wage cuts, layoffs, and
strikes. Between 1880 and 1900, more than 10 million workers participated
in over thirty thousand strikes and lockouts.103 AFL membership grew from
548,000 in 1900 to 1.6 million in 1904 and 2 million in 1914, rising from
3.2 percent of the employed labor force in 1900 to nearly 6.6 percent by
1920.104
During the Great Depression of the 1930s, with renewed labor militancy,
the industrial unions joined forces to form the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), which went on to achieve major victories in the steel, automobile, and other plants. Between 10 and 11 million workers, or about 7
percent of the labor force, belonged to a union by the late 1930s, half to the
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In 1912, the military was called
in to suppress a strike by factory
workers in Lawrence,
Massachusetts.The campaign to
organize unions often brought
trade unionists into direct and
sometimes violent confrontations
with armed troops. Courtesy of
HarpWeek, LLC

older and more moderate AFL and half to the newer and more assertive and
militant CIO. The stronger labor movement successfully pressed Congress to
enact additional pro-labor laws, including the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act,
which required employers to pay a minimum wage of 25 cents an hour (rising
to 40 cents in seven years), reduced the work week to forty-four hours (to
reach forty hours in three years), and outlawed labor by children under age
16. The hourly pay rose for 300,000 workers and 2.3 million enjoyed a shorter
work week.105 The AFL and CIO merged in the mid-1950s to become the
nation’s largest labor federation. The AFL-CIO continues to represent most
of the nation’s unionized workers. In recent years, changed economic conditions, especially deindustrialization (the shift from manufacturing to service
industries) and globalization (exportation of production abroad) have undermined the conditions that support unionization and cost the trade union
movement both members and inﬂuence.
Marx paid nearly exclusive attention to class power and class conﬂict. He
recognized the existence of other classes, but emphasized the fundamental
split between a small group of owners and masses of struggling workers. Over
the years, scholars have revised, revamped, and updated the Marxist understanding of class structure, the workings of capitalism, and the rise of social
movements. As noted earlier, theorists have taken into account contemporary
social, economic, and political conditions such as the expansion of the state,
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and new social divisions, including the social conﬂicts built into the hierarchical structures of gender and race.106

Gendered Conﬂict
Strict Marxists have analyzed gender and race in relation to capitalism and
class conﬂict. They highlight the ways in which class patterns in capitalist
societies have led to the subordination of women and people of color and
argue that these groups enter social movements from their role as workers.
Socialist feminists depart from an analysis that focuses exclusively on class
issues. Instead, they deﬁne the relations of class, patriarchy, and racial domination as independent but interacting structures of power. All three make
social movements both necessary and possible.107
Gendered arrangements—sex segregation of occupations, the economic
dependence of women on men, women’s near exclusive responsibility for the
home—are so deeply embedded in our culture and social institutions that
they often go unnoticed. Nonetheless, because gender operates as a fundamental principle of social organization, it has periodically spawned collective
action by women seeking equal rights with men, greater access to societal
resources, and economic justice, if not an actual end to patriarchal power
relations.
The socialist feminist analysis highlights the conﬂicts arising from the gendered structures of power in society. More speciﬁcally, it argues that tensions
arise from the power imbalance that enables men as a group to dominate
women as a group. As noted in the discussions of ideology in chapter 5,
socialist feminists conclude that gender inequality rests on the gender division
of labor that assigns men to the market (public sphere) and women to the
home (private sphere) and to separate gendered activities within each arena.
The resulting exclusion of women from social, economic, and political centers
of power provided men with the means to control women and ensured that
women’s place was in the home. The exclusionary practices also led women
to organize on their own behalf.
Women’s efforts to gain social, economic, and political equality in the
United States are as old as the nation itself. However, given their attention
to both capitalism and patriarchy, socialist feminists found that the nature of
women’s activism varies by class. Middle-class women have fought for equal
rights with men; poor and working-class women demanded the opportunity
to carry out their gendered obligations, which involved improving the economic circumstances of their families and communities at the “point of consumption.”
In 1789, Abigail Adams urged her husband, John, who was attending the
Constitutional Convention, “to remember the ladies,” or “we are determined
to foment a rebellion and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which
we have no voice or representation.”108 In 1848, the rebellion predicted by
Abigail Adams sixty years earlier erupted when Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth
Cady Stanton convened the ﬁrst women’s rights convention, attended by
three hundred people (including forty men) sparked by their lack of rights
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and the exclusion of women from the antislavery movement. Held in Seneca
Falls, New York, the conference issued a Declaration of Sentiments modeled
after the Declaration of Independence. The document proclaimed the selfevident truth that “all men and women are created equal,” and its resolutions
declared that the laws that placed women “in a position inferior to that of
men are contrary to the great precept of nature and therefore of no force or
authority.”109 After considerable struggle, married women gained the right to
own their own property (1849), to keep their wages and inheritance, to make
contracts in their own name, and to have joint custody of their children
(1860). But women did not win the vote until 1919, when Congress ratiﬁed
the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution. From 1920 to this day,
sexism (the unequal treatment of women by men) has continued to spark
activism by middle-class women.110 For much of this time, African American
and Latina women organized separately, ﬁrst due to the laws of segregation
that separated women racially and then because of unmatched agendas.
Poor and working-class women mobilized to fulﬁll their gendered obligations, which required them to carry out the expectations of women as deﬁned
by their community. Middle-class women rose up to protest that the democratic promise of equal opportunity for all did not apply to them; poor and
working-class women protested that the workings of the market economy
undercut their gendered family maintenance roles. The lack of family income
made it difﬁcult, if not impossible, for them to effectively carry out their part
in the tasks of social reproduction assigned to the family and linked to
women’s role in the home.
The discrepancy between the proﬁt-driven market’s ability to produce
enough income and jobs and the resources needed by the family to maintain
themselves fueled activism among low-income women. They organized to
ensure that they would be able to meet their gendered obligations at the
point of consumption. For example, during the depression of the 1830s,
working-class housewives organized ﬂour riots. In the early 1900s, immigrant
women on the Lower East Side of Manhattan and in other cities organized
rent strikes to protest rising rents and butcher store boycotts to protest inﬂated
meat prices. The action quickly spread to other neighborhoods and was the
ﬁrst of many other price-driven protests in cities around the nation in 1906,
1907, 1908, 1910, and 1914.111 During the Great Depression of the 1930s,
housewives around the country who lacked the ability to feed and clothe
their families demanded government action. They supported strikes by men
in their communities, blocked evictions, and organized consumer boycotts.112
One of the largest boycotts took place in 1935, when housewives targeted
butcher shops in many large cities, closing some forty-ﬁve hundred in New
York City alone. Black working-class women formed their own housewives
leagues and launched “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” campaigns in
numerous cities. Housewife activism peaked in an explosion of protests in the
early 1940s after Roosevelt cut social spending in response to conservative
critics. The protests stopped during World War II, but huge price increases
in 1946–1947 and 1951 sparked two of the largest consumer strikes in U.S.
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history.113 During the civil rights movement, low-income women played key
but highly unreported roles in local communities.114 During the 1960s, they
became active in the war on poverty and the welfare rights movements,115
and to this day are involved in local campaigns against toxic waste, for neighborhood safety, and in support of many other community issues.
If the structure and operation of capitalist institutions, especially economic
exploitation, created the conditions for collective action among workers at
the point of production, so the structure and operation of patriarchal power
relations, especially the gender division of labor, created the conditions for
collective action among women seeking equal rights. Just as the rise of larger
and larger factories concentrated male workers in one place and exposed
conﬂicts between capital and labor, so the gender division of labor clustered
women into female enclaves: housewives in neighborhoods, workers in
“women’s” jobs, and clients in social welfare programs.
But the capacity of women to act politically to try to change their circumstances is not automatic. It depends on the development of consciousness,
leadership, and organizational capacity. In the case of women, the gender
division of labor designed to keep women down and out paradoxically helped
to create the conditions for the emergence of low-income women’s activism
and middle-class women’s movements. The concentration of women in
“women’s places,” whether low-paid jobs or local neighborhoods, made it
possible for women to recognize their shared oppression. As some point, under
certain conditions, women concluded that their problems were not individual
but stemmed from the patriarchal devaluation of women, the differential
treatment of women and men, the exclusion of women from major economic
and political institutions, and women’s inability to fulﬁll their gendered obligations. The perceptions of at least some women turned into a powerful
critique of patriarchy, male domination, women’s condition, and economic
injustice. The increased awareness (i.e., consciousness) that their well-being
depended on jointly resisting their condition eventually led some women to
organize for social change.
The gender division of labor also generated the organizational capacity
needed for collective behavior. Excluded from mainstream institutions and
located in women’s place in the home and on the job, women began to form
their own clubs, associations, alliances, and organizations. The resulting networks became the infrastructure for collective action by women. Indeed, feminists point out that the shared experience of women denied basic rights,
deprived of control over their bodies, and excluded from the centers of power
fueled the ﬁrst and second waves of feminism in the United States. The
failure of the market to produce the income needed by low-income families
sparked the collective action of low-income women throughout the twentieth
century.116

Racial Conﬂicts
The structure and operation of racial domination, especially the process of
racial formation and racialization, created the conditions for collective action
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among persons of color. Racial formation refers to the “process by which
social, economic, and political forces determine the content and importance
of racial categories and by which they are in turn shaped by racial meanings.
Racialization is the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassiﬁed relationship, social practice or group.”117
Through these structural processes, race becomes, like class and gender, a
fundamental organizing principle of social relationships. The racial divide in
the United States has left blacks and whites living in what the political
scientist Andrew Hacker has referred to as two separate, unequal, and often
hostile nations.118 Black domination by whites has periodically spawned collective action by persons of color seeking greater access to societal resources,
if not the end of white supremacy.
Opposition to slavery began in the late 1700s and continued though the
Civil War (1861–1865). In the 1830s, calls to end slavery were heard from
David Walker, a free Negro in North Carolina whose widely circulated pamphlet preached insurrection and violence to right the wrongs suffered by
blacks; the slave insurrections led by Nat Turner, among others; and the
collectively organized Underground Railroad, a vast system of routes and safe
houses that concealed runaway slaves and spirited them to freedom. In 1831,
William Lloyd Garrison, a leader of the abolitionist movement, published
The Liberator, a widely read antislavery newspaper. Others founded abolition
groups such as the New England Anti-Slavery Society (which balked at admitting both women and blacks).119
After the Civil War, when the realities of segregation clashed with the
democratic promise of freedom for all, black men and women founded their
own movements. In 1896, drawing on the tradition of slave women’s networks, deep roots in the black church, the free black women’s associations,
and antislavery work, black women formed the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), the oldest secular, national African American organization. By 1914, the NACW represented ﬁfty thousand middle-class, educated black women in twenty-eight federations and over one thousand
clubs.120 While supporting much of the Progressive movement’s agenda, the
NACW platform also addressed the unique concerns of the African American
community. It opposed the pseudo-scientiﬁc ideologies of black inferiority and
sexual promiscuity; established settlement houses and social service programs
for the young, old, and sick; and promoted women’s suffrage, prohibition, and
the civil rights agenda of the NAACP and the Urban League.121 Other African American women joined the women’s arm of the more separatist Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), headed by Amy Jacques
Garvey, wife of Marcus Garvey, founder of UNIA.
African American men and women formed the Niagara Movement (1905),
organized by W. E. B. Du Bois (the ﬁrst African American to earn a Harvard
Ph.D.) and Monroe Trotter, the Urban League (1910), the NAACP (1911),
and the United Negro Improvement Association (1914). The last attracted
thousands of working-class and immigrant African Americans to the cause;
the Urban League and the NAACP remain active today. The civil rights
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organizations fought an uphill battle for immediate recognition of the social,
political, and economic rights of all black citizens. They made only limited
headway until the late 1950s and early 1960s, when changing conditions
broke the hold of segregation and fueled the next wave of the civil rights
movement.122 During the 1960s, the more racially integrated civil rights and
Black Power movements made signiﬁcant gains. But the African American
ﬁght for full civil rights has yet to be won.
These brief historical examples suggest how the structure and operation of
racial segregation exposed the tension between the democratic ideal of equal
opportunity for all and the realities of racial segregation, creating the conditions for collective action. The process parallels that for workers and for
women. As noted earlier, the rise of larger and larger factories concentrated
mostly male workers in one place and exposed conﬂicts between capital and
labor. Similarly, the gender division of labor clustered women into female
enclaves and exposed the conﬂicts between women and men and between
the requirement of economic production and the gendered tasks of social
reproduction. In a like manner, racism and racial segregation concentrated
persons of color in neighborhoods and jobs and exposed conﬂicts between
communities of color and the white power structure.
Racial oppression—the devaluation of persons of color, the differential
treatment of white persons and persons of color, and the exclusion of the
latter from major economic and political institutions—created the consciousness, political resources, and organizational capacity needed for collective behavior among persons of color. The shared experiences of being segregated
into low-paid jobs, in underserved urban neighborhoods, and in unresponsive
social welfare programs created anger and a set of racial grievances. Once the
grip of racism loosened during the twentieth century, it became more possible
for persons of color to act on their oppression. Their historic conﬂict with
the white power structure for a fair, if not a controlling, share of resources
and their ongoing exclusion from major economic and political institutions
enabled some people of color to forge a powerful critique of racism and white
supremacy. Denied basic rights, deprived of economic opportunities, and excluded from centers of power, this collective experience fueled the civil rights
and Black Power movements and considerable grassroots activism by African
American women.
Racial segregation designed to keep African Americans down and out
also—paradoxically—created the organizational capacity for collective action. As blacks moved north after World War II, they secured better-paying
jobs, enrolled in college, participated in black churches, and formed a variety
of black organizations. Their isolation and exclusion from mainstream institutions controlled by white people led to the formation of black networks,
clubs, church groups, federations, alliances, and organizations that became
the basis for collective action in the African American community. Ironically,
the concentration of the emerging black working class in racially segregated
neighborhoods also turned them into a swing vote that helped to elect Democrats in more than a few presidential races. In response, however slowly, the
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Democratic Party became more responsive to the needs of the black community, which, in turn, strengthened the hand of the civil rights movement.
The early successes of the civil rights movement boosted the morale of other
challengers, causing other social movements to surface in the late 1960s and
early 1970s.

From Theory to Practice: Using Ideology When Seeking Social Change
Ideology plays a major role in social movements seeking social change. The
ideological stance of a social movement inevitably deﬁnes the content, scale,
and scope of the change it pursues. Also, because movements depend heavily
on public support to secure their ends, they typically try to frame their message to resonate with cultural values and beliefs, a practice that can alter the
movement’s message and goals. Finally, movement organizers and other social
change agents have to decide how much to insert ideological visions into
direct practice. This chapter ends with a discussion of this practitioner’s dilemma.
Social Movements, Ideology, and Social Change

Social movements represent various ideological agendas that parallel the ideological perspectives spelled out in some detail in chapter 5. Each represents
belief in a different kind of social change.
Liberal Movements Call for Incremental Reform

The United States has witnessed liberal movements seeking to reform social
institutions. These movements stand on a platform of individualism, citizens’
rights, representative government, the merits of the market economy, private
ownership of property, and limited government intervention in wider society.
The major social movements in the United States—the trade union, civil
rights, women’s rights, gay rights, welfare rights, disability rights, peace, environmental, antiwar, and antinuclear movements—have accepted the capitalist economic system but have pressed the government to compensate for
its limitations. They have fought with some success for small and large but
mostly incremental reforms to increase equal opportunity and otherwise create a fairer society.123
Beginning at the turn of the twentieth century with the Progressive Era
reformers, liberal movements gained strength during the Great Depression
and after World War II, contributing to the expansion of the welfare state in
both the United States and Europe. Since then, liberal social movements
have fought for the right of workers to organize and against the exclusion of
persons of color from full participation in society, including the right of African Americans to vote; the lack of access to market-produced goods and
services by the poor and working poor; and ongoing discrimination against
women, persons of color, immigrants, gay men, and lesbians. More recently,
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liberal movements have called on the government to extend Medicare coverage to prescription drugs for the elderly, protect Social Security against
privatization, remedy political corruption, correct campaign ﬁnance distortions, limit environmental destruction, and increase consumer protection,
among many other issues.
Conservative Movements Call for Restoring Tradition

Conservative movements seek to limit the role of government and to promote
family values. They stand on a platform that protects private property, endorses inequality, and favors limited government intervention. Conservative
forces held sway in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century,
after World War II, and since the 1980s. Combining the beliefs of laissezfaire and social conservatism (see chapter 5), the New Right consists of organizations such as the Young Americans for Freedom, the National Conservative Political Action Committee, the Eagle Forum (which opposes the
Equal Rights Amendment), the Christian Coalition, the Moral Majority, the
John Birch Society, the Pro Family Forum, Right to Life (antiabortion movement), and numerous local antibusing, antitax, and anti–gun control initiatives.124 These groups support traditional values and norms associated with
the past and little, if any, social change. Their agenda, however, can be
distinguished from that of the radical right and reactionary movements.
Reactionary Movements Call for a Homogeneous Society

The reactionary movements inﬂuenced by the doctrine of scientiﬁc racism
subscribe to an ideology of domination, obedience, and homogeneity.125 They
regard leadership as the natural expression of individual superiority and glorify
a strong, repressive, ethnically uniﬁed state as necessary to achieve their goals.
They emphasize irreducible cultural differences, fear and loathing of strangers,
and a wish to live among people of the same national group. Historically,
when such ethnoracist movements gained control of the state, they coerced
labor from the “others” (enslavement), forced the assimilation or expulsion
of “foreigners” (ethnic cleansing), and exterminated “inferior races” (genocide). These horriﬁc actions are taken in hopes of creating a society composed
of only one, superior race.126 Although less common in the United States
than elsewhere in the world, groups such as the White Aryan Resistance, the
Ku Klux Klan, neo-Nazi skinheads, and right-wing survivalists have gained a
foothold at certain troubled points in our history.
Radical Movements Call for Transformative Change

Radical movements on the left seek fundamental social change. These social
movements—including the Old Left, New Left, and some parts of the black,
women’s, and gay rights movements—stand on a platform that calls for the
redistribution of wealth and power. They argue that the prevailing systems of
inequality are untenable and call for a massive transformation of society. The
radical movements regard liberalism as inextricably tied to capitalism and see
liberal reforms as Band-aids rather than cures for the structural problems that
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impose harm on individuals and communities. Often organized as political
parties, the radical movements criticize capitalism for using its inventiveness
to put proﬁts before people. They call for cooperation over competition, democratic decision making, and big rather than small social change.127
Instead of resisting or limiting change, radical movements encourage struggle over control of scarce resources as important and necessary engines of
social change. Although the radical movements seek fundamental transformation, they often disagree with each other regarding the type of change
needed and the strategies required to secure it. For example, social democratic
and some socialist parties tend to support a gradual and peaceful evolution
to the goal of a socialist society. In this evolutionary view, the socialist movement can achieve its egalitarian ends by slowly reforming capitalist institutions such as the welfare state, electoral processes, and the government itself.
The market economy will gradually give way to a society organized on socialist principles by winning political democracy (universal suffrage), then
creating social democracy (a welfare state that meets basic needs), and ﬁnally
mandating economic democracy (public control over economic resources and
the production process).
Other socialist and communist parties, mostly in Europe and Asia, have
called for larger changes. They seek a sharp break with existing institutional
arrangements and believe in more deliberate and overarching political struggle. The Russian Revolution (1917), the Chinese Revolution (1949), and the
Cuban Revolution (1959) represent this kind of fundamental change.128
These revolutionary movements and their political parties reject the possibility of reforming capitalism slowly from within. They argue that only class
struggle, either peaceful or with the use of force if necessary, will transform
society.
In addition to transforming society, some radical movements, especially
liberation movements, aim to free people from certain beliefs and attitudes
embedded in the dominant culture. Frequently but unwittingly accepted by
subordinated people as true, these beliefs can stand in the way of securing
freedom from oppression. As noted earlier, this includes blacks who have
internalized white values and racist attitudes toward blacks, women who have
accepted men’s diagnoses and explanations of their situation, and homosexuals who have felt guilty because they are not straight. Liberation requires
both raising consciousness to break the grip of these ideas and the decision
to struggle with others, collectively, for social change.129
Social democratic and some socialist parties have long histories outside of
the United States. During the years following World War II, Social Democrats
became the democratically elected governing party in many Western European and Scandinavian nations, where they created a wide range of universal
services, including health care, child care, family leave, stipends for university
education, and other beneﬁts available to individuals by virtue of their membership in that society. In most of these countries, parliamentary legislatures
incorporate more than two political parties in the ofﬁcial legislature. Social
Democratic, Socialist, and Communist Parties have also governed Canada,
212

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy

Japan, Australia, and New Zealand as well as Cuba, China, Eastern European
nations, the former Soviet Union, and many Latin American and East Asian
countries.130
The United States is the only Western democracy that has never elected
a social democratic, socialist, or communist political party representative to
national ofﬁce. Yet socialist and communist parties have been present on the
political scene in the United States for a long time. Often calling for radical
change while working within the system, they occasionally win seats in local
elections. Their ranks tend to swell in more liberal periods and dwindle in
more conservative times. One of the biggest, the U.S. Communist Party,
played an important role in organizing industrial labor unions in the 1930s
and in the early stages of the civil rights movement. But it never regained
its strength after the “witch hunts” of the 1940s and early 1950s led by
Senator Joe McCarthy delegitimized its work and decimated its ranks.131
During the 1960s, with the appearance of the New Left in both the United
States and Europe, the traditional socialist and communist parties lost ground
and became known as the Old Left. The New Left was not a single movement, organization, or centralized party. Instead, its organizations, such as the
Students for a Democratic Society, consisted of national networks of loosely
linked local chapters, collectives, and communities. The New Left movements—the student, civil rights, women’s, environmental, and peace movements—challenged “the system” in new ways and on various fronts. Their
shared critique of corporate and global capitalism called for greater equality,
participatory democracy, anti-authoritarianism, peace, and social justice. It
also drew on the Old Left traditions of radical democracy, populism, anarchism, and socialism. The networks of individuals, groups, and organizations
supported local neighborhood organizing, militant protests, and mass demonstrations in Washington, D.C. The New Left also included hippies, “youth”
groups, and others who merged the personal and the political in ways that
challenged traditional cultural values and lifestyles while calling for “power
to the people.” The New Left as such no longer exists. Nonetheless, in many
ways it was the prototype of the new social movements discussed elsewhere
in this chapter.
Most recently, transnational globalization and antiwar movements from
below have erupted on the scene. These new social movements are animated
by human rights, environmental concerns, hostility to patriarchy, the negative
impact of global capitalism, the desire for peace, and a vision of the human
community based on the unity of cultures and the end of poverty, oppression,
humiliation, and collective violence.132 Directed against the elite and
corporate-led “globalization from above,” this diversely constituted opposition
exists across borders and regularly targets the state in various nations. The
movements connect a wide range of issues, activists, alliances, networks, and
groups that oppose ﬁscal austerity, structural adjustments, and rollbacks of
health care, education, housing, transportation, and other public sector programs.133
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Conveying Ideological Messages

Given that social movements want to recruit as many people as possible to
their efforts at social change, they hope their message will “make sense” to
the wider public. To garner supporters, accumulate resources, and legitimize
their cause, social movements identify themes that tap into local values, beliefs, and folk wisdom.
Students of social movements refer to the messages created by the movements as collective action frames. Erving Goffman deﬁnes a collective action
frame as an action-oriented set of beliefs and meanings linked to a speciﬁc
movement or issue. Building on existing cultural narratives, a frame gives
meaning to events by underscoring or embellishing the severity of a social
problem, pointing to causes, and suggesting corrective actions. Like most ideological explanations, the frame offers “an interpretative schemata that simpliﬁes and condenses the ‘world out there.’ ”134
Frames vary with the nature of social change. Movements pursuing small
changes and staying close to prevailing values use frames to bridge, amplify,
or expand existing cultural themes. Movements seeking more extensive
change develop frames to transform belief systems. By deﬁnition, these collective actions depart from prevailing meaning systems.135 Frames range from
speciﬁc messages tied to the platform of a particular group or set of problems
to generic master frames that cut across several organizations and movements.
In either case, the effort to resonate with prevailing cultural values raises
some problems for a movement whose agenda is out of synch with those
beliefs. Do they change their message, or try to change public opinion?
Speciﬁc Frames

The debates between conservative and liberal movements often take the form
of competing speciﬁc collective action frames. In the early 1980s, for example,
the New Right appropriated the term family values to win public backing for
its “personal responsibility” agenda. This powerful evocation of a highly familiar cultural image—the two-parent family—fueled support for cutting social programs, especially those serving single mothers and homosexuals. Failing to come up with an equally effective alternative, liberal movements
insisted that their agenda honored family values more effectively than did
the conservative proposals. Meanwhile, the conservative movements successfully reframed the term liberal to mean support for excessive tax and spending
policies. Placed on the defensive, President Clinton billed the Democratic
Party as “the New Democrats” representing a centrist “third way” somewhere
between the goals of the liberals and the conservatives. Most observers agree
that with this shift the Democratic Party changed its ideological stance, moving from a more liberal to a more conservative agenda. Some people think
this was a winning strategy; others feel betrayed. Likewise, right-wing movements whose extremist beliefs lie outside the mainstream try to make their
message acceptable to a more mainstream public. White separatists, for example, attempt to obscure the stigma of white supremacy by talking about
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love, pride, and “heritage preservation.”136 In the late 1990s, South Carolina
groups opposed to removing the confederate ﬂag from the dome of the state
capitol drew on the heritage theme.
Numerous other political debates reveal speciﬁc collective action frames.
Conservatives have framed afﬁrmative action policies as unfair preference on
the basis of race, whereas liberals see them as compensation for past wrongs
and protection against future discrimination. Liberals have explained the nuclear threat as due to runaway technology at the same time that radicals blame
the defense industry and capitalist proﬁt motive.137 Cultural conservatives call
for “ending welfare as we know it” by arguing that because women on welfare
are lazy and unmotivated, they need a temporary cash assistance program that
forces work and discourages welfare “dependency.” Liberal advocates support
the idea of work but argue that it is both unfair and impractical to require
women to leave welfare for work without providing education, training, social
services, and other supports so that they can have an equal chance to compete
in a market economy. The more radical full-employment coalition points to
the lack of jobs and argues that welfare reform serves business interests by
pressing wages down and ﬂooding the labor market with too many low-wage
workers. The feminist movement insists that child-rearing and homemaking
activities done by women in the home are work, should be valued, and deserve government support.
Master Frames

Social movements also employ master frames such as choice, rights, injustice,
and return to democracy. Because more than one movement has successfully
adopted these generic, overarching concepts, their framing efforts have often
inspired others to follow suit.

Choice
The emphasis on freedom and choice is basic to conservative and some liberal
movements. The movement calling for the use of school vouchers and the
privatization of public education argues that its programs promote greater
educational choice. Although the liberal pro-choice movement also uses
choice as a master frame, it originally campaigned for reproductive rights
based on the right of women to control their body. In the more conservative
1980s, in an effort to resonate with public sentiment, the movement dropped
the harder-hitting demand of a woman’s right to control her body and took
up the more moderate call for pro-choice. This new frame pleased some supporters but disappointed others.

Rights
Historically, the labor movement used the rights frame, linking unions to the
protection and expansion of workers’ rights. Early in the 1960s, Martin Luther
King Jr. and the major civil rights groups adopted the civil rights frame, which
mirrored the core liberal values of equal rights and opportunities for all regardless of personal characteristics. The frame linked racial injustice to the
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A Wisconsin pro-choice march. In
the more conservative 1980s,
women reframed the demand for
the control over their bodies and
turned it into an issue of
“choice.”

discriminatory practices of societal institutions and called for integration
through nonviolent means.138 Since the 1960s, the master frame of rights has
driven numerous liberal struggles, including that of gays and lesbians, women,
the disabled, Native Americans, and farm workers. Deﬁning themselves as
victims of discrimination, these groups claim that they deserve expanded
rights and protections under the law.139

Injustice
Social movements often emerge in response to or coalesce around ideologically deﬁned perceptions of social injustice, such as a glaring contradiction
between a cultural ideal and conventional social practices. For example, the
contrast between the nation’s promise of equality for all and the denial of
the vote to women in the 1800s gave impetus to the women’s suffrage movement. The ideological commitment to democracy and intense racial discrimination faced by black soldiers returning from the battleﬁelds of World
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During the 1960s, Martin Luther
King Jr. framed racial injustice as
a violation of civil rights.

War II fueled the civil rights movement. The contrast between the egalitarian
rhetoric of both the nation and the New Left and the prevailing sexism in
both arenas gave rise to the second wave of feminism in the 1960s.
Some groups deﬁned injustice more radically as the outcome of a system
of domination and subordination. The Congress of Racial Equality and the
Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee shifted their goals from racial
integration and equal rights to a struggle against white privilege. They called
for Black Power; a greater redistribution of social, economic, and political
resources; and, in some instances, for a separatist movement.140 Radical and
cultural feminists ﬁghting male domination and female subordination emphasized female superiority and supported a separatist women’s movement.
Likewise, left political parties regularly call for a redistribution of power from
the haves to the have-nots.

Return to Democracy
Various movements in the former Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe called
for “a return to democracy,” ﬁrst advanced by the Solidarity movement in
Poland, in their effort to move from a socialist to a market economy.141
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Organizers and Ideological Agendas

Although most social movements try to develop messages that resonate with
the dominant culture, a debate exists among movement organizers regarding
the explicit use of an ideological agenda when organizing for social change.
The current debate about the use of ideological visions when organizing surfaced among progressive movements during the conservative 1980s and
1990s.
One side opposes ideological organizing. Social movement activists and
theorists Harry Boyte and Sara Evans, for example, have argued that progressive social change depends on tapping the inherent ideology rooted in
the particular histories, traditions, and inherited values of locally based groups
rather than introducing new ideological perceptions into existing worldviews.142 In this view, the inherent ideas, beliefs, and traditions of the common people are intrinsically, if not immediately, democratic and progressive.
Their values grow from their family ties, ethnic groups, religious communities,
civic and workers’ organizations, and mutual aid societies and reﬂect a vision
of popular democracy based on these experiences.
At crucial moments, family gatherings, religious sites, and other places
become what Evans and Boyte call “free social spaces” where people gather
to talk things over and where ancient beliefs in inherited rights can be transmuted into collective action. Free from a controlling elite or authoritative
institutions, these free social spaces become the seedbed for ideas that lead
to resistance, organization, and ﬁnally fundamental action for change. As
people become active in defense of their rights, traditions, and institutions,
their deﬁnition of what they are doing shifts from a protest against threats to
old ways to a struggle for a new conception of rights and responsibilities.
Acknowledging that free spaces have nurtured reactionary as well as progressive efforts, Boyte and Evans see this fact as the exception rather than
the norm. Others argue that correctives are needed for progressive activism
because subordinated groups, suffering clear and identiﬁable grievances, often
think about their position and their grievances in terms established by those
in power. The historian George Rudé explains that traditional belief systems
of working people and local communities are essentially self-protective rather
than inherently progressive or reactionary. Because people mobilize largely to
preserve or defend what they have rather than to change the social order,143
social movements need a larger, more articulated social vision to ensure that
they develop a progressive character. Social movements may arise when a
community’s rights and liberties come under attack, but reactionary political
forms too can readily emerge from unmediated reliance on free communal
spaces.
The well-known work of community organizer Saul Alinsky provides an
example of this dilemma. Working in Chicago during the 1930s and 1940s,
Alinsky himself was strongly pro-labor and antifascist but favored nonideological organizing. He believed in emphasizing tactics and strategies over ideology and maintained that people who banded together in neighborhood
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organizations could develop the power to meet their needs. One of Alinsky’s
most successful projects, the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council
(BYNC), occurred in a white working-class, ethnically mixed neighborhood.
From the late 1930s through the end of World War II, BYNC uniﬁed the
community and won major victories for the neighborhood. Yet, sometime
after Alinsky moved on to other projects, BYNC shifted its agenda from
antifascist and pro–social service to antiblack. It acted to bar African Americans who migrated from Chicago’s North Side slums from living in their
neighborhood—something Alinksy, a one-time radical, would have deplored.144
Rudé offers a way out of this either/or situation by distinguishing between
two kinds of ideologies: traditional or inherent ideologies, composed of the
commonsense beliefs of most people, and structured or derived ideologies,
representing a coherent, systematic critique of conditions.145 When the rights
and liberties of a subordinated group come under attack, traditional ideology
can nurture political resistance and defense of community rights. But such
uprisings cannot guarantee the emergence of a movement seeking fundamental change. The resistance has transformative potential only when the traditional ideology has become strongly suffused with the derived or external
ideology—one borrowed from others that can override a community’s desire
to protect its inherited sense of rights and immediate traditions.
Without the interplay of traditional democratic commitments and a coherent oppositional ideology, the moments of community resistance may
check an immediate assault on a group’s rights. But if the movement does
not challenge the rules of the game ideologically, the rules remain unchanged.
Thus, Rudé concludes that social movements develop transformative potential only when the group’s or community’s basic beliefs (inherent ideology)
become strongly suffused with an external ideology.
Like most interesting debates, no clear answers exist. History reveals both
the reactionary outcomes of nonideologically organized local movements and
the limitations of rigid organizing along ideological lines. In the end, progressive social movements face the challenge of both tapping into the democratic impulse of local communities and creating a movement that moves
beyond the defense of personal interests to struggle for basic social change.
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7
Social Welfare History in the United States

W

hat is the meaning of U.S. social welfare history? Can a look back at
events, even of some centuries ago, help us understand the social welfare policy of today? This chapter answers these questions. Ultimately, we will
ﬁnd that history helps us identify some persistent themes in U.S. social welfare. Though these themes ﬁrst surfaced in the English heritage of colonial
America, they still shape our thinking about many current social welfare
policies.
Let’s remember, too, that social welfare history, the ﬁfth and ﬁnal factor
in our policy analysis, is also different from the other factors. To be sure, the
ﬁrst four ingredients in our analysis are clearly interdependent—politics, for
example, has a part that is economic, a part that is ideological, and a part
involving social movements. Yet history is distinctive because it is the only
factor that so neatly “contains” the other four. Of course, historical research
usually focuses on the economics, politics, ideologies, and social movements
of the period under study; after all, discussions of these topics go far toward
explaining what makes each historical period unique. As we progress through
the seven major periods in U.S. social welfare history, we too will examine
these factors. Our examination, however, will not only illuminate each period; it will also illustrate our model of policy analysis and show its relevance
for us as skilled social workers.
220

The Ambiguities of U.S. Social Welfare History
The United States promises equality: “We hold these truths to be self-evident,
that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with
certain inalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit
of Happiness.” We all know the famous passage from the Declaration of Independence. But ever since this ﬁrst, ringing declaration, the issue of equal
rights has been one of the most hotly disputed questions in American history.
From voting rights to property rights, from the right to free speech to the
right to receive some income, the dispute about the pursuit of equality has
always boiled down to two basic issues: How do we deﬁne equality? and Who
is entitled to what?
Because social welfare gives people access to goods and services they would
not otherwise have, you probably already sense that it reduces inequality. It
will therefore come as no surprise to learn that equality has often been an
important issue in debates about social welfare. Yet, for workers, women,
people of color, gays, and other oppressed minorities, the gap between the
promise of equality and the realities of American life has often loomed quite
large. Charged with some of the responsibility for reducing this gap, social
welfare has inevitably been pulled into debates about exactly how much
equality we should have.1
When political philosophers discuss equality, they often divide the concept
of rights into the civil, the political, and the economic. Civil rights involve
liberties like freedom of speech and equality before the law. Do we have equal
civil rights? In theory, we all enjoy freedom of speech, except that in an age
of giant media empires, some opinions can circulate only among a small group
of friends through word-of-mouth, while large corporations trumpet other
ideas to millions through radio, television, and the Internet. Likewise, though
ofﬁcially we are all equal before the law, the implementation of capital punishment shows signiﬁcant discrepancies that continue to exist on the question
of who gets punished, how severely, and for which crimes.2
The notion of equal political rights also needs careful scrutiny. Every citizen is supposed to enjoy the right to vote, yet the universality of voting
rights has been controversial all through U.S. history. Property requirements
delayed universal white male suffrage until the 1840s. Women could not vote
until passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. To apportion representation in Congress, the Constitution counted each African American slave
as three-ﬁfths of a person; in the South, law and custom effectively disenfranchised African Americans until the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Even more
recently, after the presidential election of 2000, a congressional study found
that the votes of the poor and minorities were more than three times as likely
to go uncounted as the votes of the more afﬂuent.3
Although the promise of economic equality was never as explicit as those
for civil and political rights, this issue, too, underlies much of U.S. history.
On the one hand, there is the myth (according to the era) that we are all
moderately prosperous farmers or that we are all middle class. On the other,
Social Welfare History in the United States

221

at the end of the nineteenth century, there were populist movements that
raged at huge disparities of wealth, at robber barons like John D. Rockefeller
and the power of monopolies like his Standard Oil Company. Similarly, today,
many commentators have noted the dramatic increase in the ratio between
chief executive ofﬁcers’ pay and what the lowest-salaried workers in their
companies get. In other words, although Americans like to believe we all
belong to one class, they do know differences exist but protest them only
when they become too obvious.
This discussion of rights demonstrates the unrealized promise of equality
in the United States. Much of U.S. history, however, has involved struggles
around our efforts to realize this promise. Though one rather limited tradition
deﬁnes social welfare as primarily concerned with the poor, this view is based
on a misconception. Everyone needs community, nurturance, and support,
and the institutions that meet these needs are components of social welfare.
Indeed, the broader struggle to realize the promise of equality has addressed
issues such as the persistence of poverty, the regulation of the economy to
diversify its beneﬁts, and the exclusion of women, Native Americans, African
Americans, Latinos, gays, and other stigmatized groups. These efforts have
brought together Americans of many different classes around issues of political
and economic equality, especially when people who consider themselves middle class have begun to feel poor.
Problems of poverty have certainly intertwined with these political and
economic issues, but in the past, when we have succeeded in improving the
situation of broad groups within the population, the situation of the economically poor has also improved. At the same time, middle-class people’s situation has usually gotten better when poor people became less poor. In short,
although the expansion of social welfare has never been able to eliminate
the inequalities produced by the larger political and economic system, reformers have repeatedly turned to it as a tool of democratization.
Social welfare measures to combat inequality have expanded and now
include a wide variety of other measures like tuition assistance, afﬁrmative
action, and job training. In the beginning, however, social welfare in the
United States simply meant direct aid to the poor, and it drew on a British
tradition several hundred years older than the United States as an independent nation. Once we understand this original tradition, much of U.S. social
welfare history follows quite logically.

What the British Brought
By the mid-1600s, Britain had established ﬁve policy traditions. Brought to
the colonies, they soon became fundamental to American social welfare.
The ﬁrst tradition comes from Calvinism and understands the poor according to their character. John Calvin (1509–1564) and the tradition he
founded focused on the individual and stressed work as a divine vocation.
The dutiful and hardworking could save money and improve their station in
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life.4 If you worked hard and prospered, you were destined to be rich, but if
you were poor and suffered, it meant you were destined to be poor, and your
poverty reﬂected your moral failings. Because Calvinists believed that generous almsgiving rewarded the poor for their idleness, stinginess became an
integral part of the British tradition. Putting down especially deep roots in
New England, Calvinism taught us to understand poverty by examining the
character of poor people.
Localism was the second notable British tradition. After Henry VIII broke
with the Pope and put himself at the head of the Church of England (1534),
parishes acquired even greater importance as units both of civil and ecclesiastical authority. New laws consistently charged them with the responsibility
of caring for the poor, and they tried to ensure that only their own poor, and
not some from another parish, got their help. The North American colonists
secularized this administrative tradition. Dropping its association with the
church, they held to the notion that local government should be responsible
for the poor. As the discussion about the politics of social welfare in chapter
4 showed, this administrative structure remains the preferred method of aiding
the poor to the present day.
Closely linked to localism, the third British social welfare tradition seeks
to control the mobility of the labor force. If workers can get relief only in
their own parish, then they must accept whatever jobs and wages are offered
there. Assistance might be meager and wages might decline, but workers had
no choice, knowing that another parish would turn them away. Limiting
mobility of labor therefore served two purposes: it kept taxes down and prevented workers from outﬂanking their employers by getting better-paying jobs
in other communities.
The English Law of Settlement (1662) loosened these rules but still retained a provision authorizing local authorities to expel, within the ﬁrst forty
days, any family renting a property for less than 10 pounds a year.5 In effect,
this law empowered ofﬁcials to make a judgment about the likelihood of a
family’s success given the local demand for labor. If a family was industrious
and employers needed them, they could stay. But if there were no jobs or
they were likely to become a burden on the parish, they could be sent back
to their previous residence. The British brought this tradition to the colonies,
where it became an integral feature of social welfare policy. Indeed, it was
not until 1969 in Shapiro v. Thompson that the Supreme Court ofﬁcially recognized the existence of a national labor force by rejecting time limits for
residency and allowing welfare clients to move to and, if necessary, collect
beneﬁts in any state in the country.
The British reliance on institutions such as the poorhouse and the workhouse was the fourth tradition. It derived from the single most important
piece of British social welfare legislation, the Elizabethan Poor Laws of 1601,
which allowed local parishes to tax property owners in order to care for the
poor and authorized local authorities to build “convenient houses of habitation.” Although this policy was ostensibly national, the tradition of localism
offered communities enough independence from the central government for
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some to continue their practice of outdoor relief, aiding the poor in their own
homes. New York City followed along with its ﬁrst almshouse in 1693.6 In
the United States, as in England, the threat of assignment to an almshouse
would hang over the poor for at least the next two hundred years.
The ﬁfth British social welfare tradition is what has subsequently become
known as less eligibility. In this context, eligibility refers not to whether the
client qualiﬁes for a beneﬁt according to established criteria. Rather, the word
derives from “elect,” meaning to choose, and signiﬁes that the recipient of
relief should have no incentive to elect to receive public beneﬁts. In other
words, a poor person is always supposed to have a lower standard of living
than the lowest-paid laborer. Although the term comes from the British Poor
Law Reform of 1834, the practice emerged when a market economy in the
late Middle Ages (fourteenth and ﬁfteenth centuries) replaced feudalism, established the practice of work for pay, and made it necessary to distinguish
between the wage earner and the unemployed. Because many market
economies enforce work discipline by making this distinction, American
social welfare might have arrived at this policy on its very own. But it did
not need to: the British brought it with them. Americans then seized it with
such enthusiasm that it became the governing principle of our social welfare
policy.
These ﬁve British principles form the basis for development of our own
policy tradition. We turn now to what the ﬁrst colonists and then other
Americans did with this tradition over the next three hundred years.

Social Welfare in the Colonies (1619–1783)
Colonial America exhibited the British social welfare tradition in its least
modiﬁed form, but America was not Britain. It did not possess either England’s landed aristocracy or its feudal tradition, and it had land and resources
the British lacked. To be sure, divisions between classes grew sharper during
the colonial period. Some men prospered through trade, and others received
huge grants of land, so the position of the wealthy in the colonies was relatively secure. Still, because America’s was a more ﬂuid society, their position
here was never as secure as their English counterparts’.
Ruling over colonies of free men, indentured servants, and slaves, colonial
governments enacted poor laws that closely followed the British tradition. At
ﬁrst, they relied on the church, constructed almshouses whenever poor people
became too numerous to be boarded in other people’s homes, and sought to
prevent the impoverished from moving from one place to another. Parallels
in British and colonial treatment of the poor lasted long after their different
economic circumstances began to pull the two societies apart. Indeed, the
pace of this separation quickened as it became clear that America, much
more than England, was a land of many possibilities.
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The Economy

The colonial economy was predominantly agricultural. In rural areas, people
produced for their own use: they farmed, ﬁshed, and consumed the goods they
crafted, making candles, sewing clothing, grinding ﬂour. The 5 percent living
in the emerging cities of the eastern seaboard had a few more options. Although there was plenty of production for use in Boston, New York, and
Philadelphia, it was also more common to sell goods produced at home on
the open market. Moreover, workers in these cities could ﬁnd jobs on the
docks, in mercantile trade (the famous triangle route, which traded raw materials like lumber and livestock for Caribbean sugar, African slaves, and
British manufactured goods), and as skilled craftspeople. Yet even in these
cities, the economy remained largely preindustrial, with few enterprises including more than a master and an apprentice using hand tools.7 Most important, in contrast to the relative stability of rural areas, trade and wars
could alter economic conditions in the cities enough to increase the number
of impoverished people.
The South had a different economy. About 1 million slaves were imported
to or born in the colonies before the American Revolution; in fact, by the
time of the Revolution, they made up about one-ﬁfth of the total colonial
population and about half the population in many southern states. The
South’s economy rested on the plantation, where its dependence on slave
labor created an economy in which the master oversaw the workforce and
fewer people worked for pay. Without a large class of free laborers, poor,
unattached workers were less of a problem. Unlike in the North, where almshouses arose to address the most difﬁcult cases of poverty, the southern gentry
were more likely to take personal responsibility for the poor or allow them
to receive assistance in their own homes.8
The colonial economy, then, was vigorous and enterprising. The northern
merchant class prospered, and free laborers earned wages 30 to 100 percent
more than workers in Britain.9 Life, however, was hard for indentured servants, and harder still for slaves: they lived to serve a master and could not
receive assistance on their own. The only people who received assistance
were by deﬁnition unattached: single white women with children, widows of
sailors who never returned, the sick, and the aged. With the widespread
presumption that work was always available, aid to healthy male workers was
correspondingly rare.10
Politics

The governor headed the English administration of each colony. As the king’s
representative, he implemented policy directives from London and responded
to local problems. In colonial America, the governors devoted much attention to negotiating with local assemblies. Ofﬁcially, governors could cancel
any law the assembly enacted and dismiss the assembly at will. But as only
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the assembly could raise taxes and budget spending, discretion demanded very
selective use of these powers. In an arrangement anticipating our own system
of checks and balances, colonial assemblies had their own sphere of authority,
and no governor could force them to pass a law.
Colonial politics focused on three main issues: relations with Britain, relations with the western settlements of each colony, and local laws, including
administration of the poor. Relations with Britain revolved around taxes and
tariffs on trade, which inevitably broadened into the issue of colonies’ economic independence. Did the colonies engage in trade to beneﬁt themselves
or the mother country? Were they merely another economic outpost in the
far-ﬂung British Empire? If so, they had to subordinate their own economic
interests and pay heavy taxes. If so, it also made sense to prohibit competition
with English manufacturers, demand export of agricultural products even at
the risk of food shortages, and require that English ships transport all goods.11
Or, on the contrary, were the American colonies their own economic center?
If they were, then they should keep more of what they gained for themselves
and use that wealth as the basis for genuine political independence.
A second cluster of policies involved relations with the western settlements. As people moved west, they began to demand roads and protection
in their encounters with Native Americans. These demands conﬂicted with
the priorities of settlers in the east, who were more concerned with Britain
and issues of local administration, including the poor laws. At ﬁrst, easterners
resisted the demands of their fellow colonists to the west. They relented,
however, as the number of westerners grew and the political pendulum swung
toward them.
The third issue, local administration, focused on domestic affairs in the
east: issues of crime, construction of roads and wharves, and, of course, the
poor laws. It was here that the principle of local administration was expressed
most fully. Following the English Law of Settlement, colonial communities
devoted much effort to deterring any immigration by the poor. In a hierarchical society, provision for the poor in their midst was evidence of “good
works” and rightful stewardship by the wealthy. Because the presence of
strangers threatened to raise taxes and disrupt each community’s sense of itself
as an organic whole, the ﬁrst rule of colonial poor law administration was to
make poor people who did not already live there somebody else’s responsibility. Typically, local ofﬁcials warned the poor out, ordering them to go back
to their own community. This principle was so widely accepted that after
Boston enacted a new poor law in 1735, local authorities could send someone
away without the intervention of any court.12
Ideology

In the public sphere, where men predominated, an emerging republicanism
was the prevailing ideology of the colonial era. The term republicanism reﬂects
an implicit belief that the individual has a fundamental sense of expanding
political rights and economic possibilities. Republicanism underlies the ide226
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ology of men neither indentured nor slaves, who expect to beneﬁt from their
own hard work. Filled with energy and optimism, this ideology simply did
not recognize any circumstance in which an able-bodied man could not support his family.
Colonial society also developed an ideology for and about women. Families
were economically productive units, and all members were important participants in the necessary work. Men were in charge, and woman, children,
servants, and slaves subordinate. Of course, the husband in this stereotype
had to be of a certain class—at a minimum, a free laborer. Nevertheless, the
ethic that arose from this particular kind of family served as a standard for
the behavior and respectability of women from other classes. For white
women, as for white men, those who failed to meet this standard were classiﬁed with women of color as the unworthy poor.13
An ideology about colonial society bound together men and women in
their respective roles. Largely Calvinistic, this ideology afﬁrmed a hierarchy
whose parts all ﬁt neatly together. Like most justiﬁcations of hierarchy, this
ideology assumed that these arrangements were natural. From the successful
merchant to the slave, all had well-ordered roles, tasks, and responsibilities.
Slaves and indentured servants were to work for their masters, free laborers
to apply themselves and improve their station in life without challenging the
elite merchant class, and the elite merchant class to attend to the system’s
smooth functioning. On its own terms, the system worked well, but its success
required stigma and punishment for those who stood outside it: religious dissenters, women who did not conform to the family ethic, and the unworthy
poor.14 By themselves, these groups were not powerful enough to confront
the dominant ideology. Instead, that challenge fell to the expanding class of
free laborers, whose resentment of the merchant elite fed many of the social
movements in colonial society before the Revolution.
Social Movements

Most portrayals of colonial society focus on just one social movement: the
ﬁght against “taxation without representation” that led to the Revolutionary
War and independence from the British Crown. This picture is misleading,
implying a tranquility not really prevalent in the colonial era. In fact, rebellions and slave uprisings erupted frequently because the character of colonial
society was constantly at issue.
Hostility to the wealthy merchant class drove most rebellions. In 1676,
Nathaniel Bacon led a revolt in Virginia against the upper class that blended
resentment at their privileges with anger at their failure to support western
settlers against the Native Americans. When the governor imprisoned Bacon,
two thousand Virginians marched on Jamestown to demand his release. It
took a British military expedition with a thirty-gun ship cruising the York
River to put the rebellion down. Likewise, for two years in New York City
(1689–1690), Jacob Leisler led a movement that for the ﬁrst time enabled
ordinary working men—bakers, bricklayers, and carpenters—to hold ofﬁce.
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A Leisler-dominated Assembly raised taxes, prohibited monopolies, and
ended trade regulations that had long favored the merchant elite. The merchants countered by persuading King William that Leisler represented a
threat. After a British expeditionary force besieged the city’s fort, a court
hastily convicted Leisler of treason and sent him to the gallows at the eastern
edge of what is now City Hall Park.15
Slavery rebellions were also frequent. Historians have counted some 250
rebellions or conspiracies of ten or more slaves. During the slave rebellion in
Stono, South Carolina, in 1739, slaves stole guns and gunpowder from a
warehouse, burned buildings, and killed those in their way until the militia
suppressed them. In 1712, New York City experienced the ﬁrst major slave
revolt in the colonies; slaves set ﬁre to a building and killed whites who
intervened. When mysterious ﬁres occurred in New York twenty-nine years
later, memories of the earlier rebellion prompted accusations that the slaves
were conspiring with poor whites. After forced confessions and trials, thirtyone slaves and four whites were executed.16
These social movements illustrate some of the contradictions of colonial
society. The merchant elite wanted to duplicate the rigid class structure of
England, but this vision did not sit well with the rest of the population.
Although colonial poor laws were too deeply entrenched in the society to be
an explicit target, these social movements did seek to remedy the conditions
that created a need for the poor laws. But even this question of poverty
became temporarily moot when much of the merchant elite combined with
the mass of the population in a great social movement to demand independence from Britain.
History

Patterning their legislation on the Elizabethan Poor Laws, the colonies soon
acknowledged a public responsibility for the poor. In 1642, the Plymouth
colony became the ﬁrst to adopt such provisions; Virginia in 1646, Connecticut in 1673, and Massachusetts in 1692 gradually followed. Originally,
as New Amsterdam, New York channeled its assistance through voluntary
contributions raised by ofﬁcials of the Dutch Reformed Church. When the
British took over in 1664, however, taxation became compulsory, and New
York’s poor laws fell in line with the rest of the English colonies.17
Colonial society offered three primary methods of poor relief. The ﬁrst was
farming out, whereby the poor went to live with other families in town. In
some arrangements, the poor went from one family to another, spending several weeks in each home. In other circumstances, however, the assignments
were more permanent: a poor family might live in someone else’s home for
as long as thirty years. Although towns usually supplied clothing and medical
care and paid a ﬁxed sum for each person, they also held auctions: bid the
lowest amount, and responsibility for the family was yours. Naturally, with so
little money coming in, it was only worthwhile if the caretakers limited what
they provided or extracted a lot of work from their charges.18
228

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy

A second signiﬁcant form of aid was outdoor relief, or relief in the family’s
own home. Once again, it is important to emphasize that this form of assistance was only for town residents and not strangers. Otherwise, the principle
of providing relief within the home ﬁt neatly with the colonial conception
of families as the society’s core institution. Most often offered to sick, disabled,
or old whites who conformed to deﬁnitions of the deserving poor, outdoor
relief included food, clothing, ﬁrewood, medical care, and sometimes a small
weekly cash payment. In 1747, for example, the Newport, Rhode Island,
Town Council supplied two cords of wood to each of four widows; in 1754,
Charleston, South Carolina, paid a midwife to care for the wives of two
absent soldiers. Although public ofﬁcials authorized this assistance, religious
institutions and mutual beneﬁt societies gradually arose to supplement their
efforts. Founded in New York in 1754, the Scots Charitable Aid Society was
one of the ﬁrst: it provided outdoor relief while employing poor Scottish
women in the spinning trades. But regardless of whether aid came from a
public authority or a private voluntary institution, outdoor relief enabled the
deserving poor to uphold the family ethic by continuing to live in their own
homes.
For those who did not follow the family ethic, indoor relief was the preferred
form of assistance. Indoor relief required recipients to enter a workhouse or
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almshouse. Established in some eastern cities during the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries, these institutions mixed efﬁciency and deterrence.
Ofﬁcials calculated that it might be more efﬁcient to centralize aid for a
growing number of poor people in one institution, but they also thought
putting less-deserving poor people in an institution deterred others from deviating from the family ethic. If these early almshouses did not treat the poor
as harshly as during the rapid industrialization of the mid-nineteenth century,
the rise of indoor relief did nonetheless sharpen the distinctions between the
worthy and unworthy poor.19
Throughout the colonial era, the cost of poor relief spiraled upward. In
Boston, it rose from 500 pounds per year in 1700 to 2,000 pounds in 1715
and 10,000 pounds by 1753. Expenditures climbed similarly in New York.
Historian Gary Nash estimates that in Philadelphia by 1772, poverty trapped
one-quarter of the free men in the city. All told, in the North and South
alike, municipalities devoted between 10 and 35 percent of their budgets to
the poor. As the city’s largest single outlay, expenditures on the poor “eroded
the allegiance of many urban dwellers to the British mercantile system and
also to their own internal social systems.” In this respect, the spread of poverty
contributed signiﬁcantly to the American Revolution.20

Independence to the End of the Civil War (1783–1865)
The eighty-year period from the end of the Revolutionary War to the conclusion of the Civil War is when the United States established a national
political identity and a national culture. As the country began to industrialize,
production shifted from inside to outside the home, from production for domestic use and some outside sales to production in factories of modest size.
In the colonial era, slavery and indentured servitude made the free laborer a
rising but still noteworthy phenomenon. By the mid-nineteenth century, in
the North at least, the free laborer had become the predominant type of
worker. This change not only led to the ﬁrst signs of a trade union movement
but also spurred a national debate about slavery in the South, where a plantation economy had little need for the free laborer. One nation could not
contain two such different economies, and as the clash between them intensiﬁed, the nation hurtled toward a bitter civil war.
Perhaps nothing is more indicative of this period’s rapid change and tumult
than the sudden turn toward institutions as a method of managing dependent
people. In addition to a growing reliance on workhouses as a deterrent to the
idle poor, the states also constructed the ﬁrst asylums for the mentally ill,
who previously had been ridiculed, isolated, and locked in cellars. As David
Rothman argues in The Discovery of the Asylum, these early psychiatric hospitals constituted an important social reform that arose out of a very particular
notion about the causes of insanity.21
At the same time as Americans celebrated the new republic’s energy, they
also mourned an older, more stable social order. Attributing the instability of
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mental patients to the instability newly evident in the larger society, they
tried to restore the old order with asylums in rural areas and rigid schedules
for every detail of the patient’s day. This initiative certainly revealed anxieties
about change that Americans were experiencing. Nevertheless, the institutional approach was doomed, because isolation in asylums can no more cure
mental illness than workhouses can cure poverty. Still, the interest in reform
and the presumption that these new institutions could be a signiﬁcant part
of that reform effort are suggestive of the desire to control this period’s new
economic and political forces.
The Economy

The years from 1783 to 1865, from the end of the Revolutionary War to the
end of the Civil War, is the period when the Industrial Revolution came to
America. In quick succession, inventions like the spinning jenny, the water
frame, and the power loom enabled water power to make cotton from cloth
in large factories. These inventions brought about the Industrial Revolution
and an accompanying leap in production: the number of cotton bales soared
from 6,000 in 1794 to 3,841,000 in 1860. Soon after came a still more fundamental change, the fabrication of products with interchangeable parts,
which formed the basis for mass production. Railroads (from none in 1790
to 3,300 miles of track by 1840) and new canal construction (100 miles in
1816 to 3,300 miles in 1840) drove down the cost of transporting and distributing these goods.22 The economy did not yet exhibit the monopolies that
would come to dominate it later, in the nineteenth century. But even in this
small business competitive capitalism, an observer could discern the ﬁrst outlines of a truly national economy.
The social relations of work changed profoundly with this expansion of
economic activity. Once, labor for wages was comparatively rare: assessment
rolls designated just 6 percent of New York City workers as laborers in 1750;
one hundred years later the proportion had climbed to 27 percent. By that
time, most trades had ten or eleven workers for every proprietor, and the
largest, the Novelty Iron Works at Twelfth Street and the East River, employed as many as twelve hundred. With labor for wages more common, jobs
lost the unique qualities of a craft, and workers became as interchangeable
as the parts they assembled. In both Philadelphia and New York, this loss of
power led to the formation of trade unions. Resisted by employers in the
printing and construction trades, these unions collapsed in the ﬁnancial panic
of 1837.23
With industrialization and the spread of wage labor, social welfare policy
changed, too. In New York, Secretary of State John Yates’s 1824 report on
the poor laws proposed a system of almshouses that would effectively outlaw
relief in people’s own homes. In Massachusetts, Secretary of State Josiah
Quincy had already reached the same conclusion three years earlier. Although
neither New York nor Massachusetts completely abolished poor relief, Philadelphia did from 1827 to 1839, and further west, so did Chicago, from 1848
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to 1858.24 As a means of forcing workers to accept the prevailing wage, the
insistence of the British Poor Law Reform of 1834 on indoor relief is probably
better known. These laws therefore indicate exactly how much industrialization had spread in the United States, because even before the British reform, the practice of denying relief to workers in their own homes was well
established in this country.
Politics

At ﬁrst quietly, and then with rising clamor, the issue of slavery dominated
U.S. political life in this period. Slavery affected everything it touched. It
affected trade because northern banks offered credit for southern cotton
picked by slaves and shipped to England in exchange for British manufactured
goods. It affected the frontier, where new states formed as their settler populations increased. Despite several attempts to strike a balance—such as the
Compromise of 1850, which passed a strict Fugitive Slave Law while admitting California as a free state—the single most important question about
every new state was always whether it would be slave or free. And it brought
on the Civil War, when the South ﬁnally seceded because the North’s distaste
for slavery had culminated in the election of Abraham Lincoln as our sixteenth president.
The debate about slavery was twofold. It was the great moral issue of the
era and a conﬂict about what kind of labor system the country would have.
Would it be one where employers owned their workers, or one in which
workers were ostensibly free because their employers paid them a wage? Employers in the South and the North proﬁted from different kinds of enterprises, so they answered this question differently. Production of cotton demanded plantations and a large, permanent workforce to labor year-round.
Textile factories in the North needed less land, hired and ﬁred in response
to changing economic conditions, and took no responsibility for their workers
when they did not actually pay them. When Northerners expressed outrage
at the idea that one person could own another, Southerners condemned work
for wages that used laborers when it was convenient and then dismissed them
to fend for themselves. By contrast, as an apologist remarked, slavery is a
“system of labor which exchanges subsistence for work. . . . slavery makes all
work, and it insures homes, food, and clothing for all. It permits no idleness,
and it provides for sickness, infancy, and old age. It allows no tramping or
skulking, and it knows no pauperism.”25
This debate had critical implications for social welfare. If the new states
grew cotton and had slaves, then their economic system could not absorb the
poor and the unemployed of the eastern cities. To Northerners of the employing classes, the frontier was supposed to function as a safety valve, defusing discontent and offering a chance at upward mobility.26 The South did
not have much of a public welfare system because the wealthy accepted responsibility for taking care of poor white people. Were slavery allowed in the
new states, poor white people in the east would have nowhere to go, and
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pressure for substantial social reforms would intensify. As the great political
issue of the era, then, slavery was closely linked to social welfare.
Ideology

Two related ideologies, one for men and another for women, gathered increasing strength during these years. The ﬁrst is the ideology reﬂected in the
title of historian Eric Foner’s book, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War. Drawing on the expanding
pool of free laborers, this ideology combined commitment to work for wages,
upward mobility, abolitionism, devotion to the Union, and a desire to export
the wage system to each new state. In this conception, workers are workers
only temporarily. Because they too are on their way to becoming small business owners, they are not a separate class whose interests conﬂict with their
employers. Indeed, by the time the Republican Party was founded in 1856,
becoming a small business owner was thought to be the destiny of all free
white men.27
The industrial family ethic was the logical counterpart to this ideology.
Splitting the world of work from the home, this ethic assigned work to men
and domesticity to women:
It was a virtual prerequisite for middle-class (and for upperten [the top
tenth of the population] status) that the male breadwinner spare his
wife from work outside the household. She was instead installed as
priestess of the home, where her task was to provide a serenely pastoral
sanctuary from the urban jungle. In theory, this was achieved by effortless emanations of her character; in fact, it took a tremendous
amount of hard work.28
By nature, women were supposed to be weaker, more delicate, and more
vulnerable. Often accompanied by an overdose of sentimentality, this characterization inﬂated women’s dependence on men and perpetuated their consignment to a lesser sphere. At a time when ever larger numbers of men had
to work for somebody else, the dependence of women exalted the importance
of their work: with their whole family relying on them, they had to earn a
“family wage.” Or, as the New York Post put it in 1829, “The only way to
make husbands sober and industrious was to keep women dependent upon
them.”29
These ideologies are critically important as much for what they include as
for what they exclude. The roles break down by gender, but the division
mostly occurs between men and women of the middle and upper classes,
whose conduct became an ideal and a norm. The very strength of the ideal
suggests the stigmatization that might befall men and women of the lower
classes who could not conform to these roles. A man would be stigmatized
either for his lack of work or, if he did work, for earning too little to support
his family. And by deﬁnition, the cutthroat world of commerce soiled any
women who worked there. Between prescriptions for the correct roles of men
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and of women, the dominant ideology in this period severely disdained the
poor of either gender.
Social Movements

The most signiﬁcant social movements of this era speak to the issues of race,
gender, and class. At the same time that abolitionists like William Lloyd
Garrison, Frederick Douglass, and Sojourner Truth addressed the issue of race
by trying to eradicate slavery, western expansion depended on the subjugation
of Native Americans and the belief that their land rightfully belonged to
white men. Meeting at Seneca Falls during the summer of 1848, the New
York Women’s Rights Convention led by Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth
Cady Stanton put the demand for women’s suffrage on the public agenda for
the very ﬁrst time. In the cities, upper-class social reformers, frightened by
the trade union movement and the widening chasm between rich and poor,
initiated new social welfare organizations like the Association to Improve the
Condition of the Poor, founded in New York by some of its wealthiest merchants in 1843.
These movements all contested the notion that only white men of a certain class are full-ﬂedged citizens who can participate in public life and earn
a decent living from their labor. In 1858, during the ﬁrst of his great debates
about slavery with Abraham Lincoln, Stephen Douglas offered an unambiguous statement of this disputed idea: “I believe this government was made
on a white basis. I believe it was made by white men, for the beneﬁt of white
men and their posterity for ever, and I am in favor of conﬁning citizenship
to white men, men of European birth and descent, instead of conferring it
upon Negroes, Indians, and other inferior races.”30
Douglas’s need to make this statement is an indication that on many
fronts, a previously unquestioned assumption was now under serious attack.
Although few doubted white men’s right to take land from Native Americans,
the abolitionist cause had gradually gained strength. Starting in the 1830s
with a few outspoken people like Garrison, Douglass, and the sisters Sarah
and Angelina Grimké who believed in immediate emancipation of slaves,
this social movement led a growing number of Americans to doubt the morality of slavery. Although many, to be sure, just wanted slavery not to spread
any further, it proved difﬁcult to contain the idea that one person should not
own another. Eventually, these misgivings placed the North in ﬁrm opposition
to the South and brought on the Civil War.31
The mid-nineteenth-century women’s movement stirred similar doubts
about the issue of gender. Why couldn’t married women own property, control
bank deposits in their name, divorce, or have custody of their children? Why
couldn’t they enter the professions of law and medicine? And, above all, why
couldn’t they vote? With men contending that women’s tasks outside the
home violated the natural division of roles, positive answers to these questions were slow in coming: they delayed women’s suffrage until passage of the
Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Yet, merely by raising them, the women’s
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movement steadily undermined the presumption that only men could be full
economic and political citizens.
Besieged on issues of race and gender, white men of the “right” classes
sought ever more aggressively to manage the poor. The growing reliance on
workhouses and almshouses was actually just part of a broader social movement for temperance, religious revival, and newer forms of social welfare
organizations. Frightened by the effects of a rapidly industrializing society,
especially by evidence of the mounting social disorder in the cities, the middle
and upper classes launched campaigns in the 1820s to ban alcohol and sell
biblical tracts. Assuming that the presence of alcohol and the absence of
religion spread social disorder, they initially insisted that only moral behavior
would eliminate poverty.32
When these efforts failed, some upper-class reformers established new social welfare organizations. Perhaps the leading example of this development
is New York’s Association to Improve the Condition of the Poor (1843). In
the aftermath of the depression of 1837 and the hard winter of 1842–1843,
leading New Yorkers decided that social conditions demanded more aggressive
outreach. Visiting poor people in their own homes, Association staff were the
ﬁrst social welfare visitors to classify the poor according to their dutifulness
and industry. The sober and appreciative got “sympathizing counsel which
rekindles hope” and perhaps a little aid; alcoholics got only disapproval. Over
time, however, the Association did soften its insistence that only personal
defects cause poverty. Out of this newer understanding of the poor came its
sponsorship of a pure milk law as well as construction of New York City’s
ﬁrst model tenement (1855).33 But, as with its response to both abolition and
the nineteenth-century women’s movement, the elites’ initiatives could modify but not halt the impact of sweeping social movements.
History

In our discussion of economics, politics, ideology, and social movements, we
have already touched on many of this period’s most signiﬁcant milestones in
social welfare history. Most of these events were on the state level and involved whites who were at least eligible for aid. But there were also African
American communities, largely ineligible for aid, as well as a federal government that throughout this era disclaimed it had any responsibility for social
welfare.
At the beginning of the Civil War in 1861, there were approximately ﬁve
hundred thousand free blacks in the United States. Most white charities excluded them. African Americans instead drew on a long tradition going back
to Africa and the cooperative practices of family and tribe. Following the
model of the African Methodist Church (1787), organizations like the Black
Masons, the Negro Oddfellows, and the African Female Union established
benevolent mutual aid societies to supply medical, educational, and burial
services. As a community under siege, it was not wealthy, but what individuals
had, they usually shared.34
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Restrictions on the federal government contributed to the need for communities to help their own. In a key statement of nineteenth-century social
policy, President Franklin Pierce vetoed a bill pushed through both houses of
Congress in 1854 by Dorothea Dix that would have provided 10 million acres
of public lands for construction of mental asylums. Horriﬁed at the treatment
of the mentally ill (existing facilities could shelter just one-twelfth of the
population), Dix had already helped to establish mental hospitals in nine
states. But some sixty thousand miles of traveling throughout the United
States convinced her that the problem demanded federal intervention. The
federal government often distributed land to land speculators: why shouldn’t
it distribute land for social welfare? Although it took six years of determined
advocacy to persuade Congress, President Pierce rejected the legislation on
the grounds that it would establish a precedent for other kinds of federal
responsibility. Social welfare henceforth remained a state responsibility until
the Depression of the 1930s and the advent of the New Deal.35

The End of the Civil War to the Progressive Era (1865–1900)
The Civil War decided the issue of slavery. Thereafter, the northern rather
than the southern labor system would prevail, and the economy of the United
States would rest on labor for wages. This determination settled one crucial
debate about the economy, but left many aspects of the social welfare system
unresolved. Work for pay did permit some people to improve their standard
of living. Still, without adequate provisions for social welfare, a system of paid
labor that did not enable some people to support themselves could well resemble the southern apologists’ frightening portrait of an uncaring “wage slavery.”
The Economy

Between 1865 and 1900, the basis of the U.S. economy shifted from small
to large businesses. Large businesses had been rare, but now a new institution,
the corporation, sold shares in the enterprise and could, when it successfully
outmaneuvered its competitors, come to dominate an industry. Soon, near
monopolies existed in many major industries: oil (Standard Oil, led by John
D. Rockefeller), steel (Andrew Carnegie, Ford Frick, and the company that
would eventually become U.S. Steel), railroads (the New York Central, led
by Cornelius Vanderbilt and later J. P. Morgan, who controlled the rails in
the Northeast), sugar (the Sugar Trust and Henry Havemeyer), and communications (Western Union for the telegraph, the American Telephone and
Telegraph Company for the telephone).
Great economic competition had produced some victors, and these, in
turn, propelled the economy to new heights of wealth and productivity. From
1860 to 1900, for example, investment in manufacturing plants rose from
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$1 billion to $12 billion. The value of their products surged from under $2
billion to over $11 billion, and the number of industrial workers more than
quadrupled, from 1.3 to 5.5 million. It was an astonishing transformation. As
historians Charles Beard and Mary Beard wrote, “Twenty-ﬁve years after the
death of Lincoln, America had become in the quantity and value of her
products, the ﬁrst manufacturing nation in the world. What England had
once accomplished in a hundred years, the United States had accomplished
in half the time.”36
This was the age of laissez-faire, of robber barons and a largely unregulated
capitalism. As a result, it was also a period of boom and bust. Frenetic investments in the new industries created booms. The busts typically came
when proﬁts did not ﬂow and Wall Street’s leading ﬁnancial titans could not
scramble successfully to cover their losses. In 1873, the ﬁrst of these long
pauses in the rapid pace of economic expansion occurred when bankers on
Wall Street refused to loan additional money to Jay Cooke and Company’s
Philadelphia investment house. Cooke had tried to peddle shares in his
Northern Paciﬁc Railway by hiring public relations experts who touted the
railroad’s right of way through the desolate Dakota and Minnesota territories
as a “vast wilderness waiting like a rich heiress to be appropriated and enjoyed.” When Cooke’s investment house failed, it set off the Panic of 1873.
Banks closed, half of all American railroads defaulted on their bonds, and
the total number of bankruptcies rocketed from 51 in 1873 to 10,478 ﬁve
years later. Within a year, 3 million people were unemployed.37
Other panics, perhaps somewhat less severe, followed in 1884 and 1893,
extending the era’s economic instability for much of its last thirty years. This
economic uncertainty intensiﬁed because wage tightening was one of business’s primary responses to competitive pressures. Perhaps the most dramatic
illustration of this response occurred in the midst of the 1877 depression,
when the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad cut wages 10 percent at a time when
brakemen earned just $1.75 a day. Railroad workers struck throughout the
Northeast and Midwest. In Martinsburg, West Virginia, strikers and their
sympathizers clashed with militia and federal troops, then spread to Baltimore,
Pittsburgh, and Harrisburg, where the ﬁghting peaked in some of the nineteenth century’s bloodiest labor strife. By the time the great railroad strike of
1877 had failed, one hundred thousand people had refused to work, one
hundred people were dead, and one thousand had been jailed.38
For social welfare, the consequences were consistent with the historic pattern. As the boom-and-bust cycle spun out of control, political and economic
elites leaned hard on what they thought they could manage—not only labor,
but once again, any evidence of too generous social assistance. They tried to
align a decline in welfare with the decline in wages through another ﬁerce
attack on outdoor relief, which was completely successful for a time in Brooklyn and partly successful in many other towns and cities.39 Cheap labor and
even cheaper welfare: together, these two campaigns were the two pillars of
the rising corporate order in the post–Civil War economy.
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Politics

The Republican Party dominated politics for most of this period. As the party
of Lincoln, the martyred president who had saved the Union, Republicans
consistently denounced the Democrats as the party of the South and its defeated institution of slavery. For a brief period during the era of Reconstruction, federal troops were stationed in the South and Republicans even supported the vote for African Americans. Voting in large numbers, Republicans
elected blacks to southern state legislatures, two U.S. Senators (Hiram Revels
and Blanche Bruce, both from Mississippi), and twenty congressmen. The
same Republican coalition enacted the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth
Amendments to the Constitution, outlawing slavery, guaranteeing citizenship
for everyone “born or naturalized in the United States,” and extending the
vote to all male citizens.40 In social welfare, it initiated the Freedmen’s Bureau,
which, from 1865 to 1872, distributed food and shelter, opened four thousand
schools for both black and white children, and offered land (at a minimal
cost) to a predominantly African American population.41
The 1876 presidential race between Samuel Tilden, the Democratic governor of New York, and Rutherford Hayes, the Republican governor of Ohio,
ended this cycle of reform. Tilden won the popular vote by 250,000 and
seemed to have emerged victorious in the electoral vote, 203 to 165. But
then Republicans noticed that if enough votes shifted in Louisiana, Florida,
and South Carolina—the three southern states they still controlled—Hayes
could slip by with a one-vote lead in the electoral college, 185 to 184. The
Republicans disallowed enough ballots in these three states, a specially appointed commission voted eight to seven along purely partisan lines, and in
the Compromise of 1877, Hayes became president. Concerned about the need
for federal troops to combat growing labor militancy in the North and persuaded that the South would not actually reenslave African Americans, Republicans agreed to this compromise because they felt it was time for men of
property in both regions to reach an understanding. By withdrawing its troops
from the South, the North could deal effectively with rebellious workers and
the South could regain political and economic control over the freed slaves.42
In addition to hostility from the executive branch, reformers also confronted the conservativism of the courts. Because the U.S. government of the
late nineteenth century had not yet developed much of a bureaucracy, many
scholars describe the government in this period as “court-dominated.” The
power of courts came both from the ideology of judges and the courts’ position
in the government. This position allowed them to declare unconstitutional
reforms that state legislatures had passed and state governors had signed.
Relying on anticonspiracy doctrine and the presumption of equal power in
any contractual relationship between workers and owners, they repeatedly
struck down most labor legislation. In the typical case of In re Jacobs (1885),
New York’s highest court overturned the new union-sponsored law that prohibited the manufacture of cigars in tenement buildings.43 Nor were the courts
any better on racial issues: it was, after all, the Supreme Court that established
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in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) the doctrine of “separate but equal” that would
persist into the second half of the twentieth century. Thus, in every branch
of government and at both the federal and state levels, the politics of this
period hindered social reforms.
Ideology

The post–Civil War era needed an ideology to justify competition, declare
the winners of the competition to have triumphed by right, and oppose any
interference in economic and social affairs. It found just such an ideology in
Social Darwinism.
Charles Darwin published The Origin of Species in 1859; it proclaimed that
“survival of the ﬁttest” governed the animal kingdom. In the late 1860s,
British social philosopher Herbert Spencer applied this concept to human
societies. Popularized in the United States by William Graham Sumner, Social Darwinism assumed that competition was natural and that the principle
of survival of the ﬁttest had the status of a scientiﬁc law. If, like the animal
kingdom, society had laws that governed its functioning, then social reforms
constituted a foolish attempt to meddle with the natural order. Social Darwinists believed that those who objected to the power of monopolists like
Rockefeller and Carnegie had simply refused to recognize the scientiﬁc fact
that survival of the unﬁttest was the only possible alternative to survival of
the ﬁttest.
Social Darwinists feared this prospect: they thought that survival of the
unﬁttest would threaten the social order if weak-minded reformers coddled
the poor with charity and enacted social legislation to soften the hard edge
of economic competition. Throughout the late nineteenth century, whenever,
in their judgment, reformers acted foolishly, Social Darwinists fought to prevent them from tampering with natural law as they imagined it.44
Social Movements

The labor militancy of the late nineteenth century ﬂourished in the cities of
the Northeast and Midwest. But labor was hardly the only social movement.
In the South, the rise of the Ku Klux Klan helped to reestablish the dominance of a white political conservative elite that curbed both federal and
state social reforms until the 1960s. In the Midwest, angry farmers organized
a Populist movement that challenged mainstream politics. Although it never
won its demands for nationalization of railways or plentiful silver coinage, its
ﬁghts for an eight-hour day, direct elections of senators, and a graduated
income tax inﬂuenced Progressives well into the twentieth century.
The Ku Klux Klan rose in the aftermath of the Civil War. Through raids,
lynchings, and burnings, it terrorized blacks in the South. In Kentucky alone
between 1867 and 1871, the National Archives records 116 acts of violence:
“Sam Davis hung by a mob in Harrodsburg, May 28, 1868 . . . Negro killed
by Ku Klux Klan in Hay County January 14, 1871.” As the violent arm of
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After the Civil War, the Ku Klux
Klan enforced racial oppression in
the South.

the white oligarchy, the KKK worked to ensure that African Americans returned to the bottom rung of southern society, segregated in every aspect of
their lives and, after 1900, barred by statute from voting in every southern
state.45 Their suppression gave a free hand to the white planter class. Using
race to divide poor whites from poor blacks, they retained control over state
governments and through seniority rose rapidly in the congressional leadership. From the latter position, they anchored a powerful conservative bloc
that doomed universal social legislation, most particularly by excluding African Americans from any source of income independent of their jobs as ﬁeld
hands and domestics.
Populism goes back to the industrial economy’s effects on the farmer.
Caught between falling prices for farm products and monopolies that set the
prices of seed, fertilizer, railroads, and interest rates, the Populists envisioned
a federal income tax, public ownership of major industries like the telegraph
and the railroad, and, in an effort to ally with industrial workers, an eighthour day. In 1892 they offered a third-party platform; in 1896 Populist William Jennings Bryan ran as the Democratic candidate for president with his
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memorable speech “You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.” They
also campaigned for a policy of “easy money,” a monetary policy based on
both silver and gold that would expand the supply of money and make it
easier to pay off loans. Although Populists made some gains in the South,
they never succeeded in breaking southern racism’s hold on the small white
farmer. And when white urban workers rejected their appeal for a farmerworker alliance, the Populist movement disintegrated in the face of a corporate constituency mobilized by Ohio industrialist Mark Hanna during Republican William McKinley’s 1896 presidential campaign.46
History

The post–Civil War era marked the establishment of the ﬁrst charity organization societies (COSs), the ﬁrst settlement houses, and, just before the
turn of the century, the beginnings of what we would recognize today as the
ﬁrst example of formal social work education. The COSs represented the
conservative wing of the charity movement; the settlement house movement
constituted the liberal wing. From the beginning, social work education tried
to bring knowledge to bear that would bridge the gap between the two.
The charity organization society dates to London in 1869. The political
and economic turmoil of the 1873 depression soon gave COSs considerable
appeal in the United States. Once Buffalo founded the ﬁrst American COS
in 1877, the societies spread rapidly; by 1892, there were ninety-two such
organizations in cities with a total population of 11 million people.
The COS claimed to represent a new approach to the poor: it relied on
“friendly visitors” to investigate poor families and kept a single list of all
names so that poor people could not get help from several different neighborhood sources. Nevertheless, its claim of scientiﬁc innovation could not
really obscure the old social welfare ideology of individual responsibility, elimination of outdoor relief, and the repression of pauperism. Although some
leaders of COS such as Josephine Shaw Lowell, the American author of the
leading COS book, Public Relief and Private Charity (1884), broke with this
perspective to advocate for trade unions and higher wages, the broad COS
movement adhered to a belief that charity ruined the recipient.47
By contrast, the settlement house movement in the United States began
in the late 1880s. Modeled after London’s Toynbee Hall (1884), the movement offered a vehicle for some of the best-known female social reformers of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, including Jane Addams at
Hull House in Chicago and Lillian Wald at the Henry Street Settlement on
New York’s Lower East Side. Typically, settlement house workers used a building in an immigrant neighborhood to provide nursing, English instruction,
and other social services to their poor neighbors. The movement departed
from the mainstream social welfare tradition by stressing social and economic
conditions without making the usual distinctions between the worthy and
unworthy poor. Settlement house leaders believed that principles of rationality, objectivity, and democracy could be used to “combat reactionary poliSocial Welfare History in the United States
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tics, judicial bias, social injustice, intolerance of political difference, and antidemocratic impulses—features they associated with the social dislocations
of the industrial era.”48
One should not exaggerate the differences between the settlement house
and the COS approaches. Both drew volunteers from the privileged classes
who sought to reduce the gap between rich and poor. In addition, although
some settlement house reformers saw the strength in poor people, others patronized them, moving into their neighborhoods in the hope of modeling
what it meant to be an American. Yet the settlement house movement did
gather facts about the poor, and it did use these facts to interpret the poor
to other people. In this respect at least, it represents a signiﬁcant change from
prior social welfare organizations.
By the late 1890s, volunteers had accumulated some knowledge about
assessing clients as well as about social conditions. This knowledge gave more
experienced practitioners conﬁdence that they had something to teach. So,
in the summer of 1898, the New York Charity Organization Society offered
the ﬁrst course to volunteers. In 1904, this summer course turned into a yearlong program that eventually became the basis for the Columbia University
School of Social Work. With organizations in other cities like Boston and
Chicago establishing similar courses, the newly emerging profession of social
work could now look back to the beginnings of formal social work education
at the end of the nineteenth century.49

The Progressive Era to the New Deal (1900–1932)
Most accounts of the Progressive Era stress the importance of this period’s
reforms. The federal government passed antitrust legislation such as the 1902
Clayton Act, which barred interlocking directorates and prevented directors
of corporations from ﬁxing prices. It enacted a federal income tax (1913)
based on the ability to pay. In social welfare, it organized the ﬁrst White
House Conference on Children (1909), established a Children’s Bureau
(1912) to advocate for the well-being of children, and even, for a brief period
(1921–29), sponsored the Sheppard-Towner Act, which funded some medical
care for mothers and infants. At the state level, legislators provided workers’
compensation; for the ﬁrst time, they also authorized mothers’ pensions,
which anticipated by twenty years the welfare provisions of the 1935 Social
Security Act (Aid to Dependent Children). By the standards of the preceding
era, all these initiatives were downright interventionist.
From another perspective, however, the broad pattern of these initiatives
broke less dramatically with the past. Although reformers in the Progressive
Era passed laws to eliminate the period’s worst excesses, this legislation was
emphatically corporatist. Preserving the fundamental political and economic
hierarchies, corporatist social policy stabilizes the marketplace and leaves a
smaller target for reformers. Instead of an economy dominated by monopolies
like Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, these policies used antitrust legislation to
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create oligopolies, where four or ﬁve large companies now ruled in the place
of one. Social welfare reforms trace a similar pattern: workers’ compensation
limited the risk of an injured employee’s winning a big judgment in court,
and child welfare legislation made businesses less vulnerable to charges of
exploitation and improved the health of future workers. Because these reforms
demonstrated that interventions could have positive effects, it would be
wrong to minimize their consequences. A closer look, however, belies the
popular belief in the Progressive Era as a time that changed the economic
structure.50
If the Progressive Era was not a period of structural change, this failing at
least partly derives from the “middle-class” outlook that gave it its distinctive
character. The new corporate economy swept through the United States,
transforming the class structure of small towns, where a majority still lived,
particularly those whose ancestry reached some generations back. A traditional middle class of small farmers, independent businessmen, and selfemployed professionals had long thrived in these communities. Nudging these
people aside, the new economy created an educated and salaried stratum of
teachers, doctors, journalists, engineers, managers, and administrators. Caught
between the demands of workers and the disruptions brought about by this
new corporate economy, the “professional managerial classes,” including many
women with no other outlet for their talents, tried to carve out a place for
themselves. Luckily, for the ﬁrst time, it was possible to open up such a place,
one fostered by the need that concentration and centralization had created
for long-term economic and social planning. Mediating between business and
workers, the professional managerial classes secured their own position. In the
process, they also introduced the long list of moderate reforms that historians
have since called progressivism.51
The Economy

“This,” said President Theodore Roosevelt in 1905, “is an age of combination
[trusts], and any effort to prevent combination will not only be useless, but
in the end vicious, because of the contempt for law which the failure to
enforce law inevitably produces. . . . [Hence, we need] not sweeping prohibition of every arrangement good or bad, which may tend to restrict competition, but such adequate supervision and regulation as will prevent any
restriction of competition from being to the detriment of the public.”52 This
quotation illustrates perfectly the Progressives’ attitude toward reform of the
economy. Trapped between public opinion and their belief that tight regulations would damage industry, Progressives enacted just enough reform to
forestall harsher measures. In short, both the economy and public opinion
were the targets of this legislation.
The breakup of the Standard Oil monopoly in 1911 typiﬁes this pattern.
The Supreme Court dissolved the company into thirty-four distinct concerns,
including Standard Oil of California, of Ohio, and of New Jersey. Although
the decision aimed to curb their power in the marketplace, the companies
Social Welfare History in the United States
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soon extended their production and marketing activities beyond their original
territories. To avoid the label “Standard Oil,” they gave themselves new
names, such as Mobil (for Standard Oil of New York) and Chevron (for
Standard Oil of California).53 Nearly a century later, these companies again
dominate the energy market, and though antitrust policy certainly slowed the
process, it would be difﬁcult to contend that it signiﬁcantly diminished their
power.
This is the economic environment of social welfare policy during the Progressive Era. Indignant about the economy’s worst features, reformers enacted
the ﬁrst controls on what business could do. Included in these controls was
a new appreciation for social welfare. They understood that as long as it went
unregulated, the economy would pass from crisis to crisis, devouring human
resources and antagonizing ever larger segments of the population. Antitrust
legislation, a federal income tax, workers’ compensation, and mothers’ pensions—these reforms were all worthwhile if some reform could secure peace.
Politics

Much of the politics of the Progressive Era focused on corruption. In the
abstract, of course, everyone opposes corruption, but when social reformers
in this era raised this issue, they also had another, plainly self-interested motive. To reformers, corruption often meant control of city or state politics by
an ethnically based political machine. Typically immigrant and Democratic,
this machine delivered votes, jobs, and payoffs in cities like Boston, New
York, and Chicago, which it used to gain considerable power in state politics.
Frightened by the prospect of a political machine with a working-class base,
reformers either demanded that neutral, technically competent city managers
run the city government, or they launched mayoral campaigns under the
“good government” banner. In both cases, they had dual goals: end corruption
and end the domination of city politics by immigrants who wanted more from
government than urban elites thought government should give.
The issue of corruption proved especially crucial in slowing social welfare
reform. Although the most far-seeing reformers of the Progressive Era, like
Isaac Rubinow, director of the American Association for Labor Legislation,
wanted to enact some form of national social security legislation, the experience of Civil War pensions created a major obstacle. As Harvard sociologist
Theda Skocpol explains in Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, pensions for Civil
War veterans started out as a small program. Then it grew rapidly. By 1893,
the federal government was devoting 41 percent of its revenue to such pensions; by 1910, 28 percent of all elderly men and 8 percent of all elderly
women received them. Although there were laws governing eligibility, getting
a pension often depended on a veteran’s connections with a politician or an
inﬂuential lawyer. With opponents criticizing the pensions as a corrupt national patronage scheme, they could not serve as the model for a welldesigned social security system.54
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The issue of corruption, then, delayed social reform in the Progressive Era.
But this was also the ﬁrst time that the structure of state government served
to hamper social reform. As companies became larger, the political decentralization of the U.S. government heightened the power of businesspeople,
who claimed that too much social legislation in any single state would put
that state at a competitive disadvantage. This contention was particularly
persuasive in the industrialized Midwest and Northeast. There, governors who
otherwise might have wanted to test new social policies by turning their states
into “laboratories of experimentation” found that other, less generous states
could easily underbid them.55 At ﬁrst nationally, and now on a global scale,
social reformers have struggled with this issue ever since.
Ideology

The ideology of progressivism combined moralism and empirical analysis
(analysis based on observation) in equal measure. Determined to resurrect the
role of the individual at a time when the individual was increasingly dwarfed
by larger political and economic forces, progressive ideology brought a ﬁerce
indignation to bear on behalf of a world that was already lost. In Jacob Riis’s
photographs of the New York’s Lower East Side tenements and in muckraking
exposés like Ida Tarbell’s on U.S. Steel and Upton Sinclair’s on the Chicago
stockyards, reformers could give full expression to their distaste for the conditions under which great fortunes were made. For the most part, though,
when the indignation they stirred up gave rise to actual legislation, the
changes it brought about were restrained.
Moralistic feelings also inﬂuenced social welfare reform. As historian Linda
Gordon stresses in her book Pitied but Not Entitled, the female reformers of
the Progressive Era were determined to preserve a separate domestic sphere
for women as the source of their special power. Shielded from the crude hurlyburly of the masculine marketplace, women were viewed as the potential
caretakers of the nation. Yet, at the same time that female reformers highlighted women’s unique capacity for caretaking, they also subjected women
from the poorer classes to moralistic condemnation. Such women were to be
saved from their environment, but they were to be saved through a process
of victim blaming that was often “preachy, rigid, inﬂexible, [and ignorant of
their] actual universe of choice[s].”56
Progressive ideology was also empirical, however. Observing the poor, progressives were the ﬁrst group of social reformers who actually ventured out to
collect data about them. Many of the reformers who collected these data
came out of the settlement house movement. Alice Solenberger conducted a
demographic analysis of one thousand homeless men in the Chicago Loop
district; likewise, social worker Robert Hunter, who wrote Poverty (1904), one
of the ﬁrst sociological studies of the poor, worked at Jane Addams’s Hull
House in Chicago and University Settlement in New York.57 Reformers in
the Progressive Era gathered information about the poor in the hope of ex-
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plaining them to the larger society. They believed that if enough people
understood some basic facts about the poor, more would share in their own
reforming fervor.
Social Movements

Three social movements created a large part of the context for the social
reforms of the Progressive Era: the rise of a radical left, the ﬁrst national
movement for black people, and the women’s suffrage campaign that won
women the right to vote. Each in its own way shaped what did and did not
happen in social welfare policy.
The radical left experienced a notable rise during the Progressive Era. As
Theodore Roosevelt complained in 1906, “The dull purblind folly of the very
rich men; their greed and arrogance . . . and the corruption in business and
politics, have tended to produce a very unhealthy condition of excitement
and irritation in the public mind, which shows itself in the great increase in
the socialistic propaganda.”58
Roosevelt was right to be worried. The Industrial Workers of the World
(the IWW, or Wobblies), which aimed to organize all workers regardless of
sex, race, or skills into one big union, had just been founded. Militant but
never large, the IWW could nonetheless command thousands of supporters
for demonstrations and other labor conﬂicts. Its pamphlets contained such
statements as “The worker on the job shall tell the boss when and where he
shall work, how long and for what wages and under what conditions.” Statements like these terriﬁed employers.
Drawing on surprising strength in the Midwest and West, membership in
the Socialist Party also grew. This growth culminated in the presidential election of 1912, when Socialist Party candidate Eugene Debs received a record
high 6 percent of the presidential vote, and some twelve hundred Socialist
public ofﬁcials, including seventy-nine mayors in twenty-four states, were
elected nationwide.59 The fevered state of public opinion helps to explain
what progressive reformers were so worried about: in the absence of some
moderate reforms, much more radical proposals might have carried the day.
Despite such rare exceptions as settlement house leaders Addams and
Wald, progressive reformers were not very attentive to race relations. For this
reason, the Progressive Era was probably the twentieth century’s low point in
the treatment of African Americans. Whatever their views about the need
for other kinds of social legislation, most reformers assumed that African
Americans were, and properly should continue to be, second-class citizens,
barred from any participation in the nation’s political life and restricted to
the most menial jobs. Nine million of the 10 million African Americans
lived in the South. There, the Ku Klux Klan, to which one of every eight
white American males belonged at its peak, beat or lynched African Americans who tried to break out of their subordinate role. Nor were conditions
much better in the North, where bloody race riots erupted in twenty-eight
cities, including St. Louis (1917) and Chicago (1919).60
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Faced with these obstacles at the turn of the century, some African Americans rejected the placating strategy of blacks like Booker T. Washington and
began to push for a national organization. Led by W. E. B. Du Bois, the ﬁrst
African American to receive a Ph.D. from Harvard University, they formed
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (1909);
among its white leadership, Du Bois was the only African American.61 Using
education and lawsuits to advance its cause, the NAACP pressed on for more
than forty years before it was able to win the 1954 landmark desegregation
case Brown v. Board of Education. Although progress on civil rights was slow
and incremental, its roots go back to the African American social movement,
which found its ﬁrst national expression in the NAACP during the Progressive Era.
The women’s suffrage movement also grew rapidly in this period. Leading
up to the Nineteenth Amendment granting women the right to vote (1920),
marches and protests spread through major cities. In debates with men who
complained that women voters would lose their femininity, suffragettes like
Rose Schneiderman of the Garment Workers Union replied,
Women in the laundries . . . stand for thirteen or fourteen hours in the
terrible steam and heat with their hands in hot starch. Surely these
women won’t lose any more of their beauty and charm by putting a

“A Woman’s Work is Never Done.”
Women were at the forefront of
many campaigns for social reforms in
the Progressive Era.
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ballot in a ballot box once a year than they are likely to lose standing
in foundries or laundries all year round.62
Yet the women’s suffrage movement has an ambiguous relationship to social welfare. The suffragettes wanted equality; most female social welfare reformers wanted protective laws to regulate the conditions in which women
worked. They hoped that the maintenance of separate spheres for men and
women would give reformers the moral leverage to create the basis for a
maternalist welfare state, one that was more attentive to women’s special
needs. But it is also misleading to make too much of this trend. The programs
that helped poor women were very meager; even by 1931, mothers’ pensions
served just 93,620 of the 1.5 million female-headed households in the United
States.63 In retrospect, then, the suffrage movement grew partly because the
moral leverage gained from a separate sphere did not bring women enough
real beneﬁts.

History

The Progressive Era was the period during which social work crystallized as
a profession. This process of professionalization was not easy and came at a
considerable price. The trade-off was simple and clear: if social workers aspired to professional status, they had to minimize their commitment to social
reform. Upper-class funders of settlement houses, COSs, and other community agencies did recognize the need for some social change. What they could
not accept was the idea that an entire profession might be devoted to it.
The ﬁrst milestone in the debate about professionalism occurred when
Abraham Flexner, a Carnegie Foundation ofﬁcial who had successfully pushed
for recognition of medicine as a profession, spoke at the National Conference
of Charities and Corrections in 1915. He was asked whether social work was
a profession. Much to the dismay of the conference organizers, Flexner responded with a ﬁrm no. Social workers, Flexner contended, did not need a
speciﬁc body of skills; all they had to do was coordinate the activities of other
professionals. And then there was the problem of our enthusiasm for social
reform. Flexner somewhat haughtily insisted that if social work were a true
profession, it would understand that “vigor [in these matters] is not synonymous with intelligence.”64
Aspiring to professional status, social workers scrambled in reaction to
Flexner’s comments. At a time when leading social workers like Addams,
Wald, and Florence Kelley were among the few opponents to U.S. participation in World War I, the profession as a whole tried to address Flexner’s
concerns by distancing itself from politics.65 A crucial step in the process was
the publication of Mary Richmond’s Social Diagnosis (1917), the ﬁrst book
that social work as an emerging profession could truly claim as its own. From
her work at the COSs in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York, Richmond
sought to distinguish the skills and knowledge base of trained social workers
from the well-meaning efforts of volunteers. Blending old and new views
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about charity, she transformed the COS’s commitment to investigation into
the new social work skill of diagnosis. As one part of the three-step procedure
“study-diagnosis-treatment,” diagnosis was to be a rational scientiﬁc process,
similar to that which lawyers and doctors employed in their own professional
work. If social work could lay claim to it, then perhaps it really was on its
way to becoming a profession.66
Other factors contributed to the professionalization of social work. After
the 1917 Russian Revolution magniﬁed the mainstream’s fear of communism,
the post–World War I “red scare” spurred Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer to round up four thousand “radicals” in thirty-three states on one night
in January 1920. In this atmosphere, it is not surprising that some of the
social workers who founded the American Association of Social Workers (one
of the predecessors of the National Association of Social Workers) were eager
to avoid the taint of politics, lest they seem unprofessional. Instead, some
leaders in social work turned to the internal focus of psychoanalysis, which
ﬁrst captivated the profession in the 1920s. No wonder that by the end of
the decade, Porter Lee, director of the New York School of Social Work,
could address the annual meeting of social work leaders known as the Milford
Conference and report with satisfaction that social workers had shifted their
energies from “cause to function”—from a concern with politics to a concern
with the efﬁcient day-to-day administration of a social welfare bureaucracy.67
Lee’s speech accurately reﬂected the popular mood. The reforming impulse of
the Progressive Era had long been spent, and it would take a new crisis to
galvanize the nation.

The New Deal to World War II (1933–1945)
In the fall of 1929, the stock market crashed. Combined with a prior decline
in farm prices, the entire economy soon faltered. Even from a distance of
three-quarters of a century, it is difﬁcult to underestimate the effect of this
economic collapse. A stock market frenzy had driven stocks upward in the
spring of 1928. General Motors, which had sold at $99 a share in 1925, hit
$212 a share three years later. RCA nearly doubled its share price, from
$94.50 to $178, in little more than two weeks. The swift appreciation of
stocks gave rise to a host of rags-to-riches stories: of the peddler who turned
$4,000 into $250,000 and of the speculator whose initial investment of $1
million quickly ballooned to $30 million. Nor was the end of this boom
anywhere in sight. Shortly before leaving ofﬁce in early 1929, President Calvin Coolidge declared that stocks were “cheap at current prices.”
The Crash quickly dispelled these illusions. Between September and November 1929, the value of industrial stocks on the New York Stock Exchange
fell 50 percent. With one hundred thousand workers laid off every week for
three years and industrial production down 54 percent, the national unemployment rate peaked at 25 percent in 1933. Conventional theory held that
the economy would eventually right itself. When it did not, President Herbert
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The economic consequences of the Depression
dramatized the need for social welfare reforms.

Hoover’s optimism and insistence on private relief seemed completely inadequate. In the presidential election of 1932, Hoover lost in a landslide to the
patrician governor of New York, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who promised
a New Deal.68
The New Deal lacked the moral fervor of the Progressive Era. Although
its social policies cut deeper into the U.S. political and economic core, its
reformers were, at heart, practical and experimental. Faced with a society on
the verge of collapse, they did whatever they thought they needed to do to
bring the country back from the brink. As Franklin Roosevelt said in 1932,
“It is common sense to take a method and try it. If it fails, admit it frankly
and try another. But above all, try something.”69
A widespread myth tells us that Keynesian deﬁcit spending pulled us out
of the Depression. In truth, however, though New Deal policies were beneﬁcial in myriad ways, their inﬂuence on economic recovery was mixed. Unemployment, which declined to 14 percent in 1937, shot back up to 19
percent in 1938, so it was actually the arms buildup for World War II, and
not the New Deal itself, that ended the Depression.70 Yet the social welfare
legislation the New Deal enacted—most prominently, the Social Security Act
(1935); the Wagner Act (1935), recognizing the right to join a union; and
the 1937 Housing Act—permanently altered the relationship of Americans
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to their government. From now on, when they tried to cope with economic
insecurity, at least some federal programs would be on their side.
Economics

There is a signiﬁcant ambiguity in the economics of the New Deal. If the
Depression signiﬁed anything, it demonstrated the failure of an unregulated
corporate system. Corporations, however, were the cornerstones of modern
private enterprise: it was their investments that made the system run. To
preserve private enterprise, therefore, required preservation of the role of the
corporation within it. Without that preservation, the whole system might
collapse.
New Deal economics tried to bridge this contradiction by resurrecting the
economy and keeping large corporations proﬁtable. In an unofﬁcial sense, the
New Deal motto was “The corporation’s dead, long live the corporation,” and
it did everything in its power to make this motto come true. When Roosevelt
assumed power in 1933, he declared a four-day bank holiday. One-third of
the banks had failed, and the banking system was in such desperate straits
that he could have nationalized it. But Roosevelt instead simply proposed
laws to regulate the banking system and restore faith in the securities market.
The impetus for Keynesian deﬁcit spending arose out of the same premise.
If the economy slumped because consumers were not buying enough goods,
New Dealers reasoned that the government should go into debt to stimulate
the economy. Corporations stood at the top of the economic pyramid in this
system; the system was failing because their goods did not sell. But if people
bought their goods, the sales would restore the system, and the corporations’
role within it, to good health. In this sense, New Dealers practiced an early
version of the trickle-down economics that has prevailed ever since.
The National Industrial Recovery Act (1933; later, simply the NRA, the
National Recovery Administration) was the centerpiece of this strategy. The
NRA was a monopolist’s dream. Under it, business would get government
approval for price ﬁxing and production quotas, with the understanding that
it would allow workers to organize and would treat poor workers more kindly.
But until the U.S. Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional in 1935, the NRA
gave short shrift to labor while allowing corporations unchallenged freedom
in the marketplace. As with the other policies, the premise was that if the
Roosevelt administration was going to pull the country out of the Depression,
corporations would lead the way.
Especially after 1935, in what historians often call the Second New Deal,
Roosevelt switched strategies. Emboldened by the Democrats’ victories in the
1934 congressional elections, he tried to stimulate the economy by moving
to the left. Instead of the more corporate version of trickle-down, Roosevelt
turned to social welfare legislation to put more money in people’s hands. That
was Roosevelt’s genius: he reorganized the system so that for the ﬁrst time,
everybody got something. Nevertheless, it is crucial to our understanding of
the New Deal that even as it made more people stakeholders in U.S. society,
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its goal of restoring the market system required it to be especially attentive
to the business corporation as the biggest stakeholder of them all.
Politics

Even more than in the Progressive Era, the politics of social welfare in the
New Deal accentuated the division between the state and federal governments. At the time when the Social Security Act established the modern
U.S. welfare state, decentralized government exacted a tremendous price. In
chapter 8, we discuss the three main parts of the Act: ADC, the ancestor of
TANF; Social Security retirement; and Unemployment Insurance beneﬁts.
But we will understand it much better as a whole if we start by recognizing
that the federal structure of the United States, by its very nature, imposes
severe handicaps.
ADC, the welfare provision in the Social Security Act, allowed each state
to establish its own basic need and grant levels. Although an early version
of the Social Security Act would have provided a single uniform standard of
payment, southern opposition defeated it. Not only did the provision raise
the specter of equal pay for whites and blacks, but it also threatened to free
African American women in the South from having to work as ﬁeld and
domestic laborers. As one southern public assistance supervisor commented
soon after the Social Security Act was passed, “There is hesitancy on the part
of lay boards to advance too rapidly over the thinking of their own communities, which see no reason why the employable Negro mother should not
continue her usually sketchy seasonal labor or indeﬁnite domestic service
rather than receive a public assistance grant.”71
Old Age Survivors Insurance, today called Social Security, suffered similarly. To be sure, unlike public assistance, OASI does provide a uniform national beneﬁt. But until 1951, the OASI program also excluded domestic and
agricultural workers. And until President Nixon created SSI in 1972, separate
means-tested programs for the aged, blind, and disabled also existed in every
state. During the New Deal, then, states’ rights proved most powerful in
limiting programs for the very poor.
Unemployment Insurance faced comparable obstacles. Although some
states were concerned about the wage differences, most policy experts probably favored a national unemployment beneﬁt system, with equal beneﬁt payments all across the country. President Roosevelt, however, was afraid of the
politically difﬁcult issues surrounding these beneﬁts, including how much employers would contribute and whether those contributions would be pooled
into one reserve fund. Retreating in the face of these concerns, Roosevelt
enacted a program in which the states determined beneﬁts but the federal
government offset the cost of the unemployment tax.72
These concessions to states’ rights contributed to one of the New Deal’s
most signiﬁcant and troublesome social welfare legacies: its essentially residual
character. As chapter 2 explained, residual beneﬁts are the opposite of uni-
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versal ones and are available to individuals who can demonstrate that they
lack something most people are presumed to have, whether it is money,
health, or sanity. If you think back, you will realize that the history presented
in the earlier parts of this chapter show residualism and its necessary corollary,
the means test, to be an enduring feature of U.S. social provision.
The Social Security Act maintains the legacy of residualism by making a
sharp distinction between welfare and social insurance programs. Welfare programs for the poor tend to be means-tested, stingy, stigmatizing, and administered by the states. Social insurance programs such as Social Security are
more likely to be federal, universal, and relatively generous. Although many
social welfare advocates in the 1930s were acutely aware of this pattern,
conservatives who opposed the New Deal were able to deploy the power of
states’ rights and use it to derail any federalized, and universal, welfare legislation.
Ideology

The pursuit of greater inclusiveness was the dominant ideology of the New
Deal. The system had broken down, and the New Deal’s architects knew it.
They realized that any successful new system would require the political and
economic enfranchisement of trade unions and the poor. Although this enfranchisement would not ensure the system’s stability, not even a minimum
of stability could be achieved without it.
This inclusiveness should not be exaggerated. The Roosevelt administration did not depart signiﬁcantly from mainstream opinions of the period on
the position of African Americans or the assumption that women belonged
in the home. Nor, as we have indicated, did the New Deal challenge the
central economic role of the private corporation. Yet, these qualiﬁcations
aside, the inclusiveness of New Deal ideology did represent something novel
in American life.
Roosevelt thought of the New Deal as establishing an “economic declaration of rights.” Once, when he was away for the summer, contractors undertook a long overdue renovation of the White House. Roosevelt drew a
pointed analogy: “The architects and builders are men of common sense and
artistic American tastes. They know that the principles of harmony and of
necessity itself require that the new structure shall blend with the essential
lines of the old. It is this combination of the old and the new that marks
orderly peaceful progress, not only in building buildings but in building government itself.”73
And so, to a political and economic structure that had rarely recognized
anyone but the entrepreneur, the ideology of the New Deal acknowledged
several new groups. Farmers got help through the Agricultural Adjustment
Administration, which provided subsidy payments and production controls.
Trade unions got the right to organize from the Wagner Act. The elderly, the
poor, and the unemployed got the Social Security Act. A consistent ideology
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Blending promises of substantial change with a
sense of political continuity, President Franklin
D. Roosevelt used the new medium of radio to
reassure the nation.

was implicit in all these initiatives. By designing programs for these groups,
the New Deal demonstrated that it was including them; from now on, farmers,
trade unionists, the elderly, the poor, and the unemployed would all be part
of its ideological vision.
For the ﬁrst time, this ideological vision included social welfare, which the
federal government would now use to gain the allegiance of previously unrecognized groups. To be sure, this addition was but a limited gain as long as
the conﬂict within social welfare remained unresolved, and the old division
between the unworthy and the worthy poor persisted in the distinction between public assistance and social insurance, respectively. But this impasse
aside, it is apparent that by the 1930s, federal social welfare programs had
risen sufﬁciently in importance so that the need for them had become a
prominent part of the dominant ideology.

Social Movements

When people look around and see that neither they nor their neighbors can
meet the most basic needs for food, clothing, and housing, it impels them to
think collectively about what to do. Such thinking inspired the extraordinary
variety of social movements that proliferated in the 1930s. These movements
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include those for expanded social welfare such as the Unemployed Councils,
the Townsend movement, and the social work rank and ﬁle; organizers ﬁghting to establish trade unions; and, on the other side, the major business
opponents of the New Deal. Each had a signiﬁcant effect on social welfare
policy.
Popular movements for social welfare had perhaps the most direct and
explicit consequences. As local organizations of the unemployed, the Unemployed Councils spread rapidly through the country. In Chicago, they succeeded in raising relief payments to one of the highest levels in the nation.
Pressured by the twelve thousand-member Seattle Unemployment League,
the Seattle municipal government gave the organization $500,000 to administer relief. The Councils were militant and disruptive in their tactics, leading
mass resistance against evictions of miners in New Mexico and sending
thousands to support strikes in Toledo, Ohio, and Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The
success of these efforts led to the formation of a national organization, the
Workers Alliance of America, in 1935, but the organization and much local
protest declined rapidly soon thereafter. The existence of the Unemployed
Councils drove home the absolute necessity of including some form of unemployment insurance in the Social Security Act. Once that beneﬁt was
secured, the Councils no longer seemed quite so necessary.74
The Townsend movement had a similar impact on old age pensions. Francis Townsend was a physician who moved from Illinois to California only to
be left unemployed by the Depression. In 1933, he proposed the Townsend
Plan. Funded by a transaction tax (essentially, a sales tax on each transaction), the plan offered adults over 60 years of age $200 a month provided
they did not work and spent the money in the same month they got it. Most
policy experts dismissed the plan as ill-considered, but some 25 million people
signed petitions supporting it. When the Committee on Economic Security—
whose members included social workers Edith Abbott, Frances Perkins, and
Harry Hopkins—drafted the Social Security Act, they did so knowing that
the movement loomed in the background. Although Townsend did not get
his plan, its existence certainly persuaded many more people in Congress that
they had to pass Social Security.75
Unlike the Unemployed Councils and the Townsend movement, the social
work rank and ﬁle movement did not inﬂuence any speciﬁc piece of legislation. For a time, however, in the 1930s, it did carry considerable weight
within the profession. The rank and ﬁle movement engaged in a broad range
of activities. Beginning with discussion clubs in 1931, the movement diversiﬁed to organize unions—mostly of public service workers in the larger cities—and later to found Social Work Today, a journal published and distributed
by the New York Discussion Club from 1934 to 1942. Led by radical social
workers such as Bertha Reynolds, Harry Lurie, and Mary Van Kleeck, rankand-ﬁlers provided pressure from the left on many issues, advocating closer
alliances with labor unions and a more adequate federally funded relief program and opposing racial discrimination throughout social welfare. Although
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they did not win everything they sought, they pushed more mainstream organizations like the American Association of Social Workers to be more
vigorous and expanded the consciousness of the profession.76
The impact of labor unions on New Deal social legislation was also indirect. Although trade unionists supported most of it, they were primarily concerned with clearing a path to aid in union organizing. They faced a difﬁcult
situation, because as companies laid off employees in the early 1930s, the
number of union members dropped to 2.7 million mostly urban workers concentrated in the railroad, printing, building, coal, and clothing industries.
Nevertheless, the CIO, which was originally a subdivision of the AFL,
fought to energize the labor movement with a series of strikes among assembly
line and other unskilled workers around the country. Amid a general upsurge
of labor activity headlined by the 1934 San Francisco general strike on behalf
of the longshoremen and the ﬁfty thousand people who turned out for a
funeral of two unionists slain in Minneapolis, some liberal senators such as
Robert Wagner (D-New York) pushed for legislative recognition of the right
to form a union. When the Wagner Act passed in 1935, it changed the broad,
general endorsement of unions contained in the NRA into an enforceable
right. With the law behind it, a newly separate labor organization—the CIO,
led by John L. Lewis—swept through the industrial sector. Sitting in at factories—most prominently, the forty-day takeover of the Fisher Body Plant in
Flint, Michigan—the organizing drive boosted union membership to 6 million each for the AFL and the CIO by 1945. In the midst of this drive, it
also spurred the passage of the ﬁrst minimum wage law in 1938.77
Business organizations mostly opposed these social movements. Although
business had initially supported early New Deal legislation like the NRA that
permitted price ﬁxing and some reform-minded elites continued to participate
in drafting the Social Security Act, most business leaders turned away from
Roosevelt as he moved leftward. Before the 1934 congressional elections,
some prominent executives, such as Alfred P. Sloan of General Motors, Edward F. Hutton of General Foods, and the members of the Dupont family,
formed the Liberty League to resist “radicalism” and protect property rights.
Although the Democrats gained seats anyway, talk of a social security act
galvanized business once again. Sloan complained that “industry has every
reason to be alarmed at [its] social, economic, and ﬁnancial implications,”
and the National Association of Manufacturers disputed the very notion of
taxing industry to pay for the social security of its employees.
Even after passage of the act, many businesses tried to prevent the January
1937 implementation of the payroll tax. In the 1936 congressional elections,
they inserted messages in workers’ pay envelopes saying, “You’re sentenced to
a weekly pay reduction for all your working life. You’ll have to serve the
sentence unless you help reverse it November 3rd.” Treating this business
opposition as selﬁsh and shortsighted, Roosevelt usually triumphed over it.
Yet, even when a law was passed and the business coalition lost, it won
something, because the law was often less progressive than its proponents
wanted.78
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History

Historians often divide the New Deal into two distinct periods. During the
ﬁrst period, from 1933 to 1935, the Roosevelt administration experimented
with a host of emergency programs. Designed to salvage a collapsing economy,
these programs are frequently remembered as the alphabet soup of the New
Deal. In addition to the NRA, they included FERA (the Federal Emergency
Relief Administration, 1933–1935) to supplement local relief efforts; the
CCC (Civilian Conservation Corps, 1933–1942), which paid unemployed
young men $30 a month to conserve forests, control ﬂoods, and develop state
parks; the CWA (Civil Works Administration, 1933–1934), which provided
work to get the country through the bottom of the Depression; and the WPA
(Works Progress [later Projects] Administration, 1935–1942), which employed people to construct buildings, roads, and airports.
We discuss these programs in greater detail in chapter 9, but it is revealing
that these New Deal work programs focused so clearly on white men. In fact,
just 12 percent of all WPA workers were female, and they got jobs because
Eleanor Roosevelt so actively lobbied her husband.79 New Deal policies often
effectively barred women because, between 1932 and 1937, the Federal Economy Act prohibited more than one member of the same family from civil
service employment. With popular opinion ﬁrmly set against married women’s
holding jobs, private employers like Northern Paciﬁc Railway and New England Telephone and Telegraph also dismissed their female employees.
Nor was the New Deal any kinder in its treatment of African Americans
or Latinos. The WPA was reluctant to place African American women; they
held little more than 2 percent of all such jobs in 1939. The programs discriminated against African Americans and Latinos on the grounds that they
were already accustomed to a lower standard of living. Faced with racial
quotas and deliberate delays in processing applications, racial minorities complained to the Roosevelt administration. The complaints, however, had little
effect, and the policy remained fundamentally unchanged throughout the
New Deal.80
The second New Deal extended from 1935 to 1937. Unlike the transient
programs of the ﬁrst period, the second spans most of the era’s landmark
legislation: the Social Security Act, the Wagner Act, and the 1937 Housing
Act, authorizing the federal government to construct public housing. But
although this social legislation created a safety net and tied constituent groups
to the Democratic Party, neither it nor New Deal economic policy ended the
Depression. As we emphasized at the outset, only the coming of World War
II could do that.
The war transformed U.S. society. It raised issues of race that led to the
desegregation of the armed forces and reverberated into the decades ahead.
For a brief moment, through the Lanham Act, it also created modern day
care. Enacted in 1943, the Lanham Act is the legislation that made “Rosie
the Riveter” possible. With the men off to war and a labor shortage in the
factories, it funded day care facilities in factories so women could work. Then,
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With the Lanham Act providing
day care, women replaced men in
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when the war ended, Congress cut funding and women had to return home;
between 1945 and 1947, 2.7 million women lost their jobs in industry.81 The
Lanham Act demonstrated that, like other kinds of social needs, no ﬁxed
rules govern the provision of day care. As the New Deal demonstrated and
as our subsequent history conﬁrms, social welfare legislation frequently responds to the needs of the labor market.

Post–World War II to the Great Society (1946–1968)
The cold war frames the period 1946–1968. Emerging from World War II as
the world’s dominant superpower, the United States faced the challenge of
the Soviet Union, which detonated an atomic bomb in 1949, only four years
after the United States had. Over the next twenty years, the United States
desegregated public schools, enacted civil and voting rights legislation, and
launched a War on Poverty. Social movements pushed hard for all this domestic legislation. At the same time, however, foreign policy considerations
pervade much of it.
American opinion makers often said during this period that we were engaged in a struggle for the “hearts and minds” of nonaligned people through258
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out the world. When they made these statements, they usually referred to
newly independent countries in Asia and Africa, where former colonies of
England and France were now trying to chart a political and economic course
for themselves between the private enterprise model of the United States and
the communism of the Soviet Union. Although they admired some parts of
the U.S. model, African and Asian leaders also knew that if they visited
Washington and took a drive into the Virginia countryside, they would have
to drink out of “colored only” water fountains. In the great battle between
capitalism and communism, this experience was hardly calculated to win their
hearts and minds.82
From this perspective, then, the social legislation of this period had an
additional dimension. As always, it responded partly to social movements, to
the labor market, and to the needs of a changing economy. But it also was
something more: an attempt to eliminate segregation as the most obvious
blemish on U.S. society. In this instance, at least, foreign policy concerns
made domestic reform possible.
Quite apart from civil rights, the cold war had one other overriding effect
on social legislation. The Soviet Union presented another model of how an
economy could operate, one in which almost everything was top-down, nationalized, and collective. Although the United States rightly rejected this
model, the mere fact of its existence opened up more possibilities for the
public sector. Even as the United States sought to distinguish its mixed public/private economy from the purely national ownership of Soviet communism, its own social policies went in a more liberal direction.
The Economy

One feature, in particular, distinguishes this period of the twentieth century:
it was the time when income gains were most broadly shared. In the postwar
era, U.S. production workers’ real wages grew 2.5 to 3 percent per year. Beneﬁts spread, too. In 1950, union contracts provided pensions to just 10 percent of all production workers, and just 30 percent included insurance. Only
ﬁve years later, 45 percent of all contracts offered pensions, and 70 percent
offered health insurance.
Pent-up demand catapulted the economy forward. When GIs returned to
start families, they got a college degree through the GI bill, bought houses
with government-subsidized loans, and then ﬁlled the houses with dishwashers, washing machines, televisions, and refrigerators—all the new consumer
goods of the postwar era.83 Admittedly, the path upward was not unbroken:
recessions in 1949, 1958, and 1961 drove the unemployment rate to unacceptable levels (5.9 percent in 1949, 6.8 and 6.7 percent in 1958 and 1961).
Still, these downturns were brief enough that more than ever before, many
Americans reveled in their feelings of a shared prosperity.
The key to this prosperity was deﬁcit spending. Coming out of World War
II, many U.S. political leaders were concerned that demobilization of the
military would return the United States to the high unemployment of
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the 1930s. Deﬁcit spending had been used in the Depression and throughout
the war; in fact, by the end of the war, the United States was spending more
than double its actual revenues (received $45 billion; expended $95 billion).
It was, however, an entirely new policy to rely on peacetime deﬁcits in a
reasonably well-functioning economy. But faced with the political and economic risks of another depression, the federal government could no longer
rely on spending by American consumers. If they did not spend enough to
keep the economy going, the government would go into deﬁcit. And it did,
not only for most of this period, but for almost all of the next thirty years.84
This deﬁcit spending had another aspect. From World War II on, deﬁcit
spending in the United States is closely intertwined with what some call the
warfare/welfare state.85 They contend that the federal budget, particularly the
deﬁcit, comes from spending on warfare or welfare. Of course, as chapter 3
explained, in a multibillion-dollar budget, any part of the budget could be
deﬁned as extra, and there is no way to determine exactly what the deﬁcit
pays for. Nevertheless, the extent of military and/or welfare spending does
seem to have performed a critical function in ensuring the economy’s health.
Before the Great Society legislation of 1964–68, the tilt was emphatically
toward military spending. For example, during the Korean War (1950–53),
the government reduced unemployment from 5.9 percent in 1949 to 2.9 percent. One year after the war ended, the unemployment rate immediately shot
back up to 5.5 percent. Similarly, while unemployment reached 6.7 percent
in 1961 before the buildup to the Vietnam War, the combination of spending
on both warfare and Great Society welfare programs reduced it to 3.6 percent
in 1968.86 It is not, then, just that the government engaged in deﬁcit spending, but that the content of deﬁcit spending seems to have had such a decisive
effect on whether the economy performed well or badly.
The feeling of prosperity arising from the combination of military and
social welfare spending also had psychological consequences. For the ﬁrst time
in a generation, most Americans felt reasonably secure. The primary menace
came not from economic insecurity, but from overseas: the Korean War, the
cold war with the Soviet Union, and after the Soviet Union exploded its
ﬁrst nuclear bomb in 1949, the constant threat of nuclear holocaust. Nevertheless, by the 1950s and early 1960s, a comfortable feeling of normality
had settled over many homes and communities: work was regular, and there
were baby boomers to raise. Whatever unruly feelings lay underneath, Americans felt secure enough to extend some of the beneﬁts they enjoyed to previously excluded racial minorities. This psychology explains, in part, the timing of the Great Society. For a brief moment in the mid-1960s, the economy
made people feel that giving to others took very little away from themselves.
Politics

When political scientists talk about periods of dominance by one party, they
usually describe the postwar period as part of an extended New Deal coalition,
one that lasted from 1932 to 1968. Just as the Republicans dominated from
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1896 to 1932, interrupted only by President Woodrow Wilson (1912–20) as
the one two-term Democrat, so the postwar period following on the New
Deal was predominantly Democratic, except for President Dwight D. Eisenhower (1952–60) as the one two-term Republican. Although these political
signposts are accurate, they do not really reﬂect the political challenges from
right and left that helped frame the politics of the period.
The challenge from the right came in the form of McCarthyism. Named
after Senator Joseph McCarthy (R-Wisconsin), McCarthyism’s heyday began
in 1950, when he claimed to have a list of 205 communists (which he never
showed) currently working in the State Department. It ended in 1954, when
the Senate censured him after the Army-McCarthy hearings.
McCarthy himself was the most visible symbol of a “red scare” that made
anyone who spoke about poverty or racism vulnerable to the charge of being
a communist. In the years after World War II, the scare silenced key elements
of the progressive coalition, especially unions, eleven of which were expelled
from the CIO. The largest of these unions, the United Electrical Workers,
saw its membership drop from 300,000 to 50,000. In addition, under pressure
from President Harry Truman’s Federal Employee Loyalty Program and government investigators such as the House Un-American Activities Committee,
thousands of teachers, screenwriters, and social workers lost their jobs. At the
University of Pittsburgh School of Social Work, for example, a long-running
campaign led to the resignation of prominent faculty members, including
Grace Marcus, Ruth Smalley, and Marion Hathway. With anticommunism,
conservatives could keep the more liberal tendencies of the Second New Deal
out of the politics of the postwar era.87
While, from the right, anticommunism limited the politics of social reform,
internal conﬂicts within the Democratic Party ﬁnally drove it to address racial
issues. Although a majority of the black electorate voted Democratic for the
ﬁrst time in 1936, most blacks still lived in the South, where they could not
vote at all. But as agriculture in the South modernized, blacks lost agricultural
work and moved north. By 1960, 90 percent of all northern blacks were
located in the ten northern states with the largest number of electoral votes.
This development put the southern, white part of the Democratic Party—
the “Solid South”—in direct conﬂict with its northern, urban, and increasingly black counterpart.
Local politics further complicated this dilemma because white ethnics provided the political base for the Democratic machine in northern cities like
Boston, Chicago, New York, Detroit, and Philadelphia. Unsure that he could
count on southern Democrats wary of his Catholicism during his 1960 bid
for the White House, John F. Kennedy turned to the black vote in the northern cities. Doubts about his seriousness held their vote down to 69 percent,
but the turnout in many northern cities did tip some key states into the
Democratic column. Cautious throughout his administration, Kennedy eventually signed an executive order barring discrimination in federally subsidized
housing, but he never sent a civil rights bill to Congress.88 Still, his pursuit
of electoral votes blended with President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society
Social Welfare History in the United States

261

civil rights legislation to tie African Americans to the Democratic Party for
the rest of the century.
Until the rise of a powerful movement against the Vietnam War in the
mid-1960s, McCarthyism on the right and the civil rights movement on the
left deﬁned the basic contours of domestic politics. Like other domestic issues,
social welfare policy existed within those limits. To be sure, there were some
new legislative initiatives. The most notable of these include the enfeebled
Full Employment Bill of 1946 (discussed in chapter 9), which did not guarantee full employment; the Housing Act of 1949 (discussed in chapter 10),
which cleared slums in the cities and subsidized the growth of the suburbs;
the addition of disability insurance to the Social Security Act in 1956 (see
chapter 8); and the 1962 amendments to that Act, which, for the ﬁrst time,
authorized the federal government to reimburse states for the provision of
social services. At a time when the very notion of a welfare state sounded
“socialistic,” the politics of the era inevitably limited these new programs.
Ideology

Cold war liberalism was this era’s dominant ideology. While the liberalism of
the New Deal was experimental, if ﬂawed, the liberalism of the postwar era
was careful and muted. Believing that the history of the Soviet Union demonstrated that socialism meant totalitarianism, cold war liberalism reasoned
that a few well-chosen policies could preserve the private enterprise system.
These policies included use of Keynesian deﬁcit spending to promote growth
and prosperity, collective bargaining, and a modest welfare state. Growth
would propel the private sector; business proﬁts would ﬁnance increased
wages; workers would buy more; and with everyone integrated into a statesupervised capitalist economy, the United States could embark on an unending cycle of material progress. As long as these policies produced a great
middle-class democracy, there was no need to do anything more.89
As the 1950s wore on, however, the emergence of a democratic left began
to challenge cold war liberalism. Supported by students—at ﬁrst, primarily
those at the elite schools, young people under the inﬂuence of Beat writers
such as Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg, and literary intellectuals like Norman Mailer and Irving Howe—this ideology pressed for genuine racial equality, criticized the arms race with the Soviet Union, and insisted that additional social programs would make the United States more, not less, of a
democracy. For them, cold war liberalism was a cramped ideology offering a
narrow range of policy options. Tentatively at ﬁrst, and then with increasing
conﬁdence, they tried to carve out an ideology to compensate for what they
saw as the defects of both capitalism and communism.90
In social welfare, the call for a new political consciousness came in the
form of Michael Harrington’s classic volume, The Other America. Published
in 1962, the book exploded the postwar myth that the United States had
vanquished poverty. Amid the constant refrains about the United States as
a middle-class society, it was easy to overlook the 40 to 50 million Americans
262

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy

who were still poor, including the low-income elderly, miners in Appalachia,
African Americans in the cities, and Mexican Americans in the Southwest.
Harrington was probably naı̈ve in his assumption that if Americans just knew
about poverty, they would do something about it. Nor was he very explicit
in his belief that doing something about poverty would require government
planning and social investment—the kind of policies pioneered by Sweden
and other advanced European welfare states. But despite these drawbacks,
The Other America stimulated public interest in the issue and created an
opening for discussion of some new approaches. When President Kennedy
read it and declared the abolition of poverty a major domestic goal, it became
the book that launched the War on Poverty.91
Social Movements

The struggle for racial equality, the women’s movement, and opposition to
the Vietnam War were the three great social movements of this period. The
struggles for racial quality led to such social welfare legislation as the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and, for a short time to
quiet the tumult, a signiﬁcant expansion of public assistance. Although
women were also guaranteed equality under the Civil Rights Act—southern
congressmen actually added this provision in an effort to defeat it—genuine
enforcement of the Act awaited founding of the National Organization for
Women (1966) and the maturation of the women’s movement into an organized constituency focusing on equal pay, reproductive rights, and ending
domestic violence. The third great social movement, against the Vietnam
War, addressed a foreign rather than a domestic issue. Money spent on the
war was money not spent on poverty, race relations, and social welfare. By
itself, this glaring fact angered and politicized a large segment of the population.
The modern civil rights movement dates from the NAACP’s successful
1954 suit, Brown v. Board of Education, which desegregated schools and
thereby called into question the legality of racial segregation in every other
public facility. Drawing on its base, ﬁrst in African American churches and
later in black colleges, the movement deepened and spread. In late 1955,
Rosa Parks, a seamstress who had recently attended workshops on organizing
at the Highlander School in Tennessee, refused to give up her seat for a white
man on a Montgomery, Alabama, bus. Her refusal set off a 381-day bus boycott that led to desegregation of the entire system and gave Martin Luther
King Jr., the minister of a local church, his ﬁrst national platform. Four years
later, four freshmen at Agricultural and Technical College in Greensboro,
North Carolina, sat in at a whites-only lunch counter. Their protest resulted
in the formation of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, the
1961 Freedom Rides to desegregate public transportation facilities throughout
the South, and a ﬂurry of national indignation about southern racial policies.92
The early civil rights movement practiced nonviolence. Gandhi had used
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nonviolence to win India’s independence from Great Britain; King, heavily
inﬂuenced by Gandhi, adopted the strategy for the United States. To some
extent, the strategy worked, but as the movement met resistance, younger
blacks in urban areas took to the streets. In the summer of 1964, as riots
swept through New York, Jersey City, Rochester, Chicago, and Philadelphia,
President Johnson began the War on Poverty, funded job training and community action programs within a newly established Ofﬁce of Economic Opportunity, and signed the Civil Rights Act. These legislative initiatives were
the ﬁrst time that the federal government devoted substantial resources to
racial issues. Looking at Head Start (early education for children), Job Corps
(job training for inner-city youth), and rising welfare payments in the inner
city, some social welfare historians of the civil rights movement have drawn
a pointed conclusion: although nonviolence gained political sympathy, only
disruption produced legislation that was really worthwhile.93
The feminist movement of the 1960s traces its origins to two different
sources. The ﬁrst group consisted of women who gravitated toward the more
traditional form of social organization, with elected ofﬁcers, bylaws, and established democratic procedures. Inﬂuenced by Betty Friedan’s 1963 classic
The Feminine Mystique and its critique of the “happy homemaker,” these are
the women, including Friedan herself, who founded the National Organization for Women in 1966. Less formally organized, a second, somewhat
younger group of mostly white women and typically recent college graduates
met in small groups that initially stressed consciousness-raising. Excluded from
the civil rights movements by the shift to Black Power and from the antiwar
movement by the fact that only men could resist the draft, they looked to
women’s liberation as the place to express themselves politically.94
Through 1968, the women’s movement had little to show for its efforts;
concrete results would come later, during the next thirty years. Nonetheless,
without yielding actual legislation, the movement did succeed in placing gender alongside race on the national agenda. The women’s movement as an
organized political force would soon pose the question of whether, in the
midst of the war in Vietnam, it was possible to address the concerns of either
constituency.
The antiwar movement underscored the importance of this question. Students were the ﬁrst identiﬁable group to oppose intervention in Southeast
Asia. Led by newly formed groups like Students for a Democratic Society,
the movement organized teach-ins on campus to oppose the war and spearheaded the ﬁrst antiwar march on Washington in 1965.95 Gradually, as opposition spread to other segments of U.S. society, some national leaders began
to emphasize the explicit conﬂict between domestic and military spending.
As King said, if the country could spend “35 billion dollars a year to ﬁght an
unjust, evil war in Vietnam, and 20 billion dollars a year to put a man on
the moon, it can spend billions of dollars to put God’s children on their own
two feet right here on earth.”96
In their respective ways, then, these three major social movements of the
1960s all focused on social welfare spending. African Americans and Latinos
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had a more developed movement, so they could talk explicitly about demands
for jobs, housing, and education. By contrast, the early stages of the women’s
movement stressed divorce law reform, equal pay for equal work, and passage
of the Equal Rights Amendment. Each of these reforms offered women more
economic independence, but if women were not successful on their own, they
also implied a greater need for social welfare. Finally, though the antiwar
movement ostensibly pointed to issues of foreign policy, one of its underlying
principles was that the United States could not squander great sums of money
on a war in Asia and still respond adequately to emerging domestic needs.
Each of these social movements made some headway in the 1960s. It is hardly
surprising, then, that for the rest of the twentieth century, Americans would
debate the public policy implications of their success.
History

The history of the postwar era subdivides neatly into three distinct periods.
In the ﬁrst period, roughly 1946–53, conservatives squelched the notion that
the postwar era would simply continue New Deal social policies. This is the
time of the 1946 Full Employment Act, which business successfully stripped
of any enforcement powers; the antiunion Taft-Hartley Act (1947), penalizing
workers for unauthorized strikes and allowing them to get a job without joining a union; and the red scare that silenced political dissent. In 1946–48, the
Republicans were actually in control of Congress, but even when they were
not, the political climate was unfavorable to major social welfare legislation.97
In 1954, however, Brown v. Board of Education desegregated the public
schools and the Senate censured McCarthy. The mood began to change. As
the civil rights movement grew and McCarthyism began to decline, the pace
of social change quickened. In 1956, Congress added disability payments to
the Social Security Act. In 1957, President Eisenhower sent the National
Guard to Little Rock, Arkansas, to desegregate Central High School and
signed a modest Civil Rights Act, the ﬁrst since Reconstruction, that Senate
Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson had skillfully steered through Congress.98
The early 1960s witnessed the success of the Freedom Rides, the 1962 Social
Security legislation liberalizing federal reimbursement for social services, and
in 1963, Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech on the
steps of the Washington mall. By then, the Kennedy administration, which
had wafﬂed on civil rights before, understood that signiﬁcant social welfare
legislation would be necessary to satisfy the movement’s demands.
During the third period, Kennedy’s assassination created the political momentum that made this legislation possible. In quick succession over four
years, Congress enacted and President Johnson signed the 1964 Civil Rights
Act; food stamps (1964); the 1965 Voting Rights Act; federal aid to education
(1965); Medicaid (1965); Medicare (1965); and many War on Poverty programs, including the Ofﬁce of Economic Opportunity, Head Start, Model
Cities, and Job Corps. Though expectations ran high and poverty did decline
from 1960 to 1972, the War on Poverty was not designed to redistribute
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welfare or restructure the economy, and its ﬁrst budget was only $800 million.
Caught up in a bureaucratic tangle of federal, state, and local agencies and
subject to withering criticism from many quarters, it stumbled so badly that
by the early 1970s, not much except Head Start and Job Corps was left of
its programs.99
The history of social work as a profession parallels this history of social
welfare. Through the early 1960s, the profession emphasized a casework
model whose counseling orientation viewed the client’s behavior apart from
a social context. With material on alcoholism, delinquency, and school problems ﬁlling the journals, Social Work, the organ of the NASW, published just
two articles on the civil rights movement and one on the threat of nuclear
war before 1963. In 1957, Marion K. Sanders’s article for Harper’s magazine
nicely captured the professional concerns of social work at midcentury. “The
day after the bomb fell,” she wrote, “the doctor was out binding radiation
burns. The minister prayed and set up a soup kitchen in the ruined chapel.
The policeman herded stray children to the rubble heap where a teacher had
improvised a classroom. And the social workers wrote a report; since two had
survived, they held a conference on ‘Interpersonal Relationships in a Time
of Intensiﬁed Anxiety States.’ ”100
When Johnson declared a War on Poverty, however, the profession did an
about-face. Suddenly, community organizing courses appeared in social work
schools, and new groups like the National Welfare Rights Organization challenged the whole concept of professionalism as a means of maintaining power
and enforcing social control. With the feminist movement questioning male
dominance of a largely female profession and black social workers establishing
separate organizations, social work broadened to include social action, social
change, and social policy.101 Although a strong commitment to this diversiﬁcation would not last long, it would, like the War on Poverty, echo throughout the next generation.

1969–Present: The Conservative Response
The period after 1969 seems quite diverse. After all, it includes the conservative Republican presidencies of Richard Nixon (1969–74), Ronald Reagan
(1981–89), and the two George Bushes (the father, 1989–93, and the son,
2001–), as well as two Democratic presidents, Jimmy Carter (1977–81) and
Bill Clinton (1993–01). Because Reagan ran against Carter, Clinton ran
against George Bush, and Clinton’s vice president Al Gore ran against George
W. Bush, the distinctions between the parties’ social policy positions are often
exaggerated. But in fact, there has been considerable continuity throughout
this period, because it was a time when the market had a freer hand and both
Democrats and Republicans took a step back (one smaller and one larger)
from the social policy gains of the 1960s.102
A review of our ﬁve factors clariﬁes the enormous consequences for social
welfare policy. The orientation of economics became more conservative.
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Swayed by campaign contributions and inﬂuenced by conservative foundations and think tanks, politics turned to the right as well. Ideology justiﬁed
this rightward drift, fragmenting the social movements of the 1960s and fostering conservative groups on issues like abortion and taxes to counter them.
As a result, when we look back at the history of this period, social welfare
policy seems, at best, to have stalled.
Economics

Mainstream economics returned to the belief that markets are self-adjusting
and operate best with the least interference. It set out six principles to guide
economic policy in this period: (1) globalization and free trade; (2) tax relief;
(3) privatization and deregulation; (4) labor ﬂexibility; (5) restraints on social
welfare; and (6) the commercialization of social costs. All six principles ﬂow
from the notion that only the unimpeded market should establish a price for
goods and services. Recent economic policy will seem a lot clearer once you
understand the basis for this reasoning.
Globalization and free trade involve price setting because they rest on the
premise that goods and services should be made where they can be produced
most efﬁciently. If one country can produce video monitors for less money
than another, then that is where video monitors should be made. Presumably,
other countries will be more efﬁcient making different products, and the
countries will all trade with one another. In theory, then, this whole system
is a true model of efﬁciency, because every nation is doing what it does best.
As we explained in chapter 3, the problem with this theory is apparent
in its practice. Although some countries have natural resources such as oil or
gas that others do not, much of the new information technology depends
more on the availability of a cheap and willing labor force. By playing one
national workforce off against another, corporations can choose the country
in which they want to invest. In effect, it is their power to inﬂuence the
government’s economic policy on wages, working conditions, and the environment—not the “natural” operation of the market—that determines how
much multinational corporations pay a particular workforce to produce a particular product.
Tax relief is a second guiding principle. Why, this theory contends, should
businesspeople risk their investments if the proﬁts get taxed away? What right,
some people argue, does the government have to take my hard-earned money?
Relying on these premises, policymakers have effectively slashed the highest
rate of taxes on income in half, from 70 percent in 1981 down to 35 percent
under George W. Bush in 2001. With the exception of Clinton’s tax hike in
1993, the system over the past thirty years has become steadily less progressive.
Mainstream economic theory has argued for privatization and deregulation
on similar grounds. The premise is that environmental and oversight regulations place an undue burden on business enterprise and interfere with the
market’s natural functioning. What this argument overlooks, of course, is that
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In a conservative era, Bill Clinton felt he had to
compromise with conservatives on issues like
welfare reform and deregulation.

in the past, the “natural functioning of the market” engaged in unethical
business practices, despoiled our environment, and sold adulterated foods and
medicines that threatened our health; that is why we enacted the regulations
in the ﬁrst place, and why, after Enron, we will probably enact some of them
again. Likewise, over the years, some services such as education, ﬁre protection, and sanitation have become public services because everyone needs
them, and it is difﬁcult for the private sector to proﬁt from them. In recent
years, mainstream economic theory has dismissed all of these objections. As
a result, Republicans at every level of government have sought to privatize
and deregulate, and Democrats have, at best, tried half-heartedly to stop
them.
The fourth cornerstone of economic policymaking has been the push for
labor ﬂexibility. Arising out of intensifying competition in the global marketplace, labor ﬂexibility typically has meant that workers should be more
ﬂexible—in other words, more willing to give back beneﬁts and accept lower
wages. The international labor market has expanded now to include countries
where the wages are as low as $2 or $3 a day, and mainstream economists
contend that American workers have to accept lower wages if they want to
keep their jobs. Hence, economic theory has justiﬁed and businesses have
implemented policies to hold down wages for most of the past thirty years.
The ﬁfth and perhaps most directly relevant economic principle of the
modern period has been the campaign to contain social welfare. This campaign has taken several different forms. Some see social welfare as a simple
matter of too much federal spending. They maintain that when the federal
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government runs a deﬁcit, it competes with the private sector for capital and
drives up the interest rate on borrowed funds. Others contend that the existence of social welfare disrupts the marketplace’s natural capacity for price
setting because it requires employers to pay higher wages to attract a labor
force. From this perspective, when unemployment beneﬁts are too generous,
the salary workers demand may exceed the actual value of their contribution
to the ﬁrm. All these conﬂicts between social welfare and the market have
led to a fundamental principle of modern policymaking: whenever social welfare and the market clash, social welfare must give way.
Yet, while the new economy tries to erase the old forms of social welfare,
new forms of social welfare have reappeared in their place. The most prominent of these involves the delivery of social services to the imprisoned. Prisons house and feed some 2.1 million people. Prison is the place where they
get their mental health services and are treated for their physical ailments.
For many, it is also the site of some additional schooling. Prison inmates
receive services inside a jail that other poor people receive outside. In short,
the jail has replaced the poorhouse. It is the new form of indoor relief, an
old institution put to additional uses.
At 700 incarcerations per 100,000 people, the United States has the highest per capita prison population in the world. This population is heavily black
and Hispanic. Overall, almost 5 percent of African American men are incarcerated; among males 25–29 years old, the proportion reaches 10 percent.
The rate is about 3 percent for Hispanic males of the same age, but little
more than 1 percent for whites.103 The war on drugs has signiﬁcantly inﬂated
these numbers, imprisoning blacks and Hispanics at two to three times their
actual rate of drug use.104
Two signiﬁcant economic facts stand out about this population. In the
past, policymakers have often deployed social welfare to discipline the workforce. By cutting beneﬁts, social welfare policy pressured workers to accept
lower wages. Now, however, the discipline of prison has partly replaced the
discipline of social welfare. Where social welfare used to be employed to
discipline the workforce, now prison disciplines the workforce—or, perhaps
more accurately, the less employable portion of the workforce—before it is
eligible for social services.
The second critical fact about this policy is that although imprisoning
more than 2 million people is expensive, it is not, in economic terms, only
a social cost. Instead, through the trend toward privatization of prisons, the
social cost of housing the incarcerated has been converted into a proﬁtable
business. In fact, the leading private corrections company, Corrections Corporation of America (CCA), now operates sixty facilities with ﬁfty-nine thousand beds in twenty-one states, making it the sixth largest prison system in
the country.105 CCA and its allies claim that it costs less to imprison people
in a privately run institution. Opponents dispute this contention and further
insist that only the state has a right to administer punishment. Yet the fundamentals of this debate go far beyond prisons. The notion that criminals
should not be the only people to make money from crime illustrates the sixth
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and ﬁnal principle of the modern U.S. economy: if the ﬁrst ﬁve principles
have harmful consequences, even those consequences have commercial possibilities.
Politics

For most of the past thirty years, two key political issues—the politics of taxes
and the politics of race—have pervaded social welfare. Indeed, in some conservative politicians’ skillful hands, these issues are intimately linked. Facing
a decline in their living standard, many white lower- and middle-income
workers have been especially receptive to racial appeals. Even though AFDC
typically accounted for just 1 percent of the federal budget, they imagined
their taxes were high because so much money went to welfare programs for
people of color.
This argument is appealing for two reasons. It is appealing to the workers
themselves, because, though they cannot do much to control the businesses
that pay them less, their votes do give them some control over their government. Their votes, in turn, have great appeal for conservative politicians. If,
as a conservative, you believe that tax rates on those with the highest income
should be low, you must tackle the obvious problem that the top 1 or top 5
percent of the population do not make up a voting majority. To cut taxes on
the richest Americans, you must identify a larger group of people and convince them that they will beneﬁt, too. As part of this strategy, it always helps
to claim that some important social welfare programs subsidize mostly racial
minorities.
The ﬁrst salvo in the campaign to tie taxes to racial minorities came in
1978, when voters in California enacted Proposition 13. By slashing property
taxes, this proposition kindled a national revolt against taxation for welfare
spending. Ronald Reagan, the former governor of California, supported the
proposition and frequently repeated the argument when he became president.106 When he and other conservative politicians attacked “welfare
queens,” no careful listener could think that they were talking about white
women.
Several decades of these arguments had a powerful cumulative effect.
Again, with support from professional economists, angry white voters created
a political climate that made it possible to reduce taxes. At the same time,
many of these same voters clamored for changes in our social welfare system.
Even though African Americans and whites usually constitute about the same
proportion of the total program, this constituency believed the racial myths
about public assistance and insisted on the social welfare cutbacks that led
to the 1996 welfare reform.
Since passage of that Act, the linkage of taxes and welfare seems to have
weakened. The September 11, 2001, attack on the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon may even speed up this process. In its aftermath, public opinion
polls show a big leap in favorable attitudes toward government: 64 percent
of Americans now say they trust the federal government “nearly always” or
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“most of the time.” At double what it was a year before, this percentage is
the highest level of trust in government since 1966.107 To be sure, this jump
in conﬁdence could simply reﬂect a temporary turn to government when the
nation has been attacked. At the same time, since both warfare and welfare
involve mobilization of resources, it is possible that the mobilization for war
may bolster some social welfare programs.
Ideology

It is hardly surprising that several fundamentally conservative ideologies
should dominate a fundamentally conservative period. The emphasis here is
on the plural, because the dominant conservatism has actually taken several
different forms. In fact, since the 1970s, the dominant conservatism has been
different in each decade: Nixon’s standard Republicanism for the 1970s, Reagan’s Social Darwinism for the 1980s, and “market populism” in the 1990s.
All these ideologies share a preference for the marketplace, but they diverge
substantially in their attitude toward social welfare.
Nixon’s conservatism in the late 1960s and early 1970s grew out of a
critique of the Great Society programs. His particular variety of conservativism rested on a strong federal government, one that could turn on its own
anticommunism and make a strategic alliance with China, while simultaneously using social policy to build a “silent majority” of whites resentful of the
1960s. Although Nixon’s New Federalism did begin to shift social welfare
services to the states, he is also the only president who ever seriously tried
to legislate a national guaranteed income (the Family Assistance Plan, in
1969). Nixon also enacted (in 1972) a 20 percent increase in Social Security
beneﬁts, which he then indexed to inﬂation; established the Supplemental
Security Income program that federalized state beneﬁts to the aged, blind,
and disabled (1972); and passed the Comprehensive Employment Training
Act (1973). Nixon played on resentment of the programs for the poor, but
he was never a right-wing populist denouncing Washington, mostly because
he relished deploying the power of Washington for his own ends.
Reagan’s conservatism was harsher. Building up the military and condemning most social welfare programs, Reagan’s approach expressed his Social
Darwinist philosophy: the successful deserve to succeed and those who fail
get what they deserve. Whereas Nixon shifted resources to build his political
coalition, Reagan cut social welfare, slashing the public housing program,
tightening eligibility for AFDC, and reducing spending on food stamps.108
This shift in conservative ideology reﬂects a new attitude toward the poor.
Nixon’s ideology assumed that although too much money had been spent on
the poor, they were still part of U.S. society; according to Reagan, however,
poor people are little more than a drain on the budget and something less
than full citizens.
The third variety of conservative thinking arose during the stock market
boom of the 1990s. Best described as market populism, this ideology equates
markets with democracy and assumes that they express the will of the people
Social Welfare History in the United States
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better than the political process. In its vision, the corporate CEO is actually
a populist statesman acting on behalf of “the common man.” Though business
is organized hierarchically and its decision making is not democratic, the
market populist makes much of all the new choices people can enjoy, with
the one large exception that there is no alternative to the market itself. And
because all social policy is market-based, it has little to do except to privatize,
deregulate, and ensure a healthy environment for business.109 Most signiﬁcant,
because poor people are barely visible in this environment, market populism
does not even bother to attack them. If, in the 1970s, conservatism saw the
poor as citizens and in the 1980s it viewed them as lazy and deﬁcient, in the
1990s, market populism treated them as if they were just not there.
Social Movements

The social movements of the past thirty-ﬁve years present an ambiguous picture. Some social movements, such as those for women and African Americans, seem to have lost momentum. Others, such as the gay and lesbian
movement, have overcome great obstacles to make substantial progress. Most
recently, after a long period without new progressive social forces, the antiglobalization movement has arisen to offer a glimmer of hope for the development of an international social policy.
The women’s movement and the civil rights movement followed similar
paths. Through the early 1970s, each was strong with powerful groups behind
it. The feminist movement had the National Organization for Women, plus
many local women’s liberation groups. The civil rights movement had the
NAACP, the Urban League, and countless black churches and local political
organizations providing activists. Each of these movements succeeded in legitimizing its respective cause, so that most women today see themselves as
equal to men, openly racist statements are increasingly unacceptable, and
both women and African Americans have assumed ever more prominent
positions in our public life. In this process, however, both movements stopped
functioning as organized social movements. Partly, they ran into conservative
opposition, with campaigns against the Equal Rights Amendment, the prochoice movement, and every example of afﬁrmative action, from college admission to government money for minority businesses. But they also came
apart internally: from programs for battered women to job training in the
inner cities, each won enough to take the edge off people’s anger and make
the militancy go away.110
The modern gay rights movement began with the 1969 Stonewall Rebellion. When New York City police raided the Stonewall, a gay bar in Greenwich Village, the patrons fought back, sparking a riot that lasted for two days.
The Gay Liberation Front, the Lambda Defense and Educational Fund, and
the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force were all established in the next
couple of years. But conservatives and the religious right mobilized as well,
successfully repealing gay rights ordinances in several states and cities. Nevertheless, despite the ongoing threat of violence and the murders of people
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like Harvey Milk, a gay member of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors,
and Matthew Shepard, a 21-year-old student who was beaten and tied to a
fence outside Laramie, Wyoming, in 1998, the movement has made slow but
steady progress. Gays and lesbians can adopt children in some localities, discrimination based on sexual orientation is now illegal in a number of states,
and many employers, especially in the public sector and some large corporations such as Disney, give spousal beneﬁts to gay and lesbian partners.111 As
a result of these changes, though three-quarters of gays, lesbians, and bisexuals
report some experience with discrimination, the same percentage say that
they feel more accepted than they did several years ago.112
Apart from the hard-won successes of the gay and lesbian movement,
social activists have not had much to celebrate over the past thirty years. So
the antiglobalization movement of the late 1990s seemed a harbinger of
changing political times. The antiglobalization movement criticizes free trade
policy and protests international organizations such as the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund that loan money to countries only if they
reduce public spending on social needs. In demonstrations at Seattle in 1999,
Washington, D.C., in 2000, and Quebec in 2001, it has contended that the
capacity of the multinational corporation to bend the global economy to its
own needs demands the establishment of social policies that are both international and democratic. With this criticism, the antiglobalization movement
became a vehicle for activists to air opinions otherwise ignored in recent
years.
Perhaps you have participated in one of these contemporary social movements. Even if you have not, you may well identify with the issues they raise.
Social movements always raise policy issues, but these seem an especially apt
demonstration of how much social movements can deﬁne the public agenda.
By reshaping popular opinion and applying pressure on decision makers, they
have consistently helped to produce a different policy outcome.
History

The history of social welfare policy since 1969 deﬁnes the framework of your
social work practice today. If you deal with income security programs, it is
important to know that after Nixon increased Social Security in 1972, two
other social security “crises” followed within a decade, in 1977 and 1983,
both of which increased Social Security taxes. This information places the
current debate about privatization of Social Security in a broader historical
context. So, too, it is helpful to know about the long-term decline in the
value of public assistance, which led to the welfare reform bill of 1996, as
well as a parallel decline in the value and use of unemployment beneﬁts. We
discuss all these issues at greater length in the next chapter.
The last third of the century has not been kind to the reputation of employment programs either. As chapter 9 highlights, Nixon’s passage of the
Comprehensive Employment Training Act in 1973 was the high point of
public sector job training in the post–World War II period. But after Reagan
Social Welfare History in the United States
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enacted the Job Training Partnership Act in 1983, job training turned away
from the public sector to emphasize workfare for welfare clients. This model
lasted ﬁfteen years, until Clinton’s Workforce Investment Act of 1998 established the possibility for some diversiﬁcation in our job training programs.
If you want to help your clients get housing, the recent history of housing
policy gives you very little room to maneuver. The 1974 Housing and Community Development Act, with its famous provision for Section 8 subsidized
housing, marked the ﬁrst turn away from the public sector. After Reagan
slashed housing subsidies by 75 percent between 1981 and 1988, housing for
the poor became ever scarcer and homelessness proliferated. For several years
in the mid-1990s, Congress even refused to fund any new Section 8 housing.
When it did focus on housing again, Congress broadened the income eligibility requirements for admission to public housing, making it likely that the
1998 Housing Reform Act will reduce the number of units available to poor
people. Chapter 10 covers this history in more detail.
As a social worker, it is hard to avoid encountering our health care system,
with all that its recent history says about its successes and failures. As we
discussed in chapter 1, the explosion of costs in Medicare for the elderly and
Medicaid for the poor drove the Reagan administration to experiment with
diagnostic related groupings. Relying on the proﬁt motive, DRGs allot a speciﬁc amount for each diagnosis, enabling hospitals to pocket the difference if
their patients leave early. Together with the rise of for-proﬁt HMOs, this
health care model has contributed to a conception of health care as a market
commodity, with the best health care in the world for those who can afford
it existing alongside some 41 million Americans who have no health coverage
at all. And, as chapter 11 spells out, when Clinton in 1994 made a major
effort to address some of these problems, his health care reform bill became
his ﬁrst term’s most prominent legislative failure.
The recent history of food policy is closely tied with the growth of hunger
and homelessness. If you have clients who need to supplement their income
with food stamps or rely on a food pantry or soup kitchen for some meals,
our patchwork system of voluntary food programs may seem quite inadequate.
As chapter 12 explains in the ﬁnal policy analysis, after the establishment of
the food stamp program in 1964, the number of recipients climbed so rapidly
that Reagan discontinued the public outreach program. Reports of growing
hunger among the poor appear to be true: religious and other nonproﬁt organizations have been swamped in their efforts to address the need.
This history has had a cumulative effect on contemporary social work
practice. You are not studying social welfare policy in the 1960s, when there
were heightened possibilities. Instead, you are learning about it in the ﬁrst
decade of the twenty-ﬁrst century, when the potential for an activist social
welfare policy and an expansive social work practice has shrunk. Trends since
the 1960s, such as the decline of the feminist and civil rights movements,
the rise of corporate-dominated politics, and social policy’s subordination
to the marketplace, are key factors in explaining this shrinkage. To be sure,
there are always difﬁcult clients who reject your help. But the chances are
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that when you want to help and do not have the resources, a good deal of
the frustration you experience comes out of what has happened in social
welfare policy during the past thirty years.

The Historical Patterns
Understanding the history of U.S. social welfare is useful for two reasons.
First, it enriches our social work practice to identify a distinct historical pattern, to learn that the issues with which we grapple are not unique to our
individual work but instead have deep historical roots. Second, understanding
these roots is particularly important because at a time when there are more
limits on social work practice, you as a new member of the profession can
help to ﬁgure out how to push those limits back.
So, exactly what have we learned from this history of social welfare? Seven
distinct patterns seem evident:
1. The oldest and most persistent stereotype is that poverty is the individual’s own fault—that poor people have weaker moral ﬁber than other,
hardworking citizens. This belief divides working people as a class into two
distinct groups. Whether they have been labeled the worthy and the unworthy poor, the working and nonworking poor, or the working poor and the
underclass, U.S. social welfare history illustrates an apparent need to retain
this illusory distinction. As a result, only in a few historical periods have a
majority of Americans recognized that poverty comes out of the organization
of our political and economic life.
2. Issues of gender and race pervade the history of U.S. social welfare
policy. The “family ethic” has deﬁned women’s roles, rewarding those who
conform and punishing those who do not. In the process, it has also demonstrated how, depending on political and economic needs, social welfare
policy has funneled woman’s labor into either the workplace or the home.
Likewise, on the issue of race, social welfare policy has stigmatized and controlled people of color, deﬁning them as separate and reinforcing distinctions
between the white (worthy) and black and Latino (unworthy) poor. This
racialized division has been a key factor in keeping working people fragmented, legitimizing residualism, and consistently blocking universal social
policies.
3. Social welfare policy has often been punitive, and punitive policies are
part of a strategy of social discipline. By deterring poor people from relying
on welfare, they are forced to accept the available wage. Political and economic elites often rely on this strategy in times of transition (an agricultural
to an industrial economy, or an industrial to a service economy) because elites
can best manage this change when workers cannot easily fall back on social
programs.
4. Federalism has deﬁned much of social welfare policy’s evolution. The
fragmentation of the U.S. government into federal, state, and local organizations has consistently retarded policy development. The South’s ofﬁcial polSocial Welfare History in the United States
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icy of racial segregation was probably the single most important factor in this
fragmentation.
5. Progress in social welfare policy is reversible. There is nothing inevitable about the evolution of social welfare policy and the welfare state. Policies have been more generous at some times, less generous at others, and
will be so again.
6. The state has always been involved in social welfare policy. Although
there has long been a mixture of public and private contributions, there has
never been a golden age of voluntarism, and voluntarism has never been
adequate to the depth and complexity of social welfare–related problems.
7. The activity of the poor on their own behalf has been critical to progress in social welfare policy. The poor have gained through social movements, coalition, and conﬂict, but rarely through the disinterested benevolence of individuals or the state. That is why, when the poor have been quiet,
they have seen little progress, but when they have organized, some breakthroughs have been made.113
These seven patterns deﬁne U.S. social welfare history. Now that you have
reviewed them, you will undoubtedly recognize them in your practice. To
start, you can look for them in the policy analyses of the next ﬁve chapters.
At the same time, you can begin to think about these patterns as impediments
to good social work. How do you think their effects might be limited even
if they cannot be completely overcome?
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III
Policy Analyses:
Applying the Policy
Model

8
Income Support: Programs and Policies

I

ncome support programs provide cash—not services—to supplement the
income of individuals and families. The United States does not provide
many of the income support programs offered in other countries. For example,
the United States does not guarantee a minimum income, a monthly allowance for each child regardless of the family’s earnings, or paid family leave.
But the United States does offer a cluster of smaller, and mostly less adequate,
income programs. These programs include (1) Social Security retirement
(OASI); (2) disability insurance (DI); (3) Supplemental Security Income
(SSI); (4) Unemployment Insurance (UI); (5) Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF); (6) workers’ compensation; (7) the Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC); (8) general assistance; (9) experimental Individual Development Accounts (IDAs); and (10), still in its formulative stages, the Basic
Income Grant (BIG), a novel guaranteed income program. The ﬁrst eight
programs constitute the primary sources of income assistance in the United
States; the ninth (IDAs), however, has gained increasing attention. The tenth
(BIG) would uproot the most fundamental principles of U.S. social welfare.
This chapter describes each of these programs. It begins by exploring the
social change triggers that brought them into existence. Next, it reviews their
provisions and beneﬁts. Finally, following the policy model developed in the
preceding chapters, it looks at income support programs through the lens of
economics, politics, ideology, social movements, and history. By examining
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each program from all of these different angles, we should be able to obtain
a full portrait. From the beginning, however, one important point needs to
be remembered. Although we are going to treat each program separately, they
do not exist separately, and, in fact, interact with other forms of social support
in at least three different ways.
The ﬁrst way they interact is as coentitlements. In a coentitlement, the use
of one beneﬁt automatically entitles you to another. Hence, eligibility for
TANF automatically makes you eligible for food stamps and Medicaid. The
premise is that once you have demonstrated sufﬁcient poverty, you should
have access to all those programs serving the poorest of the poor.
The second interaction, automatic disentitlements, is the exact opposite. To
prevent duplication, it prohibits the receipt of beneﬁts from similar programs
at the same time. For example, if you are a disabled worker, the government
deducts your workers’ compensation beneﬁts from your disability insurance.
The third interaction involves an unintended coentitlement, which mistakenly authorizes people to get money from several different sources. Armed
Forces and civil service personnel used to get a military or civil service pension and then, if they wished, work for ten years to vest in Social Security.
By bringing them into the Social Security system in the mid-1980s, Congress
ended this dual eligibility.1
The larger point is that in the absence of a single large cash program like
a guaranteed annual income, people who need money may try to get it from
many different sources. Amid the maze of U.S. income supports, it is inevitable that these sources will both supplement and conﬂict with one another.

Poverty rate since 1960. Income support
programs are supposed to reduce poverty.
Looking at this chart, to what extent do you
think they have succeeded?
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Social Change Triggers
Try an experiment: ask a group of friends to explain what has led to the
development of new income support programs. Depending on their political
views, they would probably tell you either that people needed them, or that
some group made a lot of noise. They would not be completely wrong, but
they would not be completely right, either.
It is true that most poor and working people do not get assistance unless
they need assistance. But who deﬁnes that need? And of all the needs out
there, how does their particular need come to receive the necessary political
attention? The answers to these questions suggest that the trigger for new
income programs is a lot more complicated than one might initially think.
In fact, four different social change mechanisms prepared the way for the
passage of these income support programs. Reﬂecting the functions of social
welfare policy detailed in chapter 2, the ﬁrst involves an effort to stabilize the
marketplace; it explains a great deal about the spread of workers’ compensation. The second mechanism closely relates to issues of government structure
and political control, such as the desire for centralization; hence, in 1972, the
federal government took over the states’ individual programs for the aged,
blind, and temporarily disabled and combined them all into SSI. The third
mechanism arises when instability in the labor market requires more direct government intervention. First enacted in 1975, the EITC offered cash to supplement low-wage work. Finally, there is the classic trigger of social change
that Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward describe in their 1971 book,
Regulating the Poor, whereby an increase in social protest brings about a growth
in social programs.2 Enacted in response to social movements during the
Great Depression, the 1935 Social Security Act illustrates this mechanism.
With the understanding that none of these programs has a single cause as
the trigger for social change, let’s discuss each of these mechanisms in more
detail.
Marketplace Instability

The impetus for workers’ compensation came from a desire to stabilize the
marketplace. Death and injury on the job constituted a very serious problem
in early twentieth-century America. In 1904, 28 of every 10,000 railroad
workers died in an accident; in 1916, 1 of every 10 was injured. Similarly, in
1906, 48 of every 10,000 coal miners were killed. All told, 35,000 workers
were killed and 536,000 injured in U.S. industry each year from 1888 to
1908.3
Initially, workers sued but found it difﬁcult to collect. Employers took
refuge in a variety of legal defenses. They blamed accidents on the worker’s
own negligence; they invoked the “fellow servant” doctrine, whereby other
workers were at fault; or sometimes, they simply contended that workers had
accepted employment under conditions they knew to be dangerous. By 1908,
however, sixteen states had outlawed the fellow servant rule, and workers
Income Support: Programs and Policies
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began to win lawsuits. As their success in the courtroom forced employers to
buy more liability insurance, the total value of that coverage skyrocketed from
$200,000 in 1887 to $35 million in 1912.4
When workers die or are injured on the job, their families need some
income assistance. In the case of workers’ compensation, however, the trigger
for social change was less the injury and death of workers than the ﬁnancial
uncertainty that a ﬂood of lawsuits produced. As this uncertainty became
intolerable, one state after another enacted workers’ compensation. Minnesota, Wisconsin, and New York were the ﬁrst, beginning in 1909, but by
1920, forty-three states had passed legislation requiring employers to compensate their employees for injuries sustained at work. Typically, the legislation mandates employers to purchase insurance from either private insurance
companies or a state insurance fund. Once again, the impetus for this legislation was not the injuries themselves, but the desire to stabilize what had
become an increasingly unstable marketplace.5
Government Structure and Political Control

The second trigger for social change has more to do with government structure and political control. When President Franklin Roosevelt’s administration passed the Social Security Act in 1935, it allocated responsibility for
different social programs to different levels of the government. The retirement
part of Social Security went to the federal government; unemployment insurance went to a mixed federal/state arrangement; and welfare, known as
Aid to Dependent Children along with assistance to the aged, blind, and
disabled, got assigned to the states.
As circumstances changed over the next thirty years, this division of responsibility made less sense. The mechanization of southern agriculture meant
that employers did not have to depend on cheap African American farm
labor and the state-run welfare programs that helped to supply it. In addition,
as the Social Security system matured, it assumed responsibility for a larger
number of aged, blind, and disabled people who might otherwise have been
eligible for state aid. Faced with less state opposition to a comparatively small
program, the federal government could opt for administrative efﬁciency and
centralize responsibility for the aged, blind, and disabled. As another byproduct, the resulting program, SSI (1972), had the not so incidental consequence of turning those still receiving welfare from the states into the even
less worthy poor.6
Labor Market Instability

Instability in the labor market is the third trigger of social change. When
Congress authorized the EITC in 1975, the median American wage had just
begun a twenty-ﬁve-year-long slide. Although the program, which provides a
tax refund to low-wage workers, started quite small, Presidents Reagan, Bush,
and Clinton all expanded it. These expansions served two functions: they
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subsidized the income of low-wage workers and kept labor costs down for
employers. With liberals approving of the subsidy to workers and conservatives approving of the subsidy to business, the EITC helped to manage the
transition from a manufacturing to a service economy. Without the government’s intervention, the pressure for higher wages might have intensiﬁed.
Instead, a quarter-century of instability in the labor market brought forth the
EITC. There is just one problem with this system: taxpayers must foot the
bill for industry’s inability or unwillingness to pay a decent wage.
Social Unrest

Social unrest is the fourth and perhaps best-known trigger for change in
welfare programs. According to this theory, the political and economic system
depends on the silence of poor people. Because poor people do not customarily engage in disruption, their marches and demonstrations alter the ordinary rhythms of public life. Typically, ofﬁcials both condemn these actions
and increase their spending on welfare. Often, when the tumult dies down,
this spending is then cut back.7
Social unrest certainly helped to trigger the passage of the Social Security
Act in 1935. In the midst of the worst depression the United States has ever
experienced, the poor and unemployed took to the streets. When World War
I veterans launched the 1932 Bonus March on Washington to demand early
payment of monies promised eight years earlier, it took U.S. Army tanks
under the command of General Douglas MacArthur and Colonel Dwight D.
Eisenhower to disperse them. Likewise, as councils of the unemployed formed
in many cities, crowds of neighbors would sometimes block marshals trying
to evict tenants who could not pay the rent. In a prelude to Social Security,
the Townsend movement proposed a pension scheme in which everyone over
60 would receive $200 a month on the condition that they spent it immediately. With his platform of taxing the rich, some commentators thought
that Louisiana Governor Huey Long’s Share the Wealth campaign could
threaten the reelection of President Franklin Roosevelt. It was, in short, a
time when the popularity of radical ideas called into question the reluctance
of the federal government to address the failures of the private sector.8
An inclusive Social Security Act constituted one response to this turmoil.
Shaped by the Roosevelt-appointed Committee on Economic Security, the
Act provided retirement pensions for the aged, unemployment beneﬁts to
workers who lost their jobs, and assistance to children through ADC (later,
AFDC). As a federal intervention, the Act broke with previous U.S. social
policies. But it also represented the most conservative version of all the available policy options. It preserved the states’ rights to determine their own
eligibility standards in unemployment and welfare, ﬁnanced pensions with a
regressive payroll tax, and excluded health care and housing. Still, even
though the conservative tilt made its impact less sweeping than it otherwise
might have been, there is no denying its signiﬁcance. By providing poor and
working people with some federal support, it effectively proclaimed that they
Income Support: Programs and Policies
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were citizens, too. In the process, it also demonstrated the inﬂuence of social
unrest as a trigger of change in social policy.
Yet, the subsequent history of the Social Security Act does not completely
ﬁt the theory. In the 1960s, the welfare rights movement initially produced
a rapid growth in the welfare rolls, followed, when the movement declined,
by a sudden tightening. But there were no cutbacks in the aftermath of Social
Security. Several factors explain this difference. First, as an omnibus bill, the
pension/social insurance part of the Act provided some initial protection for
the welfare provision. Second, a return to normalcy usually precedes the cutback phase of the cycle. The late 1930s witnessed continued social unrest,
marked most dramatically by a surge in union organizing; at the same time,
the nation mobilized for war. In these anything-but-normal circumstances,
the classic pattern just did not hold.
Looking over this list of the triggers for social change, one theme stands out:
need alone is never enough. Except in social insurance programs like Social
Security that provide beneﬁts nearly universally, people do not receive money
unless they are needy. Nevertheless, the need for money is a necessary but
not sufﬁcient explanation for the decision to introduce a new income support
program. Whether it was rationalizing the marketplace, greater administrative
efﬁciency, subsidizing business and labor, or responding to social unrest, in
every instance, some other political or economic factor has also been required.
It is useful to keep this point in mind as we describe these programs

Social Security
Ofﬁcially designated OASDI (Old Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance),
the Social Security program includes both an old-age pension and disability
insurance. We ﬁrst discuss the old age pension and analyze the George W.
Bush administration’s proposals for reform through privatization. In the next
section, we describe disability insurance.
The Social Security retirement program is the single largest social program
in the United States. Social Security covers more than 154 million workers
and currently provides beneﬁts to some 46 million people (39 million in
pension beneﬁts to retired workers and their survivors, and 7 million through
disability). In 2002, the average monthly Social Security beneﬁt for all retired
workers was $874 a month. As a maximum, however, a single worker could
get $1,660 a month, and an aged couple could receive as much as $1,454
each. To be eligible for these beneﬁts, you must have the equivalent of forty
quarters (ten years). Since 1978, individuals receive credit on an annual basis
by earning a preestablished minimum up to a maximum of four quarters a
year. Raised annually in step with the average wage, this minimum is currently
set at $870.9
Every year, the government increases Social Security beneﬁts through costof-living adjustments keyed to the previous year’s inﬂation rate. In addition,
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as a result of the Senior Citizens’ Freedom to Work Act of 2000, while $1
in Social Security beneﬁts is still deducted for every $2 in earnings above
$11,280 for those aged 62–65, there is no longer any limit on how much
retired persons can earn once they reach their sixty-ﬁfth birthday.10
Payroll taxes fund the Social Security program. Both employers and employees pay 6.2 percent of the worker’s salary up to the income ceiling to
fund Social Security, and another 1.45 percent on all earnings to fund Medicare. In 2003, the income ceiling is $87,000. That is why if you look for
deductions on your paycheck under FICA (the Federal Insurance Contributions Act), you will see that 7.65 percent (6.20% ⫹ 1.45%) has been deducted up to that ceiling. The ceiling rises almost every year, but does not
apply to the 1.45 percent Medicare tax, which is collected regardless of income. The self-employed shoulder responsibility for both the worker and employer contribution; their tax rate is 15.30 percent.
Employers forward these taxes to the government to be placed in the
Social Security Trust Fund, where they are turned over to the U.S. Treasury
in exchange for interest-accruing government bonds. Boosted by the earnings
of the baby boomers, this trust fund had a 2001 balance of more than $1.21
trillion.11 But contrary to popular myth, the Social Security Administration
does not have a safe deposit box with your name and number on it. Instead,
the program might best be described as a chain letter stretched out over time.
When you work, your contributions pay for the people who are now retired.
All you can hope for is that this ﬁnancial compact continues to hold, so that
when you retire, contributions from subsequent generations will be sufﬁcient
to take care of you.
Because the beneﬁts that Social Security provides are earnings-related,
workers who earn more—white, male, educated, and professional—get more.
Historically, as chapter 7 pointed out, Social Security has underpaid people
of color because domestic and farm labor was not covered in the original Act,
and those who were eligible got fewer beneﬁts as a result of their shorter
average life span. For those who do earn more, however, the larger dollar
amount makes up a lower percentage of their old salary. Social insurance
experts refer to this ﬁgure as the replacement rate. For example, the Social
Security Administration projects that the low-wage worker born in 1973 will
enjoy a replacement rate of 56 percent, considerably higher than the average
earner’s 42 percent or the maximum earner’s rate of 27 percent.12
It is true that the Social Security tax is regressive because both low and
high earners pay the same rate. Nevertheless, the progressive distribution of
beneﬁts partly offsets its regressive ﬁnancing. Progressive in its beneﬁts, regressive in its taxes, the Social Security program reﬂects the U.S. political
electorate’s desire to ensure that its major social insurance program engages
in some, but not too much, redistribution.
Yet within these limits, Social Security remains a good deal. For those
retiring in 2010, it will take only thirteen years for beneﬁts to equal their
contributed taxes and interest. Because men have a life expectancy of another
sixteen years past retirement and women more than nineteen, the value of
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PROGRAM CHART

Income Support Programs

Old Age Survivors Insurance (OASI), 1935
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

39 million retirees
The public sector through the federal government
A monthly cash payment
Retired workers, their survivors, and dependents
In 2002, OASI cost $382 billion. The payments are an earned
entitlement funded out of the Social Security payroll tax. In
effect, however, because each retiree soon exhausts what he
or she contributed, every generation of retirees depends on
the next generation of workers to pay for their retirement.

Disability Insurance, 1956
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense?

7 million
The public sector through the federal government (the Social
Security Administration)
A monthly cash payment
Disabled workers and their dependents
In 2002, the program cost $69 billion. It is funded through the
Social Security payroll tax.

Supplemental Security Income (SSI), 1974
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense?

6.4 million
The public sector through the federal government (the Social
Security Administration)
A monthly cash payment
Poor people who are aged, blind, or disabled
The program costs $28 billion. Funded by general revenue, it
replaced the original state programs for the aged, blind, and
disabled.

Unemployment Insurance Beneﬁts, 1935
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense?

Typically, between 7 and 10 million, depending on economic
conditions
The states
A weekly cash payment
Unemployed workers who are actively looking for work
UIB costs $25 billion ($21 billion in beneﬁts and $3.6 billion in
administrative costs). Employers fund it through a 6.2
percent federal tax on the ﬁrst $7,000 of each employee’s
income. Usually, this tax is partly offset by a 5.4 percent
rebate, making the effective federal tax rate 0.8 percent.

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), 1996: replacing Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC), 1962, and Aid to Dependent Children, 1935
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:

5.4 million
The public sector, through the states
(continued )
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Income Support Programs (continued )

What form does it take:

A monthly cash payment for food, rent, and other basic
necessities
Poor people, mostly female-headed households and their
children
TANF costs $18 billion. Tax revenues (a federal block grant and a
state contribution) fund the program.

To whom is it provided:
At whose expense?

Workers’ compensation, 1908 (ﬁrst state program)
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

126 million workers are covered
The states
A monthly cash payment ⫹ medical beneﬁts
Workers injured on the job
In 2000, $46 billion was paid in workers’ compensation.
Employers must obtain insurance coverage, which costs them
a total of $54 billion.

Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), 1975
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

18 million families
The federal government
A cash tax refund
Low-income families who work
In 2000, the federal government spent about $30 billion on
EITC.

General assistance (1935)
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

Because of the variation among these programs, there are no
exact numbers, but probably more than 1 million people
35 of the 50 states and some localities
Cash, clothing, or funds to obtain medical care
Individuals under the age of 65 who do not qualify for other
social welfare programs
Taxpayers, through payment of state and local taxes

Individual Development Accounts (IDAs), 1990s
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

Few: the program is still in its experimental stages
The federal government
Cash to build assets, in the form of a 2:1 matching grant for
money that participants save
Poor people, particularly those in the TANF program
The federal government has funded the experiments so far, at a
cost (in the 2002 budget) of $25 million.

Basic Income Grant (BIG); not yet established
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

All U.S. citizens
The federal government
A universal monthly cash allowance
All U.S. citizens
The federal government would fund this program, through a
progressive income tax.
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their beneﬁts will substantially exceed their contributions. These beneﬁts extend even to the next generation. Without Social Security, nearly half—48
percent—of the elderly would be poor, or four times the actual rate.13 Of
course, if the poverty rate among the elderly were that much higher, most of
the additional ﬁnancial burden would fall on their adult children.
Led by President George W. Bush, doubts have nonetheless been raised
about the long-term solvency of Social Security generally, particularly about
its value for African Americans, Latinos, and women. Conservatives have
claimed that privatization would be better for these groups. They have also
asserted that it would improve the system’s overall ﬁnancial integrity.
As part of the campaign for privatization targeting key electoral groups, a
report by the Heritage Foundation, a conservative Washington think tank,
contended that African Americans and Latinos would have more money for
their retirement if they were allowed to invest their Social Security contributions in private accounts containing a mix of stocks and government
bonds.14 Such a provocative claim received a good deal of attention, until
critics zeroed in on the report’s assumptions. The Social Security Administration found that the authors had overstated the payroll taxes that workers
pay and underestimated the beneﬁts they receive. African American and Latino workers are more likely to have a low income, so that Social Security
actually provides them with a better return on their investment. Furthermore,
the Heritage report excluded disability and survivor beneﬁts, more of which
ﬂow to African Americans. It also failed to factor in the cost of paying for
current and soon-to-be-retired workers during the transition to a private system. This omission notably distorts the returns to young, low-wage African
American and Latino workers, who would otherwise have to bear these
costs.15
Arguments about Social Security shortchanging women rest on ﬁrmer
ground. When the Social Security program became law in 1935, the family
structure was quite different: men worked and women stayed home to raise
children. When the worker reached retirement age, the family received beneﬁts equal to the earner’s full pension plus half that amount for the spouse.
If the earner died, the surviving spouse got the earner’s full share.16 Now that
most women work, this beneﬁt system produces inequities. Employed women
still cannot receive any more than 50 percent of their husband’s beneﬁts.
With the family getting just 150 percent of beneﬁts, this provision is heavily
biased against dual-earner households, especially those where the husband
and wife make comparable salaries so that the wife would receive her full
beneﬁts if she lived alone.
Nor is this provision the only inequity. Women who divorce after less than
ten years cannot claim survivor insurance. They get paid just 74 percent of
what the average full-time male employee receives and work an average of
just twenty-seven years when the beneﬁt formula assumes an average of thirtyﬁve. And when her husband dies, Social Security payments can drop precipitously. Depending on whether or not she was drawing her own beneﬁt, a
widow receives a monthly check that is two-thirds or one-half of the couple’s
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combined beneﬁt. All these inequities suggest that changes such as increasing
divorced women’s spousal beneﬁt from 50 to 75 percent are essential to feminist reform of the Social Security system.17
By itself, however, privatization is more likely to worsen than resolve these
problems. Not only do older women have a higher poverty rate than older
men, but 25 percent of older women living alone rely on Social Security as
their only source of income. With lower salaries and less money to invest,
privatization would penalize women. It would also cost them life and disability
insurance, which provide beneﬁts to spouses caring for children if a worker
retires, becomes disabled, or dies.18
Despite all these doubts about privatization, it is appealing to some people
who fear that the Social Security system is going to run out of money. The
demographic trends are certainly indisputable. Because taxes on the earnings
of current workers pay for the retirement of former workers, the ratio declines
as the number of beneﬁciaries rises. In 1960, for example, the worker:beneﬁciary ratio was 5:1, but it dropped to 3:4 in 2000 on the way down to a
projected 2:5 in 2020 and 2:1 in 2040. Proponents of privatization contend
that shifting the Social Security system into the stock market is the best way
we can help American workers shoulder this heavier burden.19
Although this argument sounds seductive, it actually has many problems.
By law, the Social Security system must plan seventy-ﬁve years ahead—an
extremely long time frame. At this distance, small percentage differences in
growth, productivity, and wages make a huge difference in the size of the
Social Security Trust Fund. Just three years of economic growth pushed back
the day of reckoning in the Social Security system—the time when it will
no longer have enough money to fulﬁll all its ﬁnancial obligations—from
2029 to 2041. And over the full seventy-ﬁve-year span, the total deﬁcit is
just 1.87 percent of projected receipts. Surely, even in the worst-case scenario,
we should be able to ﬁgure out how we can provide the fund with this
additional income.20
Besides, the idea of privatization has some serious problems. Administrative costs for Social Security presently run at less than 1 percent of its budget.
If privatization creates 150 million separate accounts that must be managed
individually, administrative costs will surge to 15 or 20 percent. Such an
increase would redirect another $60 to $80 billion a year to Wall Street
portfolio managers.
Perhaps most signiﬁcant, privatization cannot guarantee workers a secure
income. After all, as the corporate scandals of 2002 have proved once again,
stock markets go up and stock markets go down. Even without touching a
penny of his or her assets, someone who was born in 1901, retired in 1966,
and died in 1982 would have suffered a 44 percent drop in the value of his
or her portfolio, reﬂecting the market’s decline during those sixteen years of
retirement.
Indeed, the whole promise of rapid growth in stock values may well be
illusory. For the past seventy-ﬁve years, a 3.5 percent growth rate has produced a 7 percent annual increase in the value of stocks. For the next seventyIncome Support: Programs and Policies
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ﬁve years, however, the Social Security Trust Fund projects a growth rate of
just 1.5 percent. The stock market of an economy expanding at less than half
its historic rate cannot continue to appreciate at the same speed. If, as some
plans propose, the transition to privatization directs some portion of each
worker’s taxes—say 2 percent, or about $75 billion—into individual accounts,
there will be less money than now for surviving spouses, retirees, and the
disabled.21
But President Bush is committed to privatization, so he appointed a commission to respond to these criticisms and point the way toward Social Security reform. Although every member of the commission favored privatization, the best they could do was put forth three tentative plans. All three
substantially reduced Social Security beneﬁts (depending on circumstance,
the reduction might range from 17 to 41 percent), and none speciﬁed the
source of any additional money or restored long-term balance to the Social
Security system. Together with growing doubts about the stock market, the
commission’s failure to produce a serious reform proposal has slowed privatization’s momentum.22
Social Security is a social contract across generations. You do not ask for
a high rate of return on your ﬁre insurance; you just expect it to be there in
case your house burns down. Social Security operates on the same premise.
If you compare administrative costs and include the expense of paying for all
current dependents, its rate of return is similar to what privatization promises.
With a little tinkering—a faster growth rate, an increase in the ceiling on
taxable income, or a further delay in retirement—a public Social Security
program will be around for years to come.

Disability Insurance
Disability insurance is one of a series of supplements to the original Social
Security Act. Enacted in 1956, this supplement extended assistance to disabled workers between ages 50 and 64. Subsequent amendments expanded
these beneﬁts to the dependents of disabled workers (1958) and then to
workers below the age of 50 (1960). Generally, these beneﬁts are slightly
lower than those for retirees. In 2002, the average payment to all disabled
workers was $815 a month; for a disabled worker with a spouse and one or
more children, it was $1,360.23
The deﬁnition of disability is the key to this program. The law deﬁnes
disability as an inability to engage in “substantial gainful activity” due to a
physical or mental impairment that has lasted ﬁve months and is expected
to last for at least twelve months or result in death. In 2002, the standard
for substantial gainful activity was $780 a month, except for blind individuals,
who can earn up to $1,300. Federally funded state agencies make these determinations. Workers are eligible if they have a total of twenty quarters of
coverage (ﬁve years) in the preceding forty quarters (ten years).24
Except for a very controversial decline during the early 1980s under Pres290
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ident Reagan, the number of recipients in the disability program has climbed
fairly steadily. From 1970 to 1980, the number on people receiving disability
insurance grew from 2.6 to 4.6 million. This upward leap prompted a Social
Security Administration audit, which found that as many as 20 percent of all
recipients might actually be ineligible. Relying on this audit, Congress authorized triennial reviews, a mandate that the Reagan administration used to
throw almost a half million people off the rolls. Reports even documented
instances of rejected cardiac cases who died in Social Security Ofﬁce waiting
rooms, as well as a surge in the number of mentally ill who lost their beneﬁts
and became homeless. Finally, in 1986, the Supreme Court denounced the
reviews as “arbitrary and capricious.” The disability rolls soon resumed their
upward rise, so that by 2002, 7 million people were receiving beneﬁts. Disability insurance is not means-tested. But as many of these new recipients
were low-skill workers who had turned to disability beneﬁts in the absence
of other options, the new inﬂux may well test the premise of whether social
insurance used in this way can maintain its standing with the public.25

Supplemental Security Income
SSI is the federal means-tested income support program for the aged, blind,
and disabled. Although both SSI (Title XVI) and disability insurance (Title
II) come out of the Social Security Act, SSI is a residual welfare program
funded out of general revenues and not a form of social insurance ﬁnanced
by payroll taxes. In 2002, SSI paid $545 a month (76 percent of the poverty
line) for an individual, and $817 a month (91 percent of the poverty line)
for a couple. Like Social Security, these ﬁgures rise annually through a costof-living adjustment. About 6.4 million people were recipients in 2002, when
SSI disbursed about $28 billion. In addition, all but seven states and jurisdictions offer their own optional state supplementation of the SSI program.26
Eligibility guidelines place stringent resource limits on SSI recipients. An
individual may not have more than $2,000 in resources; a couple, not more
than $3,000. Other eligibility criteria include either U.S. citizenship or legal
resident status attained by the date of the passage of the welfare reform bill
in August 1996, and a monthly income less than the SSI payment. Although
the original provisions for SSI permitted payments to people with alcohol
and drug addictions, Congress revoked this authorization in 1996. Now, substance abusers cannot receive SSI unless they also have another disabling
condition; in these circumstances, the government sends the check to a representative payee, preferably an organization. By contrast, SSI does assume
that anyone with a medical condition such as AIDS or severe mental retardation is automatically eligible.27
Because SSI is a welfare program, these rules are complicated, and just 55
to 60 percent of those who could receive SSI actually do so (this is called
“the take-up rate”). In part, the take-up rate is low because SSI was originally
designed more for physical than mental disabilities. If you can work some of
Income Support: Programs and Policies
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the time—which is true of people with bipolar or schizophrenic disorders—
then you are not eligible. In addition, eligibility determinations often demand
substantial medical documentation. With as much as one year required for
all the paperwork, the relatively low take-up rate is hardly surprising.28
The eligibility of children for SSI is one of the most important recent
developments in the program. In a famous Supreme Court case, Sullivan v.
Zebley (1990), the Court ruled that the deﬁnition of disability for children
was more restrictive than for adults and thus had to be struck down. In the
aftermath of this decision, the number of children receiving beneﬁts rose
rapidly, and Congress looked to tighten eligibility requirements for the program. As a result, the 1996 welfare reform law eliminated all references to
maladaptive behavior for children and required SSI to evaluate their condition every three years.29
Even as a federal program, then, SSI embodies the contradictions of welfare in the United States. The federal government’s takeover of responsibility
for the aged, blind, and disabled helped to overcome some of the administrative problems associated with a state-run welfare system. But while the
aged, blind, and disabled are the worthy poor from whom little work can be
expected, SSI is still a means-tested welfare program with high barriers to
eligibility and low monthly beneﬁts. Ultimately, although it is better that the
federal government administers SSI, it must still operate within the limits
established for all welfare programs.

Unemployment Insurance Beneﬁts
Unemployment insurance (UI) is another income support program that traces
its origins to the Social Security Act of 1935. By law, UI has two objectives:
(1) to provide temporary assistance to workers whom employers have laid off,
and (2) to increase the purchasing power of the unemployed and thereby
help to stabilize the economy during recessions. In 2000, UI offered coverage
to 125 million workers, or about 97 percent of all wage and salary employees
and 89 percent of the civilian workforce. Although maximum beneﬁts varied
widely by state, from $190 a week in Mississippi and Alabama to $646 a week
in Massachusetts, the average beneﬁt was just $215 a week. Since 1986, all
unemployment beneﬁts have been taxable.30
In creating the UI program, policymakers faced the persistent political
question of the federal-state relationship. A purely federal program would
violate deeply held American views about states’ rights; a program run individually by ﬁfty states would be an administrative nightmare. These extremes
framed some critical policy issues. Should Washington or the states retain the
funds collected by a payroll tax on employers? Should the federal government
determine the amount and duration of UI and levy taxes accordingly? Should
employers’ participation be mandatory or voluntary?
Policymakers came up with a resourceful compromise to address these issues. Although each state would levy what is, in essence, a federal payroll
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Before unemployment insurance,
the unemployed sometimes took
any job to bring in a little income.

tax (currently, 6.2 percent of salary up to $7,000), the states would also get
a tax credit (now 5.4 percent), making the actual federal tax rate 0.8 percent.
After the states collect this tax, they send the money to Washington, where
the federal government maintains a separate fund for each state. Because the
states also set eligibility and beneﬁt levels, UI represents a very creative blend
of states’ rights with federal ﬁnancing.31
This hybrid administrative structure has fostered signiﬁcant diversity in
the states’ eligibility rules. These rules focus on three major factors: (1) the
amount of recent employment and earnings; (2) demonstrated ability and
willingness to accept appropriate employment; and (3) disqualiﬁcation related
to the claimant’s last employment termination. On the second and third
factors, there is little disagreement: most states insist that UI applicants
should be willing to work and disqualify individuals for leaving work without
good cause. The states do diverge, however, on the ﬁrst issue. Although most
states require six months of employment within the prior year, eligibility for
the minimum weekly beneﬁt varies from annual earnings of just $130 in
Hawaii to $4,280 in Florida. Likewise, for the maximum weekly beneﬁt, the
threshold ranges from $5,850 in Nebraska to $30,888 in Colorado.32
States usually provide coverage for twenty-six weeks. In the aftermath of
the September 11, 2001, attacks, however, the government extended beneﬁts
Income Support: Programs and Policies
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for an additional thirteen. A second thirteen-week extension may be available
in those states already experiencing high unemployment. Although the ﬁrst
thirteen-week extension technically has been available since the early 1980s,
the relatively low unemployment rates of the late 1990s limited the number
of workers eligible for it in recent years.33
UI worked best in an industrial economy, where it provided some ﬁnancial
support during periods of unemployment at the same job. If the demand for
steel dropped or orders slowed at the Chevy plant, UI could help to tide
workers over until the factory needed them again. In this kind of economy,
the percentage of unemployed who received beneﬁts rose quickly during recessions, reaching a high of 75 percent in 1975.
Then the economy changed. With the shift from industry to service, the
number of permanent layoffs increased and workers were no longer able to
return to their old jobs. Many states also tightened their eligibility requirements. Between 1992 and 1997, for example, fourteen states added provisions
to disqualify eligible persons discharged for refusing to take a drug test, and
another thirteen states disqualiﬁed employees of temporary help agencies
whose assignments ended but who did not report back to their agency before
they ﬁled for UI. The combination of a changing economy and tightened
eligibility requirements drove down the percentage of unemployed workers
receiving beneﬁts, so that currently, only about 40 percent get some ﬁnancial
help.34
In addition to the declining percentage of workers receiving assistance,
the UI program has some other problems. Because the program pays for unemployment, not retraining, it wastes an opportunity to prepare some workers
for jobs in the new economy. The program also discriminates against women
because those who leave for lack of child care cannot easily reestablish eligibility. Finally, the extra taxes employers pay as the cost of laying off another
worker are usually less than the cost to the UI program of paying the worker’s
beneﬁts. As a result, employers tend to lay off too many workers, leading a
number of states to experiment with prorated beneﬁts (half of beneﬁts for
half a week’s work) for workers on shortened time.
Clearly, UI continues to perform a valuable service by tiding workers over
during slack periods. Nevertheless, the existence of these problems suggests
that some reforms are necessary to keep the program in tune with the needs
of an increasingly female workforce and a changing economy.35

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
In 1996, TANF replaced AFDC as the main U.S. welfare program. TANF
ended the guarantee of federal assistance embodied in AFDC. Instead, for
the period of TANF’s original authorization (1997–2002), each state received
a ﬁxed amount in the form of a block grant. Setting a ﬁve-year lifetime limit
on the receipt of public assistance (except for the 20 percent of each state’s
caseload that is eligible for a hardship exemption), TANF demands that the
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Distribution of poor children by source of family
income. Popular myths to the contrary, very
few poor families with young children rely
exclusively on public assistance.

head of the household—typically, a female caretaker—work within two years
of receiving beneﬁts. It also barred aid to legal immigrants who entered the
United States after the August 22, 1996, passage of the law.36
Because social policy experts use different standards to evaluate welfare
reform, they have come to different conclusions about its success. For those
looking primarily at national caseload levels, TANF brought about a decline
between 1996 and 2001 of 57 percent, with Wisconsin leading the way at
more than 90 percent. Improved economic conditions undoubtedly explain
part of this drop. Indeed, early on, President Clinton’s Council of Economic
Advisors suggested that the economy might explain as much as 44 percent.
Still, as most studies show that about half of those who left welfare are now
working, many policy experts have hailed TANF’s success.37
Building on this consensus, the Bush administration has proposed a 2002
TANF reauthorization that expands the work requirement from thirty to forty
hours a week. During TANF’s ﬁrst ﬁve years, many states failed to spend their
block grant monies and, in particular, failed to provide enough day care. Ten
hours of additional work will further strain this limited day care capacity,

Chart—Number of welfare recipients since
1960. Between workfare and a tightening of
eligibility rules, the welfare rolls have dropped in
recent years.
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especially as states seeking to meet the caseload workfare quota may be forced
to shift money out of day care and invest it in make-work programs.38
The Bush proposal also emphasizes marriage. For the Bush administration,
marriage combined with work points the way out of poverty. In some respects,
this position makes sense, because two married people can combine their
incomes and share housing costs. Yet for poor women, the reality does not
quite match the theory. Poor women are less likely to meet men who earn
enough to raise the family out of poverty. They have little incentive to marry
an adult for whom they are going to have to care, and no reason to do so if,
as up to 30 percent of women on welfare report, that adult is abusive. Violating a basic principle of equity, the Bush administration singles out women
on public assistance as the subject of governmental marriage promotion, while
ignoring those receiving student loans and Social Security checks. Finally,
and perhaps most signiﬁcant, the marriage proposal stumbles on the contradiction between the economic independence of female workers and the economic dependence of wives. As studies in Connecticut and Iowa have shown,
women who get jobs after welfare are less likely to get married for the simple
reason that once they have obtained an independent source of income, they
become more selective about their prospective partner.39
Seeing TANF as a success, both these Bush administration proposals seek
to further reduce the welfare rolls. But while this interpretation of TANF
guides many policy analysts and is popular in the media, others raise a broader
question: Was the purpose of TANF to get people off welfare, or to end
poverty? If TANF has done well by the ﬁrst standard, it has lagged badly on
the second.40
Most studies have found two distinct groups of recipients who have left welfare. By any standard, one group has clearly done worse. Its predicament appears in reports of spikes in the size of the homeless population and in longer
food lines at neighborhood kitchens. In 1999, for example, 47 percent of the
families that recently left welfare for full-time, full-year employment experienced one or more critical hardships, such as going without food, shelter, or
necessary medical care. Despite the improving economic conditions of the late
1990s, this ﬁgure represents a 10 percent increase over just two years earlier.41
Another group of approximately equal size represents the ofﬁcial “successes.” These are the people who average about $7 an hour in the typical
post-welfare job and with intermittent employment typically earn less than
$10,000 annually. By the ﬁrst standard, they are employed, productive citizens; by the second, they are still unquestionably poor. Furthermore, as they
are now working harder outside the home, they may well be less able to raise
a family and take care of their children. Indeed, in the aftermath of welfare
reform, researchers have noticed a sudden spike of 600,000 more children
(and 200,000 additional urban African American children) living in noparent families.42
This is perhaps the most striking outcome of the TANF experiment: lowpaid work may lead to a decline in a family’s standard of living. The key to
understanding this outcome lies in a groundbreaking study about the real
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spending patterns of welfare mothers, conducted by sociologists Kathyrn Edin
and Laura Lein. They discovered that recipients spent an average of $876 a
month, $311 more than they received from welfare and food stamps. They
got the additional money from a combination of sources: boyfriends, relatives,
and babysitting and other off-the-book jobs. When they secured a regular
paying job, their income did rise to $1,243 a month, but unfortunately, by
the time they totaled up the cost associated with working—clothing, transportation, and child care—their standard of living had actually declined. As
Edin and Lein demonstrate, the issue is not whether welfare mothers work,
but the terms of that work—in particular, whether the wages and beneﬁts
they receive actually improve their lives.43
It is not hard to sketch a route out of poverty for former welfare recipients.
They need good jobs, health care, day care, job training, and education. Some
TANF programs have focused on these elements. For example, Portland,
Oregon, has stressed job quality, substantially increased participation in education and training, and helped more participants obtain both a GED and
an occupational certiﬁcate.44 Overall, however, such programs have been the
exception. TANF is a success because it cut the welfare rolls, but it is a failure
because it has substituted this goal for a reduction in poverty.

Workers’ Compensation
Workers’ compensation provides cash and medical beneﬁts to workers injured
on the job, as well as survivors’ beneﬁts to the dependents of those whose
Income Support: Programs and Policies
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death was work-related. Although there are federal programs for federal employees, maritime and railroad workers, and victims of black-lung disease,
federal involvement in the workers’ compensation program is actually quite
minimal. Instead, there are different programs in each of the ﬁfty states and
the District of Columbia. What all these programs share is a conception of
workers’ compensation as a form of no-fault insurance, where workers do not
have to take legal action to receive beneﬁts for a work-related injury.
In 2000, workers’ compensation covered about 126 million workers, or
about 90 percent of the civilian labor force. Uncovered workers include domestic and agricultural employees, casual laborers, and workers in many nonproﬁt, charitable, and religious institutions. The same year, cash and medical
beneﬁts totaled about $46 billion.45 Typically, cash beneﬁts constitute about
three-ﬁfths of this amount, with 70 percent of cash beneﬁts going for permanent partial disabilities and a much smaller amount, 5 to 8 percent,
awarded to survivors for work-related deaths.
Although cash compensation is usually set at about two-thirds of weekly
pretax earnings at the time of the accident, the range of maximum beneﬁts
is considerable, from $1,494 in 2000 for federal employees, to $1,031 for Iowa,
down to $316 for Mississippi.46 Payments for workers’ compensation are not
means-tested, but they can be limited by time, amount, or extent of disability
(temporary or permanent). Some states pay for total length of disability, including life, and some pay medical beneﬁts. Some have a maximum number
of weeks for temporary disability. Medical services, rehabilitation, and job
training may be provided, but these too may be restricted at the states’ discretion.
Commercial insurance companies provide employers with this insurance
coverage. Employers, however, may also self-insure by demonstrating their
capacity to carry their own risk, purchase insurance through a stateadministered fund, or buy insurance commercially from a high-risk insurance
pool established by the state. Two states, North Dakota and Washington,
require employers to purchase insurance from the state fund; four states, Nevada, Ohio, Washington, and West Virginia, require either a purchase from
the state fund or self-insurance. Although insurance costs exceed the payout
every year, the difference is worth it to employers, because workers’ compensation protects them from unexpectedly large court judgments and purchases
peace of mind.47

Earned Income Tax Credit
Enacted in 1975 and expanded in 1986, 1990, and 1993, EITC offers a tax
refund to supplement the wages of low-income workers. In 2001, workers
who earned less than $28,281 and supported one child could receive a check
from the federal government for as much as $2,428. With two children and
a family income up to $32,121, the refund reaches as high as $4,008. Married
workers without children and incomes below $10,170 can receive a smaller
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check of $364. Because the beneﬁts of EITC taper off as workers earn more
money, it provides the most help (i.e., the largest refund as a percentage of
income) for families earning between $10,000 and $15,000 annually. Since
1987, EITC supplementation has been inﬂation-adjusted, so the rate rises
every year.48
In 2000, the federal government spent $30 billion on the EITC program.
By most yardsticks, this money is well spent. Because it aids more than 18
million families, EITC is currently the nation’s most effective program against
childhood poverty. That may not be saying much: the reduction in childhood
poverty is only about 14 percent, but without it, another 4.8 million people,
including 2.6 million children, would still be poor.49
Following on the success of the federal program, thirteen states and the
District of Columbia have implemented their own EITC programs. Most of
these piggyback on top of the federal tax, offering additional credit calculated
as a percentage of the federal refund. Depending on the state, this additional
credit ranges from 5 to 50 percent. Eight states and the District of Columbia
offer refundable credit. In these circumstances, a family receives the full
amount of the credit even if that amount exceeds the amount they owe on
income taxes. Another ﬁve states limit the state tax to the family’s income
tax liability.50
As the number of working families using EITC has grown, concern about
abuses has produced a crackdown. In the 1997 Taxpayer Relief Act, Congress
tightened the rules relating to EITC and enacted some punishments against
those who obtain it fraudulently. The Act speciﬁes a two-year ban on those
who claim eligibility as a result of a reckless or intentional disregard for the
rules and provides a ten-year ban for cases of clear fraudulence. In addition,
the Act also holds paid tax preparers to the standard of “due diligence” in
preparation of the EITC and requires the sharing of information regarding
child support orders among various governmental authorities.51
Quite apart from the issue of potential fraud, three primary criticisms have
been directed at the EITC program. First, by providing a tax refund on top
of wages, the EITC subsidizes low-wage employees and thereby defuses the
pressure on their employers to pay higher salaries. Second, EITC restricts its
help to the working poor. This focus probably accounts for the popularity of
the program among both liberals and conservatives, but it does little to assist
the unemployed and other, presumably even more desperate poor people.
Third, although EITC offers a bigger refund for a second child, it does not
provide additional aid to those with still larger families. These are all serious
criticisms, but, for the moment anyway, they have hardly lessened the widespread public support for the program.

General Assistance Programs
General assistance programs provide locally administered and locally ﬁnanced
help to individuals under the age of 65 who are not otherwise eligible for
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aid. The Social Security Act authorized these programs but speciﬁed that
they could be implemented only at the locality’s option, without any federal
monies. Given the nature of this mandate, it is hardly surprising that only
thirty-ﬁve states now offer general assistance, including just twenty-four that
have uniform statewide rules, and that in recent years, most have been discontinued or cut back.52
States and localities offer different forms of aid. Some offer a simple cash
grant, usually even less than what TANF provides. Others give food, clothing,
or funds to obtain medical care. Modeling themselves after the requirements
in TANF, GA programs are increasingly likely to demand some work. Above
all, GA programs are a prime example of administrative discretion, where a
local unit of government, a neighborhood welfare center, and even sometimes
an individual caseworker has considerable freedom to offer or withhold aid.
Cutbacks in GA programs have occurred all over the country. Of the
thirty-eight states with programs in 1989, twenty-seven have tightened eligibility, especially for able-bodied adults without dependent children. In 1991,
Michigan cut 82,000 able-bodied adults from the rolls. The next year, Illinois
terminated its program for 66,000 recipients, and Ohio followed in 1995
when it removed 50,000. Where states like New York and California have
retained their GA programs, they have instituted time limits. And while state
programs for the disabled have suffered fewer cutbacks, seven states implemented time limits, another seven further restricted the deﬁnition of disability, and four completely eliminated their GA disability program.53
Overall, GA programs are skeletal, meager in the assistance they provide,
and a perfect illustration of the principle that the smallest administrative unit
usually provides the least aid. Although other programs have always provided
more, the link between general assistance and local administration does not
bode well for the current trend to shift social welfare responsibility to the
states.

Individual Development Accounts

IDAs do not yet exist at the national level, but they have been proposed,
most prominently perhaps, in President Clinton’s 2000 State of the Union
address. With forty-four state policy initiatives, including twenty-seven states
that have established IDAs for welfare recipients, they may well become a
signiﬁcant new tool for social policy.54
IDAs differ from the other programs we have discussed in this chapter
because they are about assets, not income. Under most IDA proposals, the
government would match savings by the poor with its own contribution. In
the best circumstances, the ratio for the poorest families might even approach
9:1, with the government adding $9 to every $1 a poor person saved. The
resulting assets could be used for any worthwhile purpose: buying a home,
getting a college education, or starting a small business. Indeed, there is some
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evidence that the poor would save. In one large demonstration project sponsored by eleven foundations, participants put away about $27 a month. Multiplied through a 2:1 matching grant, a total of about $900 a year went into
their IDAs.55
The trend toward IDAs reﬂects a widespread disenchantment with the
ineffectiveness of income-based antipoverty programs. The programs we have
described, especially the ones that are means-tested, have had limited success
in reducing poverty. Their failure doubtless stems from lack of funding, as
well as from their inability to pay more than the bottom rungs of the job
market. The IDA’s proponents do not dispute this criticism, but they prefer
to emphasize all the ways in which the government offers tax breaks to the
more afﬂuent through individual retirement accounts (IRAs) and 401(k)s.
With 93 percent of these tax beneﬁts already going to households earning
over $50,000, they believe it is time the government developed a similar
instrument for the poor.56
IDAs will complement, rather than replace, income support programs.
Their proponents believe that they will lead to greater household stability,
promote long-term planning, increase self-esteem, and enhance political involvement and community participation. They might well have these results;
they certainly have focused attention on policies that funnel tax breaks to
the afﬂuent. In the meantime, however, one signiﬁcant policy question hovers
over the whole premise of IDAs.57
IDAs hinge on an individualist philosophy. The assumption is that your
needs will be met if you get some capital. The role of government is to help
you acquire this capital. Then, as someone with assets—a home owner or
perhaps a small businessperson—you will acquire a stake in society. Admittedly, this vision mirrors the modern American social ethic that holds citizens
personally responsible for their ﬁnancial well-being. But by subtly deemphasizing the structural origins of poverty, look at what IDAs and this
vision omit: in a society dominated by large businesses that strive to contain
wages, IDAs focus not on better salaries, more generous income supports, or
other group-related beneﬁts, but on the size of each individual’s nest egg.
Even with a government subsidy, the savings of wealthier people will routinely
dwarf the $25 a month that poor people can put away. At this rate, the hopes
for IDAs seem excessive: whatever their other virtues, they will not reduce
political and economic inequalities or substantially enhance the ﬁnancial leverage of poor people.58

The Basic Income Grant
BIG is an idea, not a program. It is, however, an idea with the power to
upend the other cash programs. BIG’s advocates propose a universal guaranteed income that would replace all other forms of public income support.
Better known in Europe, BIG has nonetheless begun to provoke discussion
as a long-term response to poverty in this country.59
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Although there are many variations on the fundamental idea, the core of
BIG is an annual grant given to everyone and taxed at a progressive rate.
For example, suppose we set BIG at $15,000 a year. A family with an income
of $500,000 a year would now have $515,000. Taxed at 50 percent, the extra
$7,500 would simply add to their discretionary income. For those earning
$12,000 a year, however, a $15,000 BIG grant, especially one that goes largely
untaxed, ensures a minimally decent standard of living.60
Critics usually raise two main objections to such proposals: ﬁrst, they worry
about its effects on the work ethic; second, they contend that BIG would be
unduly expensive. These concerns are legitimate, but both seem overdrawn.
Although BIG does establish a ﬂoor under all other income, additional paid
work would continue to offer a higher standard of living. If some did choose
more leisure time, that choice must be balanced against a universal grant that
prevents others from living in stigmatized poverty.
As for BIG’s ﬁnances, although it undoubtedly would be expensive, the
elimination of many other programs (TANF, SSI, GA, EITC, and perhaps
even UI) would help to keep costs down. These programs are all expendable
if everyone has already attained an adequate standard of living. In this respect,
BIG represents a down payment on greater equality. But because it will not
be enacted in the near future, we have a long time to consider whether the
price is worthwhile.
We have now reviewed the main features of ten income support programs.
Applying our model of policy analysis, we next turn to economics, politics,
ideology, social movements, and history. Looking at income support programs
through each of these lenses, we will be able to understand not only what
the programs do, but how they came to be what they are today.

Economics
From an economic viewpoint, income support programs represent a direct
challenge to one of U.S. society’s most fundamental principles: the notion
that individuals are supposed to work for a living. Two key assumptions are
implicit in this notion. One is the idea that those who can earn more have
a right to live better. The second is that those who cannot or will not work
for a living must earn less than those who are able to do so.
As discussed, these conﬂicting ideas create a dilemma. On the one hand,
it is awkward, morally wrong, and sometimes even politically dangerous to
let people starve; on the other, people who do not work, for whatever reason,
cannot be allowed to live as well as those who do. A careful review of these
income support programs illustrates the way out of this dilemma. Arranged
from top to bottom, their generosity depends on their relationship to the job
market and perceptions of the recipients’ eligibility. In essence, as we will
discover when we look through the lens of ideology, the worthiness of the
recipients combines with economics to determine how much less than the
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wage of the lowest salaried worker an income support program will have to
pay.
From this perspective, it is easy to understand why the workers’ compensation program is probably the most generous. Workers’ compensation is an
insurance program without any federal ﬁnancing that pays for individuals who
are injured on the job. As a form of no-fault insurance, it does not attribute
responsibility, protects businesses from potentially larger lawsuits, and aids
beneﬁciaries who may not even be poor. In the absence of the constraints
that hamper some of the other income programs, these factors enable workers’
compensation to pay as much as two-thirds of the average weekly wage.
The Social Security retirement and disability programs are next on the
list. Both programs require that someone once worked for an extended period
of time, and the beneﬁts they offer stem from either their subsequent retirement or a disability they have acquired through no fault of their own. Unlike
workers’ compensation, however, Social Security presumes that because its
beneﬁciaries have saved money for retirement, they need only some supplementary aid. As a consequence of all these factors, Social Security pays less
than work but is nonetheless a fairly generous income support program.
The UI beneﬁts program falls below Social Security. Its recipients are still
in the prime of working life, but, unlike those receiving workers’ compensation, can return to a job. Because UI is temporary, beneﬁts that are too
generous would create an incentive to remain unemployed. Recent cutbacks
have further restricted the reach of the program. Nevertheless, within the
limit of a program that must necessarily pay less than a worker would otherwise earn on the job, the average UI beneﬁt still treats its recipients better
than any of the welfare programs.
As a tax credit, the EITC program is different. For most working families,
it provides no more than an extra couple of thousand dollars annually. Unlike
Social Security and unemployment beneﬁts, it is not a form of social insurance. And even though it is less generous than the welfare programs (SSI,
TANF, GA), it lacks their strict eligibility requirements and close surveillance
of behavior. As it is, properly speaking, neither social insurance nor welfare,
it belongs in its own, in-between category.
The welfare programs are still easier to sort. Not only is there a descending
order of generosity—SSI to TANF to GA—but this order closely parallels
the scope of governmental authority. SSI is federal; TANF is state-run with
block-granted federal monies; and GA is local, sometimes even down to the
county level. The perceived worthiness of the poor also mirrors this descending order. SSI helps the aged, blind, and disabled—the quintessential worthy
poor; TANF usually aids single mothers, whose children only partly offset
popular perceptions of their mother’s unworthiness; and GA offers minimal
beneﬁts to unworthy single adults. All recipients of welfare, then, get less
than the lowest wage, but how close they can come to this lowest wage
depends on the government authority that administers the program and beliefs about the recipients’ worthiness.
In different ways, both IDAs and BIG try to sidestep both the concept of
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worthiness and the principle of less eligibility. IDAs seize on the notion of
asset building as a form of social insurance—something that is there without
conditions placed on it, which a family can turn to in time of need. In
practice, however, despite signiﬁcant government supplementation, the
amount a family is likely to save may well mark them as poor, even if that
poverty simply means fewer assets and not just a smaller monthly public
assistance check. Of course, a BIG program would go even further. By guaranteeing income regardless of a private salary, it seeks to retire, permanently,
the distinction between the worthy and unworthy poor.
Quite apart from any ranking by adequacy, all these income support programs perform several other important economic functions. Perhaps the most
classic is that they increase the purchasing power of their recipients and
thereby expand aggregate demand. This function is especially helpful in a
recession, when wages stagnate and people have less money to spend. Imagine
what it would be like in these circumstances if governments at every level
did not redirect some money into the hands of those who have the least to
spend. Not only would poor people ﬁnd it harder to cope, but in the absence
of this additional spending, the economy would lack a necessary economic
stimulus and the recession might well go on for much longer.
In their performance of another economic function, these income support
programs also socialize, to varying degrees, the cost of maintaining poor people in poverty. Social insurance programs do not perform this function as
much as welfare programs because their ﬁnancing comes from both the employer and the worker. In the case of Social Security, for example, the existence of the Social Security Administration may make a political statement
about the importance of the public sector’s administering Social Security, but
workers contribute half the revenue, so they are really sharing the cost of
maintaining themselves.
By contrast, UI involves an employer contribution with a federal tax rebate
against a state unemployment tax. Whether it is calculated at the state or
federal level, socializing the cost through the public sector is clearly evident
here. It is even more evident with welfare programs, which use revenues from
the general tax fund for this purpose. In sum, the United States relies on
Social Security programs funded by a dedicated tax for individuals who are
unlikely to return to work, but turns to general revenues to maintain those
whom we hope will eventually get a job.
From an economic perspective, this division between social insurance and
welfare extends even further. The existence of social insurance encourages
older workers to retire and hence allows for an inﬂux of new workers. At the
same time, however, meager welfare beneﬁts push recipients, especially poor
female recipients, into the workforce. Given the little that welfare pays, these
women’s search for any paying job is a real boon to the service industries and
to employers’ need for cheap labor. As with most other interactions between
social welfare policy and economics, the relationship ultimately comes down
to the speciﬁcs of the link between a particular social program and the market
for labor.
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Politics
We have already mentioned one important political dimension underlying
income support programs: the way the size of the government institution—
federal, state, or local—seems to parallel the adequacy of the social beneﬁt.
Programs such as Social Security operated by the federal government customarily pay more than those administered by the states or localities. As discussed
in chapter 4 in the section on federal-state structures, decentralizing program
administration means that states often try to compete by underbidding each
other on their welfare programs. State programs with lower average beneﬁts
are the inevitable result.
Social welfare programs also perform a variety of other functions. Welfare
programs defuse political antipathy among recipients while offering nonrecipients a suitable target for their anger. Social insurance programs build political loyalties. As a group, social welfare programs reassure people about the
soundness of U.S. political institutions. They convey the message that we
will care for the poor, even if, in the end, we cannot do very much about
the existence of poverty.
The ﬁrst signiﬁcant political component arises from means-tested welfare
programs. These programs serve a dual function: they give just enough to
poor people to undercut political organizing, and at the same time, they offer
a wealth of opportunities for scapegoating. Welfare programs group recipients
and set them up as the legitimate targets of other people’s anger. Because the
recipients in these programs are usually weak and vulnerable, those who are
not in the program can attack them with impunity. And precisely because
they can be attacked with impunity, some individuals are likely to express
anger against them instead of at other, more powerful people. In effect, by
grouping recipients together in one program, authorities both defuse the recipients’ anger and create a safety valve for the discontent of nonrecipients
that might otherwise be expressed in more politically threatening ways.
If social insurance programs did not exist, this would arouse anger, too.
But once they do exist, they help to cultivate political loyalty. The elderly,
for example, are a key voting bloc. In some states, like Florida and Arizona,
with large retirement communities, their votes may even be decisive. For
them, Social Security is a critical issue, so presidential candidates touring
these states always stress what they will do to maintain the program’s integrity.
Both in these states and in the nation at large, candidates who succeed in
this task gain the elderly’s allegiance, and this allegiance, in turn, can help
to catapult them to the presidency.
This cultivation of loyalty is actually only part of a broader political function, because the existence of income support programs sends such an important message. This message says that the United States is a society that
takes care of everyone, where no one has to starve for the lack of funds. The
spillover effect of this message is to legitimize U.S. political institutions. By
implication, the existence of income support programs says that although
poverty exists, we will always take care of our own.
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Yet, hidden in this reassurance is another political meaning. If housing
and feeding poor people demonstrates that our institutions are sound, then
poverty itself must be stubborn and persistent. And as we cannot apparently
eliminate such a stubborn and persistent poverty by working within our political institutions, then we are going to have to become resigned to its presence among us for a long time.

Ideology
Ideology ties together the political and economic functions of income support
programs. Ideology justiﬁes the principle of less eligibility. Instead of ensuring
adequate treatment for those who do not work, income support programs
convey the belief that work must pay more than welfare. From this ideological
perspective, people don’t work because they want to, either as an expression
of who they are or of their desire to contribute to society. Instead, the only
reason to work is to avoid the fate of those whose lack of work consigns them
to a lower standard of living. Without the ideological message embodied in
the principle of less eligibility, this whole narrow system of reward and punishment risks collapse.
Put in more sociological terms, the ideological function of income support
programs is to enforce work norms. Lack of these programs might provoke
political outrage; with too generous programs, the principle of less eligibility
would evaporate. Set at the proper midrange level, however, income support
programs do neither too little nor too much. Instead, at this level, income
support programs go a long way toward enforcing the idea that everyone
should work.
Income support programs also perform an ideological function by distinguishing between the worthy and unworthy poor. While social insurance programs serve the worthy poor—those who have had some signiﬁcant connection to the job market—welfare programs aid the unworthy: those who are
shiftless, lazy, and deﬁcient in character. Income support programs help to
carry out this elaborate system of classiﬁcation. Not only do they make an
ideological statement about the importance of this distinction, but they also
help to mark the unworthy poor for easy scapegoating.
Grouping the unworthy poor together prepares them for public declarations
about the necessity of reforming their character. This is an important ideological task. It suggests that there are good poor people and bad poor people, and
that the bad poor people need careful supervision to change their ways. Justiﬁcation of this careful supervision demands regular statements about the need
for work programs, critiques of the poor’s sexual misbehavior as a cause of single
motherhood, and speculations about what—apart from more money—would
make poor people better behaved. The clear ideological premise is that the poor
need to be reformed for their own sake. In the process, however, many people
get to feel better about themselves precisely because they are not poor.
Enforcement of the family ethic is the ﬁnal ideological function. The famIncome Support: Programs and Policies
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In recent years, U.S. income support
programs have increasingly tended to
classify female-headed households as the
unworthy poor.

ily ethic rewards women who conform to the accepted female roles of homemaking and child rearing, while punishing those who act independently. Income support programs mix ideological justiﬁcation for the family ethic with
the other functions we have already described. Just look at the justiﬁcations
for the principle of less eligibility, classifying the worthy and unworthy poor,
and the goal of improving the poor’s character: each of these functions takes
on a new meaning when we think of them in connection with poor single
mothers. According to the family ethic, poor women who try to live independently must be worse off than those who work; belong, by deﬁnition, to
the group known as the unworthy poor; and need help from others to make
some positive changes in their character. The family ethic ties all these justiﬁcations together and applies them to the female poor.

Social Movements
Some of these income support programs have their origins in social movements. Social movements usually take the form of a powerful grassroots de308
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mand for a particular kind of income support. Labor unions, women’s groups,
and community activists push these demands until they become visible
enough to attract the attention of political and economic elites. Compromising with the organized power from below, these elites then revise the
demands and turn them into a more moderate program.
The best example of this pattern is the Social Security Act. For thirty or
forty years before the Act, workers campaigned for unemployment insurance,
women’s groups demanded public assistance for mothers who were widowed,
separated, or divorced, and activists from many different groups insisted that
social insurance for the retired elderly was the best possible remedy for poverty
in old age. Political and economic elites strongly rejected these demands until
the Depression of the 1930s provoked such turmoil that giving in seemed
wise. Although public assistance, unemployment beneﬁts, and social insurance for the retired were all incorporated into the Social Security Act, President Roosevelt’s elite Committee on Economic Security defused many of the
original demands. The result was a weaker Social Security Act, one that
redistributed less money downward, often bowed before states’ rights even
when those states practiced segregation, and further sharpened the distinctions between the worthy and unworthy poor.61
Yet, many of the income support programs we have described did not
originate in this way. Instead, for programs like workers’ compensation, EITC,
and SSI, elites themselves provided the major impetus. Although they were
not the only groups, these programs did not, for the most part, have strong
mass movements behind them. In some instances, such as workers’ compensation, elite groups wanted to rationalize the marketplace by protecting themselves from potentially costly lawsuits. In other instances, EITC, for example,
tax credits to low-income workers reduce the need for employers to raise
wages. And with SSI, policymakers favored federalization of state programs
for the aged, blind, and disabled because it helped to streamline the bureaucracy. It may be just a question of degree, but compared with the programs in
the Social Security Act, these policy initiatives had more elite origins.62
TANF, the most recent major program initiative, adds several new twists
to this distinction between the grassroots and elite origins of social policy. To
begin with, TANF arose out of a social movement that sought to cut rather
than expand welfare. This movement also had many sources, both elite and
nonelite. Conservative think tanks such as the Heritage Foundation, the
American Enterprise Institute, and the Manhattan Institute used a ﬂood of
corporate contributions to prepare policy analyses about welfare reform and
to publish books like Charles Murray’s Losing Ground, which argued for its
abolition.63 At the same time, with wages declining and American families
under stress, many people were genuinely angry that welfare mothers were
allowed to stay at home and take care of their children. Conservatives may
have skillfully directed this rage, but they did not create it. For all these
reasons, TANF is a wonderful illustration of the complexity of the relationship between the grassroots and elite origins of social policy.
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History
What can we learn from the history of these income programs? Arranged in
chronological order, some patterns do emerge.
The oldest of the contemporary programs is workers’ compensation, which
dates back to 1909, when the ﬁrst three states enacted laws. Eight more states
followed the next year, and by the end of the decade, almost every state had
one.64 Workers’ compensation had no federal involvement; it was simply a
state-mandated program that provided insurance and protected businesses.
That is why workers’ compensation was the ﬁrst of these income programs:
none of these arrangements broke with existing U.S. political and economic
institutions.
The programs authorized by the 1935 Social Security Act are next chronologically. They include social insurance for the elderly, which requires the
involvement of the federal government; public assistance (ADC), which, until it was replaced by TANF, was also a federal entitlement; UI, a federalstate hybrid; and general assistance, to be offered only at the local government’s option. Although the origins of general assistance extend back to
Elizabethan Poor Laws of 1601, the Act’s other provisions, especially federal
involvement and socialization of the responsibility to maintain the poor, do
mark an important milestone.
In 1956, the government added disability insurance for people 50 and over
with a permanent disability. In 1960 and 1965, it extended these beneﬁts to
disabled workers of any age solely on the basis of their inability to work for
at least one year.65 SSI followed in 1974. Although neither program was
notable for its generosity, both increased the federal government’s responsibility. In the ﬁnal quarter of the twentieth century, this alone made them the
last of their kind.
The remaining three current programs—EITC (1975), TANF (1996), and
IDAs (now in its experimentation phase)—all reframe this commitment.
EITC is a federal program with an optional state supplement, but it uses tax
refunds to assist low-income workers rather than the poor. TANF strips the
federal government of direct responsibility for the poor, and IDAs assume
that the federal government should help the poor accumulate a nest egg for
investment in themselves as “human capital.”
So what is the historical pattern in this odd mix of programs? Through
the mid-1970s, there is a fairly steady pattern of growth. This growth occurs
in bits and pieces, adding a category of the needy ﬁrst in one group and then
in another. Underlying it all, though, is a sense, ﬁrst, that government is the
only collectivity that can compensate for the failings of the market, and
second, that responsibility for addressing these failings should be vested in
the federal government whenever our political and economic institutions allow.
In the past quarter century, this federal responsibility has ebbed. Global
competition has created a competitive free-for-all, where people are responsible for themselves and the new social ethic limits broader concerns. Diminished federal responsibility for the poor has been one primary outcome of this
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change. Though even at its height, this federal responsibility never reached
the point of providing a guaranteed annual income or other universal beneﬁt,
now more than ever, an income support program must resemble the market
to win political acceptance. After almost three-quarters of a century of steady
if haphazard growth, this historical trend has held for the past twenty-ﬁve
years.
By focusing on economics, politics, ideology, and social movements, we
have had ample opportunity to familiarize ourselves with the reasons for these
trends. In the next chapter, we explore the question of the extent to which
these same historical patterns have shaped the development of employment
policy.
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9
Jobs and Job Training: Programs and Policies

P

eople who do not want to rely on income support programs have another
option: they can try to get into a job training program or perhaps obtain
a publicly created job. Yet those pursuing this alternative face many obstacles.
Few programs rank as an unqualiﬁed success; the actual number of vacancies
has never amounted to more than a small fraction of potential trainees, perhaps one of every twenty workers,1 and the programs themselves have always
targeted the poor. So, not only is it hard to get into a program and the
programs help only a little, but the skills participants gain usually come with
a stigma.
These difﬁculties share a common origin. Unlike in European countries,
employment policy in the United States has never tried to match the needs
of business for a labor force with the employment needs of all workers. Instead, it has left that task to the job market, making just a modest investment
in the training of workers—the “disadvantaged” and people of color—who
could not ﬁnd work on their own. As a consequence, although some U.S.
employment programs involve workfare and many are linked to welfare, most
bear the marks of a residual social policy.
In training programs, as in so many other matters, modest investments
have produced modest gains: too few slots, very brief training periods, and,
except for those workers who were retrained after losing well-paying jobs,
salaries that rarely rose much above the poverty line. During the second
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Clinton administration, these results prompted another attempt at reform of
U.S. employment policy, the 1998 Workforce Investment Act (WIA). As we
shall see, however, although this Act does offer some hope for improvement,
it too is unlikely to overcome the limitations that have been placed on the
development of employment policy.

The Context for Employment Policy
Economic changes have transformed the job market. In 1960, 31 percent of
U.S. workers labored in manufacturing. By 1997, that percentage had been
cut in half. The decline in agricultural employment has been steadier but
even more dramatic: in the 1870s, 70 percent of all Americans worked on
farms; today that ﬁgure has declined to 3 percent. A dramatic surge in service
employment has accompanied this drop. Although workers in service industries constituted 10 percent of all employment in the 1870s, now they make
up 81 percent of the workforce.2
Service employment includes a wide variety of jobs and salaries. At the
high end are architects, lawyers, computer programmers, and successful psychotherapists. Hotel employees, fast food workers, home health aides, and
retail sales clerks lie at the other extreme. The high end of service employment gets more publicity, but the low end produces more jobs.
Although no one would have thought of offering government-sponsored
job training for agricultural workers in the 1870s, success in a globalizing
economy depends on competitive skills. By 2006, the labor market is expected
to produce 15 million new jobs.3 Many of these jobs are low wage, and lowwage workers have lost the most income over the past twenty-ﬁve years. In
a different political environment, this trend could become the basis of a
renewed emphasis on federal employment programs.

Classifying Federal Job Programs
Federal job programs fall into two main categories. The ﬁrst and by far more
common category includes programs that offer training to workers. These
initiatives originated during the Great Society with the enactment of legislation such as the 1962 Manpower Development and Training Act and the
Job Corps program (1964). Subsequently, programs like the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA; 1983) and, most recently, the WIA belong to the same
policy tradition.
Although these programs may provide a stipend, they mostly focus on
training for the private sector. In fact, from 1981 until the enactment of the
1996 welfare reform law, the government did not authorize the expenditure
of any money for the creation of public sector jobs. Workers got training,
some counseling, and perhaps a job referral, but they had to get a real paying
job on their own.
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The second category of employment programs dates back to the Great
Depression of the 1930s. Here, the training comes from a governmentprovided job and employs people who could not otherwise ﬁnd work. Included in this category are New Deal initiatives such as the Civilian Conservation Corps and the Work Projects Administration, as well as the Nixon
administration’s Comprehensive Employment Training Act (CETA, 1973).
In each case, the training occurs in the public sector, either through direct
federal expenditures to create jobs, as it did during the Depression, or, in the
case of CETA, to fund state jobs the local government can no longer afford.
The ﬁrst kind of federal job program is more common. During the past
forty years, some training program has always existed, even when interest in
training has declined. By contrast, the second kind, paid work in the public
sector, has been less consistently available. Faced with long-standing conservative opposition to the federal government’s funding of jobs, it must surmount a still bigger hurdle.
The Triggers for Social Change in Federal Job Programs

Five different triggers for social change have brought about new federal job
programs. Blending political and economic concerns, they all seek to coordinate the existing pool of labor with the workforce that business needs now
and might foreseeably require in the future. Although these concerns are fairly
constant, sometimes they intensify to the point where policymakers feel they
must modify the employment training system.
The ﬁrst and perhaps most common trigger for social change occurs when
policymakers believe that employment training could upgrade the workforce.
This trigger is evident in the 1962 Manpower Development and Training
Act, when policymakers worried about the effects of automation, and in 1998,
when concerns about the overall competitiveness of the workforce in a globalized economy led to passage of the WIA. Doubts about the preparedness of
the workforce for coming economic changes were key in both instances.
The second trigger for social change in employment programs involves
issues of poverty and welfare. Like other aspects of U.S. social welfare, employment policy has usually focused on means-tested programs for the poor.
Depending on the political climate, this attention has produced two distinct
kinds of job legislation. In more generous periods like the Great Society,
policymakers have recognized that lack of education and training interfere
with poor people’s getting and keeping a well-paying job. Now in its fourth
decade, the Job Corps program for “disadvantaged youth” reﬂects this orientation.
At other times, however, policymakers have shifted their attention from
the structures that prevent poor people from succeeding to the poor people
themselves. Emphasizing the poor’s personal deﬁciencies, these policymakers
have tied receipt of welfare to a burdensome set of workfare requirements
and devised employment programs, like the 1983 JTPA, that skimped on the
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Disparity between highest and lowest wage for paid workers.
The 1998 Workforce Investment Act reﬂects a desire to
upgrade the workforce and halt the growing disparity between
high- and low-wage workers.

provision of day care and stipends. Whatever the usefulness of these initiatives, policymakers enacted these programs in a political environment that
required any new employment training to improve the poor’s character.
The prevention of social unrest among inner-city youth is the third impetus for social change in job training programs. Until the 1998 WIA consolidated funding into a broader youth employment program, Congress would
go through an annual ritual about providing money for youth during the
summer months. Proponents would threaten a long, hot summer full of crime
and rioting unless Congress came up with adequate support. The urban violence of the 1960s and the 1992 riots in Los Angeles all lent support to these
threats, which were so effective that the federal response extended beyond
summer youth programs to include just about every employment program ever
put forth for the inner city. Although consolidated funding in the WIA
changed the need for separate annual appropriations, underneath the desire
to fund some inner-city training programs the fear always remains of what
youth might do without them.
Employment programs have also served to grease the passage of controversial legislation. The best recent example of this phenomenon occurred
during the ﬁght to enact the 1993 North American Free Trade Agreement.
Most U.S. trade unions strongly opposed NAFTA because they thought that
cheaper imports would cost jobs. Nevertheless, when the lawmakers agreed
to provide job training for workers displaced by imports, the trade agreement
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gained enough support to ensure its passage. In this case, the trigger for social
change is not some larger economic concern, but simply the political use of
employment programs as a way of making the legislative machinery run more
smoothly.
The ﬁnal trigger of social change in employment programs occurs when
either high unemployment or rapid transformation of the labor market has
created obstacles that no job training program can overcome. Under these
circumstances, policymakers set aside their usual opposition and authorize the
federal government to engage in job creation. High unemployment prompted
the labor-absorbing legislation of the New Deal like the Civilian Conservation Corps and the Works Progress Administration. But in an interesting twist
at a time of relatively low unemployment, the WIA also grants the states
some latitude to fund their own job creation programs.4 Although this concession is just a small, optional, state-operated experiment, it does suggest
that some wariness about turmoil in the job market lies just under the surface.
These ﬁve triggers, then, suggest the primary impetus for social change in
employment policy. But what is it that they have brought about? To answer
this question, we ﬁrst outline some general themes in employment training,
then review the programs themselves.
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Employment Training Programs: What Do We Know?
How much does it cost to educate students and prepare them for a career?
When students are talented and have already received a good education, it
might cost $140,000 over four years to attend a prestigious college. At the
other extreme, suppose a young woman is poor and undereducated and left
high school to work in a series of unskilled and unstable jobs. If she is lucky
and can get into one, the remedy for her problems in the job market is likely
to be a four-month training program that costs $2,500. Because she started
at a much lower level of skill, such a modest investment cannot possibly
compensate for her long-term deﬁcits.
Yet employment programs do try. They provide on-the-job training, classroom training, or job search assistance. On-the-job training beneﬁts workers
who need skills for a particular job in a particular kind of company; classroom
training is best for those whose skills are outdated. Job search assistance is
generally the cheapest, but because it targets those who are already job ready,
that may not be saying much. All these programs help a little. The evidence
suggests, however, that they do so more because participants retain jobs and
work longer at them than from any signiﬁcant increase in their hourly wages.5
In the mid-1990s, Congress began to look at these results and wonder
whether we could do better. It asked the U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce,
the monitoring arm of the federal government, to conduct a review. The
GAO found that although the federal government had never committed to
a comprehensive employment policy, it nonetheless funded 125 different employment programs. Sixty-ﬁve of these programs served the “economically
disadvantaged” and forty-eight targeted out-of-school youth. In addition,
there were eighteen programs serving veterans, ten programs for Native
Americans, and four for homeless people.6 Although Congress did not address
the issue of resources, it did decide to do something about the duplication.
After several years of legislative compromise, this resolve led to the enactment of the latest omnibus employment training law, the Workforce Investment Act of 1998.
The Workforce Investment Act

WIA instigated many changes in employment policy. Legislatively, it replaced
the 1983 JTPA provision for economically disadvantaged adults, youth,
and dislocated workers with three new programs, Adult, Dislocated Worker,
and Youth. These programs de-emphasize the categorical nature of JTPA and
make the general public eligible for a broader range of services. To improve
access to these services, communities must consolidate delivery and offer
them in one-stop shopping centers.
WIA authorizes three tiers of service. The core ﬁrst tier provide job search
assistance. At this level, staff provides the worker with some help looking for
a job, searching the classiﬁed pages or a list of job vacancies, or perhaps
offering some hints on dressing for the interview. If the worker fails to get a
Jobs and Job Training: Programs and Policies
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job, he or she becomes eligible for the next tier. This tier includes more
intensive services such as assessment and case management to help workers
get jobs on their own. Only when they fail to do so are they eligible for job
training in the third tier.7
This service delivery system reveals a lot about the intent of policymakers.
Although the system is supposed to universalize services, the need for job
training is nonetheless associated with failure. WIA therefore remains the
trainer of last resort, and using it to get a job will still carry a stigma.
As an umbrella employment act, WIA also retains most of the programs
funded under previous policies. Although the Act does end the existence of
a separate summer youth program, the funded programs otherwise are not
that different. These programs include those for adults; dislocated workers;
youth; an employment service program; trade adjustment assistance programs,
veterans’ employment, and training programs; Job Corps, welfare-to-work
grant-funded programs; Senior Community Service Employment Programs;
and employment and training for migrants, seasonal farm workers, and Native
Americans.8 This list may cover nearly everyone, but it is still training by
category.
Ofﬁcially, ﬁve main principles shaped the development of WIA: (1) “work
ﬁrst”; (2) greater coordination; (3) increased reliance on market mechanisms;
(4) the provision of universal services; and (5) increased accountability. From
our review, however, it will soon become clear that the Act enforces some
principles more closely than others.
The ﬁrst principle of WIA, and the one that is perhaps most emphatically
enforced, is “work ﬁrst.” This term means that WIA looks to the job market
to evaluate the pool of workers who are seeking employment and training
assistance. In effect, this emphasis on work de-emphasizes training. It suggests
that instead of the government’s investing in training, workers should train
themselves through work. Under WIA, only those who lack the capacity to
develop their skills through work can progress through the three service tiers
and become eligible for job training vouchers.9
In an effort to improve service delivery, WIA also strongly encourages
increased coordination among the various programs, especially at the state
and local levels. From uniﬁed state-level planning across job training programs to common performance indicators, WIA rewards collaborative efforts
without calling for actual program consolidation or integration. Indeed, even
as the Act retains numerous restrictions on eligibility and many allowable
services persist as quasi-block grants, it does show some promise by offering
states greater leeway to prepare long-term uniﬁed plans for their workforce
programs.10
The third guiding principle of WIA comes from its reliance on market
mechanisms. In keeping with the market model, WIA requires the use of an
individual training account (ITA) to deliver services. ITAs represent the individual referral model, one that assesses and counsels individuals before referring them to a qualiﬁed service provider. To enhance informed consumer
choice, WIA also demands that providers offer accurate, up-to-date perfor318
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mance information, so that participants will know who has the best record
for helping people in their situation.11 WIA therefore resembles other social
policies adhering to a market model. WIA may offer more choice, but it is a
choice deﬁned by the modest U.S. investment in employment and training
programs.
Universal service is the fourth principle. WIA replaced the JTPA programs
for economically disadvantaged and dislocated workers with programs for
adults, dislocated workers, and youth. This shift represents a move toward
universalism because it de-emphasizes the differences among groups needing
assistance. As part of this change, WIA also established Workforce Investment Boards to substitute for the Private Industry Councils that matched
participants with the need for training in speciﬁc local industries under JTPA.
Because, in theory, the Workforce Investment Boards are responsible for overseeing all government training programs in their region, they have a broader
mandate and might, over time, foster greater universality and coordination.12
The ﬁfth principle demands increased accountability. Consistent with this
principle, WIA calls for the establishment of a performance accountability
system whose purpose is to maximize return on investment and promote continuous improvement. Distinctive features of this new system include requiring indicators of performance, distributing the information widely, and applying the standards at the state and local levels.13 The thinking behind this
principle is that participants are customers who are entitled to the most accurate data possible about the system’s functioning.
Although no one would dispute the worthiness of these principles, many
critics have suggested that WIA will not bring about that many important
changes. For starters, despite implications to the contrary, WIA does not unify
the nation’s employment programs. As the late Senator Paul Wellstone (DMinnesota) said,
The [Act] incorporates adult and vocational education without threatening those programs’ separate funding streams. [I]t will also include
reauthorization and improvement of vocational rehabilitation programs,
again without threatening separate funding for vocational rehabilitation
programs. It assures separate funding to adults, to youth, and to dislocated
workers according to state formulae, and also according to formulae
within states. . . . It does not block grant job training, adult education,
and vocational education programs.14
In short, as an umbrella program, WIA says it is unifying all the programs
under it, but retains their source of funding and keeps the programs distinct.
This new packaging may dress up the programs somewhat differently; it does
not, however, alter their content.
The maintenance of separate funding streams offers just one example of
how difﬁcult it will be to achieve some of WIA’s stated goals. The centerpiece
of WIA is one-stop shopping. But how do you share costs in a one-stop
shopping center? Suppose there are three different programs in one ofﬁce
space: without a common budget, it is unclear how the expense of adminisJobs and Job Training: Programs and Policies
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PROGRAM CHART

Employment Programs

Workforce Investment Act (WIA), 1998
Number of recipients:

Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

Adult Employment Service, 300,000; Dislocated Worker,
937,000; Youth, 476,000; NAFTA, 37,000; Job Corp,
100,000
Employment counseling and job training agencies, both public
and private, by contract
Job counseling and training
Anyone can get help looking for a job, but job training is limited
to those who have not been able to obtain a job on their
own
The federal government spent about $5.6 billion on job training
in 2002.

tration and utilities can be shared. How, then, do you allocate the costs for
electricity, heat, and phones? Each program has restrictions on how its money
can be used, as well as speciﬁc requirements for reporting. WIA mandates
that the programs work together, but the way the funds are distributed makes
genuine cooperation difﬁcult.15
The same criticism applies to WIA’s goal of universal service. It is a ﬁne
idea in theory, but without adequate funding, it is fanciful to talk about
universalism as a serious possibility. We have never spent much money on
workforce services, never more than 0.85 percent of the GDP, or 2.4 percent
of federal budget outlays. WIA does provide core services that are universal,
such as outreach, intake, initial assessment, job search, and provider performance information. But in the absence of greater ﬁnancial support, WIA
only gives welfare recipients and the poor priority for training services. Once
again, the lack of money turns universalism in theory into selectivity and
stigma in practice.16
Although it is too early to render even a preliminary judgment, these
criticisms suggest that the WIA has been oversold. Its principles may be
admirable, but it will not be able to carry them out. Some might contend
that merely stating the principles is a step forward, and that if WIA fails to
attain its goals this time, perhaps it will with further reﬁnements. Others
dispute this contention, arguing that lofty goals without the resources to
achieve them sets up another failure that sows further doubts about the possibilities for effective social policy. Whichever side you come down on depends on your understanding of employment policy and, in particular, of the
individual programs that have now been incorporated into new pieces of
legislation.
Adult Employment Service

Adult Services fall under Title 1 of WIA. The Act deﬁnes age eligibility for
core services as 18 years or older. It grants priority for training to recipients
320
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of public assistance and other low-income individuals. In keeping with one
of the leading features of WIA, most services for adults will be offered in
one-stop shopping centers, and most participants will rely on their ITAs to
ﬁgure out which provider and which training program best ﬁt their needs.
Once again, participants move through WIA’s three tiers of core, intensive,
and training services, receiving employment training only after all their previous efforts have failed. The states administer this adult program through a
combination of formula grants to state and local entities. In ﬁscal year 2002,
the program allocated $950 million.17
Dislocated Workers

Title 1 of WIA also authorizes assistance to dislocated workers. Typically,
these workers have been ﬁred in a major layoff; despite considerable experience, there is little likelihood that the company will recall them to their old
jobs. Between their union membership and their relatively high prelayoff
earnings, they are usually unemployed for a long time—often, until they
accept a lower salary in another industry.18
Relying on a separate Title 1 funding stream, WIA makes provision for
dislocated workers through a state-operated program that replaces the dislocated worker assistance authorized under JTPA. This provision offers reemployment services and retraining assistance to individuals who are permanently separated from their employment. In addition, the states may use these
funds to respond quickly to workers seriously affected by mass layoffs and
plant closures. In ﬁscal year 2002, the total appropriation for this provision
was $1.55 billion, enough for an estimated 937,000 participants.19
Youth

Youth employment programs constitute the third key component of Title 1
in WIA. No longer is there a separate training program for summer youth.
Instead, WIA consolidates the summer youth program into a broad, general
youth training program. This program emphasizes long-term development by
providing social, educational, and employment services to eligible youth, ages
14–21, a comprehensive statewide system.20
Ninety-ﬁve percent of these youth services retain their focus on the poor.
In addition, however, if youth face speciﬁc barriers to employment or completion of school, Title 1 does reserve the remaining 5 percent for those who
are not poor. This provision opens the program up to those who are school
dropouts, offenders, pregnant or already parents, have a basic literacy deﬁciency, or, in the broadest category, need help completing an educational
program and getting a job.21
To link academic and occupational learning, WIA providers must have
strong ties with employers. The programs stress tutoring, study skills training
and dropout prevention, paid and unpaid work experience, mentoring and
leadership development, as well as appropriate support services. Participants
receive guidance and counseling plus at least one year of follow-up services.
Nationally, there are over six hundred local workforce investment areas asJobs and Job Training: Programs and Policies
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sisting an estimated 476,000 youth annually. In ﬁscal year 2002, the federal
government appropriated $1.13 billion dollars for their activities.22
The NAFTA–Transitional Adjustment Assistance Program

The federal government also assists workers adversely affected by foreign
trade. The most recent version of this policy, the NAFTA–Transitional Adjustment Assistance program, combines provisions from two older laws—the
Economic Dislocation and Worker Assistance Adjustment Act (from the
1983 JTPA) and the Trade Adjustment Assistance program (from the Trade
Act of 1974)—under the auspices of NAFTA (1993). The program helps
workers who lose their jobs or get less work and lower wages as a result of
trade with Mexico or Canada. It offers participants a quick response to the
threat of unemployment and the opportunity to receive income support while
engaging in long-term training.23
The Department of Labor rules on all applications. Eligible workers can
beneﬁt from reemployment services such as career counseling, skills assessment, job placement assistance, job search assistance, and job referrals. The
worker may also receive up to two years of approved training in occupational
skills, basic or remedial education, training in literacy, or English as a second
language. After exhausting six months of unemployment beneﬁts, a worker
participating in an approved full-time training program is also eligible for
ﬁfty-two weeks of a cash trade adjustment allowance. Although this arrangement sounds generous, six months of unemployment beneﬁts and one year of
an allowance still leaves the two-year trainee six months short of cash.24
During 1999, the Department of Labor certiﬁed 129,000 such workers,
37,000 of whom received a trade adjustment allowance averaging $269 a
week. Including administration, the total cost of the program was $94 million.25
Trade certainly provides cheaper goods for consumers, but at the cost of
some domestic jobs. The major policy question about this program, then, is
whether a budget of $94 million fully accounts for the economic dislocation
that trade causes.
Job Corps

Job Corps is the largest and most comprehensive intervention for youth sponsored by the federal government. Job Corps provides youth with education,
training, health, and other services in a residential setting under continuous
supervision and away from their old neighborhoods. In the classic study of
the program’s effectiveness, evaluators found that Job Corps improved educational attainment and increased annual earnings by 28 percent.26
There are 111 Job Corps centers in forty-six states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. Because it is a residential program featuring a comprehensive array of training, education, and supportive services, Job Corps is
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comparatively expensive: with a budget of $1.46 billion and 100,000 enrollees
in 2002, it costs almost $15,000 a person. To reach young workers most other
programs overlook, it relies on strict behavioral standards, prohibiting drugs
and violence, and expelling people for violations.27
Eligibility for Job Corps is limited to those between 16 and 24 years of
age. Although participants must be high school dropouts who come from a
disruptive environment, they should not be on probation or parole and must
have no serious medical or behavioral problem. The program trains them in
occupational trades such as construction, computers, clerical skills, automotive mechanics, and the health occupations. Once the program has been
completed, it also provides placement services.
The typical Job Corps student is an 18-year-old high school dropout who
reads at the seventh-grade level, belongs to a minority group (57 percent are
African American, 16 percent Latino, and 4 percent Native American), and
has never held a full-time job. He or she (60 percent of all Job Corps participants are male) will remain in the program for about seven months. The
Department of Labor estimates that upon completion, about 70 percent of
all participants get jobs, and another 10 percent go elsewhere to continue
their education or attend another training program. This positive termination
rate of 80 percent is often cited as evidence of Job Corps’ effectiveness.28
Native American Job Program

Another national program authorized by the WIA offers job training, work
experience, and other employment-related services to Native Americans.
Consistent with the prior deﬁnition of Native American under JTPA, WIA
identiﬁes Indians, Eskimos, Aleuts, and Native Hawaiians as potential recipients of these services. The Department of Labor administers this section of
WIA by awarding grants to Indian tribes and reservations. The program,
however, is relatively small; in ﬁscal year 2000, it expended just $58 million.29
Competition for these grants occurs every two years, though once an organization receives a grant and demonstrates that it has done what it has
promised, the Department of Labor may renew the grant on receipt of a
satisfactory plan for the next two-year cycle. According to WIA regulations,
satisfactory plans ﬁrst identify the population to be served and assess its needs.
Then they explain how the activities will strengthen the capabilities of the
individuals who are served to get and keep unsubsidized employment. Finally,
they specify the performance standards to which they should be held. The
All-Indian Pueblo Council of New Mexico typiﬁes the successful applicant.
In this community, WIA pays for twenty-ﬁve individuals and sixty youth to
obtain some work experience.30
Lack of investment persists as one of the major causes of the economic
problems in Native American communities. For this reason, it is unfortunate
that WIA speciﬁcally forbids any money to be spent on employmentgenerating projects. WIA may well enhance the occupational skills of Native
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Americans, but as a principle of social policy, it errs in assuming that it need
not address the demand for workers, because no amount of skill enhancement
will ever be enough if local businesses do not want to hire them.
Migrant and Seasonal Farm Workers Program

The National Farm Workers Job Program traces its origins to the Economic
Opportunity Act of 1964. Currently authorized under Section 167 of WIA,
it is designed to address the chronic seasonal unemployment and underemployment experienced by migrant and seasonal farm workers. These are the
low-paid workers who harvest the fruits and vegetables that other Americans
eat. The program offers assistance to help them and their families achieve
economic self-sufﬁciency.
Like the rest of WIA, this program offers three different kinds of services.
The core level includes skills assessment, job search, eligibility determination,
and access to other essential services available at the local one-stop shopping
center. A second level of intensive services relies on case management to
develop a strategy for further education and skill development. The third
level provides actual training.
In addition to these three levels, however, WIA actually goes one step
further. Recognizing the low wages and difﬁculties of farm labor, the program
also offers some direct short-term assistance. The intensive and training services enable workers to upgrade their employment in the agricultural sector
or to get another job outside farming. The direct cash assistance is intended
to tide them over during winter or when work is otherwise scarce.
To be eligible for this program, an individual must be a citizen of the
United States or a lawfully admitted permanent resident who has registered
for military duty with the Selective Service and who has worked as a farm
laborer during twelve of the preceding twenty-four months. By law, the
worker’s family must also have been disadvantaged for twelve months in the
preceding twenty-four.
In ﬁscal year 2000, the budget for this program was about $74 million.31
Although it is a small program that costs only slightly more than services to
Native Americans, the cash assistance it provides remains its most distinctive
feature. Most people are familiar with the hard life that farm workers lead:
they have low wages and little power. Their employers resist paying more
because higher wages would cut into proﬁts and might modestly increase the
cost of food. But because these wages are often insufﬁcient to support their
families, the government uses money that you have paid in taxes to retain
them as part of the agricultural workforce. This cash assistance subsidizes both
workers and employers: the workers because they get public money, and the
employers because they do not have to pay a living wage.
Veterans

Although Title 1 of WIA included a provision for veterans’ programs, the
federal budget for ﬁscal year 2001 transferred the account from the Depart324
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ment of Labor to the Ofﬁce of Veterans’ Employment and Training. This
account encompasses two different programs, one for disabled veterans outreach and another for local veterans’ employment representatives. In ﬁscal
year 2000, WIA’s budget for these two initiatives amounted to a little more
than $7 million.32
Specialists staff the Disabled Veterans Outreach Program. By developing
job and training opportunities for veterans, especially those with serviceconnected disabilities, these specialists offer direct services that enable them
to compete in the job market. These services include the promotion of community and employer support for apprenticeships and on-the-job training as
well as linkages to likely governmental and community organizations such as
the Department of Veterans Affairs and local veteran groups.33
Local veterans’ employment representatives are state employees who provide a full range of employment assistance. They counsel and test veterans,
identify training and employment opportunities, and monitor job listings from
federal contractors to ensure that eligible veterans get referral priority. They
also cooperate with the Department of Veterans Affairs to identify and aid
those who need prosthetic devices or other special equipment to improve
their employability.34
The veterans’ employment program illustrates one of the fundamental dilemmas of U.S. employment policy. In the absence of an organizing principle
such as comprehensiveness and universality, employment policy wavers between delivering services through a bureaucracy devoted to employment services (the Department of Labor) and delivering services by demographic category, as it does with veterans. The Department of Labor has the expertise;
in most European countries, its counterparts run the nation’s employment
programs. But because we have never completely reconciled ourselves to employment programs, we sometimes place them in agencies that serve populations with special needs. The result is that our employment programs suffer
from considerable decentralization and do not have a single controlling authority.
Public Job Creation Programs

When the Reagan administration terminated the Comprehensive Employment Training Program in 1981, it ended public job creation programs in the
United States for the next ﬁfteen years. With the passage of welfare reform
in 1996, however, public job creation programs have returned as a supplement
to welfare-to-work initiatives. Now states have the opportunity to use federal
welfare funds for low-income families who meet state eligibility requirements.
Nor is this the only avenue: programs focused on economic or community
development can also generate jobs in the public sector.35
These jobs have three primary federal sources: the TANF block grant, the
welfare-to-work program, and WIA. Under TANF, state welfare departments
can, at their own discretion, earmark funds for job creation, either through
direct allocation or by other state, local, or nonproﬁt agencies. Used to subJobs and Job Training: Programs and Policies
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sidize wages, these TANF monies do not even count against the ﬁve-year
federal lifetime limit. The second option, welfare-to-work funds, are grants
available to the states that the states can pass on to local agencies for programs that could include public job creation. Finally, WIA authorizes job
creation as a third-level, intensive employment service in either the private
or the public sector.36
Both TANF and the welfare-to-work programs are limited, because they
cannot be used for individuals without children. That restriction aside, some
publicly funded job creation experiments have shown positive results. In Milwaukee, the New Hope project operated as a community-based nonproﬁt
organization funded by a consortium of local, state, and national organizations. New Hope offered child care subsidies, affordable health insurance,
assistance to raise participants’ income to the poverty level, and full-time
employment working in local nonproﬁt organizations for those who could not
otherwise ﬁnd a job. Although, with under $12,000 in wages, the participants
remained poor, the program did raise earnings by 13 percent. Equally significant, community service jobs seem to have smoothed the path to unsubsidized employment, as 62 percent of those employed in such positions held a
regular job in the following quarter.37
This new willingness to experiment with public job creation suggests that
we have at least temporarily overcome public perception about the failures
of previous job creation efforts. These efforts suffered both from charges of
“make-work” (e.g., for raking leaves) and for their inability to offset the substantial job losses in a faltering economy.38 Yet this opportunity may not last
long, because the linkage of public job creation with welfare-to-work programs limits its potential. When poverty and welfare are tied to public job
creation, they stigmatize the programs, which are then sure to be abandoned
at the ﬁrst sign of failure.
We have now reviewed the major U.S. employment programs, highlighting,
in particular, their most prominent strengths and weaknesses. To clarify their
place within the larger ﬁeld of social policy, however, we must now look at
them through the lens of our policy model.

Economics
The economic functions of employment programs depend on the kind of
program. So far, we have identiﬁed two types, job training and job creation,
each of which has a different set of economic dynamics. In addition, even
though none currently exists, a third kind of program, for full employment,
has a sufﬁciently distinct group of economic functions to warrant an analysis
of its own.
In theory, job training programs improve the workforce’s competitiveness.
If more people are trained, then American workers should have better skills
to compete in the global economy. Nevertheless, it does make a difference
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In recent years, employment
training programs have had to
retrain industrial workers for jobs
in the service economy.

exactly what workers are trained to do: if the primary purpose is to teach
former welfare recipients to prepare fast food, then their training does not
increase the skills of the American workforce in the way that it would if
training emphasized information-age skills in computers and technology.
Job training programs also possess two complementary functions. From the
perspective of business, they use public dollars to provide the private sector
with a trained workforce; from the perspective of labor, training improves
workers’ skills and helps them to get better jobs.
Employers always need a trained workforce. But it saves them money to
have the public sector train workers and certify that they possess the necessary
skills. When there is a shortage of skilled help, job training programs can
supply the workers that increase competition and keep wages down. In effect,
by organizing the orderly ﬂow of labor, job training programs are another
example of how the public sector subsidizes the private.
For displaced or unemployed workers, the role of job training is equally
vital. No longer discarded and unproductive, they gain the skills that make
them more employable. Although graduates of job training programs do not
get much higher wages, their annual earnings increase because they work
Jobs and Job Training: Programs and Policies
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more. Hence, for the worker who can get into one, a job training program
does offer some hope for a higher standard of living.
If job training programs supply businesses with trained workers at the same
time that they help workers secure better jobs, then they serve to match the
needs of business with the needs of labor. Mind you, such a description does
not specify how well they perform this function, because mismatches occur
all the time. If a recession looms, job training could produce too many skilled
workers. Or, if the economy turns upward, skilled workers could be in short
supply. Yet even granting the possibility of these mismatches, the existence
of job training programs ensures that the marketplace is no longer solely
responsible for matching business and labor.
The second kind of employment programs, public job creation, serves a
different economic function. By putting additional money into the hands of
workers, these programs help to stimulate the economy. Moreover, the stimulus they provide is much greater than with job training, because although
job training provides employment for the workers who run the program, it
does not channel any extra money to the participants. They only get extra
money later, if they succeed in obtaining a better-paying job on their own.
The explicit goal of public job creation programs is to create jobs and
reduce unemployment. These functions are comparatively incidental to job
training, which have these outcomes only if a business decides that it can
make more money by hiring another skilled worker. This difference matters.
Job training expands the supply of skilled workers, increases competition, and
contains wages; new public sector jobs stimulate the economy, reduce competition, and raise wages. Should we have a job training or a job creation
program? As we shall see in the next section, this difference in their functions
makes the decision a highly political one.
One shared function does emerge from all these differences. Although
politics shapes the way they handle the issue, both job training and job creation programs perform the function of managing the relationship between
the workers and the unemployed. Job training programs make the move from
unemployment to work a matter of the workers’ own skill and initiative; the
transition is automatic with job training programs. In both cases, however,
the issues are how many people should be employed, how many people should
be unemployed, and what is the effect of the supply and demand for workers
on the wages that businesses pay. In effect, by tilting one way or the other,
employment programs’ management of the relationship between workers and
the unemployed has signiﬁcant implications for these questions.
The third kind of program, full employment, resembles a single public job
creation program, with one crucial difference: in the typical full-employment
program, the public sector creates jobs until everyone has one. By its very
deﬁnition, then, full employment makes workers scarce and tends to raise
wages. To the extent that it manages the workforce, it does so on terms
favorable to workers. It is for this reason that business fought and enfeebled
the only two full-employment acts (the 1946 Full Employment Bill and the
1978 Humphrey-Hawkins law) that Congress ever passed. In each instance,
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it took a law with the teeth to reach full employment, stripped it of its
enforcement powers, and turned it into largely symbolic legislation.
In sum, employment programs have the economic functions of stimulating
the economy and modifying the supply and demand for labor. But to understand exactly how circumstances shape their performance of these functions,
we must turn to the politics of employment programs.

The Politics of Employment Programs
A political analysis of employment programs helps to explain the scarcity of
public job creation programs, the absence of a full-employment program, and
the reason why job training programs are so often described as “modestly
successful.” The essence of this explanation is rooted in the federal structure
of the U.S. government, a structure that promotes considerable fragmentation
and decentralization.
As we discussed in chapter 4 on the politics of social welfare policy, power
in the federal government is divided among the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches. An uneasy tension also exists between the federal government and the states.
This tension has signiﬁcant consequences, because large-scale employment
programs are a major administrative undertaking. In most European countries,
the Ministry of Labor runs them. In the United States, however, the fragmentation of government has never allowed the Department of Labor to build
up the expertise—what some social policy critics term “the institutional capacity”—that would enable it to run a large-scale employment program. Instead, it administered some employment programs but shifted the responsibility for others to agencies like the Department of Commerce and the
Veterans Administration. Programs can fail for a variety of reasons, but when
they are established reluctantly and distributed among several different bureaucracies, they operate at cross-purposes and make failure more likely. In a
never-ending cycle, critics then cite this failure as further conﬁrmation that
a federally funded employment program cannot succeed.39
This opposition also has another dimension. Although business interests
may beneﬁt from employment programs that improve workers’ skills, they are
generally wary of the public sector and even more opposed to public job
creation programs that make workers scarce and drive up wages. National
business organizations such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers can therefore be counted on to oppose
most new job training initiatives. In fact, just two circumstances cause businesses to soften their opposition: when they need more skilled workers and
when high unemployment jeopardizes political stability.
Besides the general distaste for employment programs, the pay scale and
the nature of public sector jobs often arouse political controversy. Admittedly,
it is difﬁcult to establish the pay scale for public sector employment. If its
purpose is to provide extra jobs and pay people enough to survive, then
Jobs and Job Training: Programs and Policies
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salaries should be set higher. Set a salary too high, however, and every lowwage employee will ﬂood into the program.
The nature of public sector work feeds this controversy. The private sector
relies on proﬁt as a rough index of success, and it calculates salaries accordingly: star in a blockbuster movie or rebound for a winning basketball team,
and the business will reward your contribution. But how do you quantify the
value of a public service like day care, education, or help for an aging parent?
If you can’t, it not only makes it much harder to determine a salary, but also
encourages the stereotype that many public sector jobs are not that far removed from raking leaves.
The ﬁnal political issue embedded in employment policy is a dilemma that
many other social programs share. As chapter 2 explained, the United States
has a categorical system of social welfare, which devotes a lot of time and
energy to classifying the poor. Those who are not poor get some subsidies
because they can deduct expenses like additional dependents, child care, and
college tuition from their taxes. But with the prominent exception of the
Social Security Act, there are few other universal programs. Instead, most
social welfare programs beneﬁt poor people, offering them meager, meanstested assistance that requires them to follow speciﬁc regulations and behave
in a particular way. Employment programs follow this model. Largely reserved
for the poor, they are anchored in the U.S. political framework of “poor
programs for poor people.” Consequently, it would violate this tradition if
they were more than modestly successful.

Ideology
The economics and politics of employment policy have their expected ideological underpinnings. As with other social programs, these underpinnings
promote individual initiative and enforcement of the work ethic, justify minimum government intervention, and blame those who fail.
If the attempt to develop employment programs seems half-hearted, that
is because mainstream U.S. ideology ﬁrmly believes that the market is the
best mechanism for matching business and labor. Bringing this abstract principle down to practice, imagine that Ms. Olson owns an environmental recycling ﬁrm that needs more plant workers. Mr. Lestan is a 24-year-old man
with one year of college who needs a job. How are Ms. Olson and Mr. Lestan
going to ﬁnd each other on the job market so that one can purchase the
other’s labor? How can Ms. Olson be assured that Mr. Lestan knows his job?
Mainstream ideology usually says that these things will happen in the marketplace, without any government intervention.
The underlying ideological principle here is individual initiative. In theory,
it is individual initiative that kindled Ms. Olson’s entrepreneurship, and it
will be individual initiative that propels Mr. Lestan’s search for a job. Ms.
Olson might have inherited ownership of her company from her father; Mr.

330

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy

Lestan might be more productive if training enhanced his skills. Yet neither
possibility affects the durability of this ideology, which continues to deﬁne
the availability and adequacy of employment programs.
This ideology has its consequences. Certainly, it pushes people to try
harder, to get up in the morning and ﬁnd a job out of a desire to avoid any
suggestion of laziness and irresponsibility. But there is a structural problem.
If you cannot ﬁnd a job and seek to gain access to a training program, you
will soon discover that, on average, only one vacancy exists for every twenty
eligible people. That’s 5 percent, a tantalizing percentage. It suggests that a
few people in your neighborhood are probably getting into a job program,
but the odds are not high that you will. When you do not get into a job
program, you might remember that there are just not enough slots. It is,
however, at least as likely that you will simply blame yourself: What did you
fail to do? Could you have done something differently? When employment
programs are inadequately funded, an ideology that encourages individual
initiative becomes closely linked with an ideology of self-blame.
The ideologies that frame employment programs are not inviting. Nevertheless, from time to time, this ideological discouragement has not stopped
people from demanding more jobs and better training. There is no single
form for these demands because a variety of social movements have made
them. It is to these social movements in all their diversity that we now turn.

Social Movements
Many employment training programs, especially those that do not involve
actual job creation, have not emerged from social movements. Their origins
lie instead with policy experts and government ofﬁcials, and they follow a
consistent pattern. First, these experts become increasingly concerned about
either some aspect of the job market or some dimension of the employment
training system. Perhaps the economy is changing as a result of automation,
as it did in the years preceding the passage of the 1962 Manpower Development Training Act. Or perhaps the fragmentation and duplication of the
employment training system itself has become excessive, as it did in the mid1990s prior to the enactment of the 1998 Workforce Investment Act. In
either case, though trade unionists may lobby in support of the reform, it is
policy experts in and around the government who are the primary advocates
for this new legislation.
Urban riots lie at the other extreme. From bombings by the most militant
protestors to outright repression by the police, U.S. social movements have
sometimes involved violence. By their very nature, riots lack the organization
that goes into developing a social movement. Nevertheless, because social
movements express anger about some unmet need, riots are often their byproduct. This was certainly the case in the 1960s, when the civil rights movement focused mounting indignation on discrimination and unemployment in
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the job market. The result was programs such as Job Corps and the Neighborhood Youth Corps that speciﬁcally targeted those “disadvantaged” youth
in the inner city who were most likely to engage in rioting.
Recessions and depressions have also produced social movements that
fought for jobs and job training programs. The classic example of this phenomenon occurred during the Great Depression, when the ofﬁcial unemployment rate reached 25 percent and for a moment, at the time of Roosevelt’s 1933 inaugural, every bank in the country was closed.
Naturally, this crisis precipitated a rash of organizing. That same year saw
the formation of the Federation of Unemployed Workers Leagues of America,
a continental Congress of Workers and Farmers, a Chicago Conference of
the Federation of the Unemployed, and a convention of the Unemployed
Leagues of Appalachia. The following year, another series of conferences led
to the establishment of the Workers Alliance of America, which by 1936
could claim some sixteen hundred locals in forty-three states with an estimated dues-paying membership of three hundred thousand people. New Deal
work programs such as the Works Progress Administration arose at least in
part as an explicit response to this organizing.40
Another kind of social movement draws heavily on the mobilization of
trade unions and speciﬁcally involves full-employment campaigns. In 1946
for the Full Employment Act and again in 1978 for the Humphrey-Hawkins
full employment legislation, a law would have charged the federal government
with the responsibility of ensuring full employment. Although liberal congressmen from the Northeast joined some Western progressives in support of
these bills, trade unions demanding jobs for their members were the most
powerful single interest ﬁghting for their passage. Yet business interests succeeded in defeating the 1946 bill and stripping Humphrey-Hawkins of its
enforcement powers, until full employment became a nice, if largely symbolic,
goal.41
Social movements for job creation take a somewhat different form. Trade
unions are certainly active here too, but as most job creation initiatives have
occurred in the community on a local level, government trade unions have
tended to be more dominant. This visibility is especially evident in the case
of job creation programs for local government functions, where government
workers in the American Federation of State, Municipal and County Employees have been most active. From the Comprehensive Employment and
Training Act of 1973 to the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, if the job
involves day care, social work, or another human service, government workers
have fought for programs that would add to their ranks.
Employment programs, then, have their origins in many different kinds of
social movements. An overview is useful because it suggests all the various
routes that brought them into being. At the same time, however, the history
of employment programs is easily fragmented when we review them in this
way. To end that fragmentation, we need to look at a more chronological
history.
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History
The idea of putting the unemployed to work in tough economic times did
not originate in the New Deal. When President Thomas Jefferson pushed
through the Embargo Act of 1808, prohibiting foreign trade, a ﬂood of unemployed sailors prompted New York City to initiate the nation’s ﬁrst workrelief program. Under the auspices of this program, the unemployed ﬁlled in
the Collect Pond in downtown Manhattan and dug the foundation for City
Hall. From 1817 to 1825, New York State also employed thousands of workers
to construct the Erie Canal.42 For a century, however, projects like these were
exceptions. Although local governments might embark on major public works
projects or ﬁnd some worthwhile tasks for work relief, it was not until the
1930s that employment programs became a ﬁxture of federal policy.
The subsequent history of employment programs divides into three stages.
In the ﬁrst stage, during the 1930s and 1940s, employment programs were
initially on the upswing. This period starts with programs for work and relief
and ends with the failure of a universal full-employment bill in 1946. The
second stage begins in the 1960s with concerns about the effects of automation (the Manpower Development Training Act of 1962) but soon narrows
its focus during the Great Society to racial minorities. It concludes with the
Comprehensive Employment and Training Act of 1973 and the failure of the
Humphrey-Hawkins full-employment bill ﬁve years later. The third phase
takes the focus on racial minorities and turns it into an increasingly exclusive
emphasis on workfare. With its orientation to the private sector, the Job
Training Partnership Act of 1983 marks the beginning of the third phase.
Now, as the 1998 Workforce Investment Act broadens potential eligibility,
the third phase may be undergoing a signiﬁcant modiﬁcation.
The ﬁrst stage began in 1933 with the enactment of the Federal Emergency
Relief Administration. FERA was the ﬁrst major grant-in-aid program to the
states, which were required to establish an emergency relief administration
that would distribute federal and state funds to localities. FERA was meanstested, and most projects were in construction and production for use (goods
produced for use by relief recipients). By the time it ended in 1935, FERA
had distributed more than $3.25 billion. But with businesses ﬁghting to keep
wages down, only a small portion of this money went to promote work relief
for wages.43
The Civilian Conservation Corps made more headway on this issue. Also
enacted in 1933, the CCC deployed men in forestry, erosion, ﬂood control,
and other conservation projects, where they were paid $30 a month. The
CCC divided administrative responsibility for supervision among the Departments of Labor, War, Agriculture, and Interior. Mobilization by the army
was central to its effectiveness. Projected to employ 275,000 men, the CCC
reached this quota within several months of its establishment.44
The next New Deal work program, the Civil Works Administration, did
not last very long. Set up in November 1933 to defuse another winter of
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need and protest, the CWA employed 4.26 million by January. About half
of CWA’s workers came from FERA’s relief rolls. It hired professionals, artists,
and white-collar workers, as well as craftsmen and unskilled laborers, and it
paid them wages, not a relief dole. Nevertheless, it was exactly these positive
attributes about the CWA that intensiﬁed the political pressure on it. Lobbied
by business groups and Southern Democrats who were concerned about its
effect on wages and worried about the potential for creating a large social
welfare apparatus, Roosevelt ended CWA after just four months and FERA
the year after.45
The Works Progress Administration (after 1939, the Works Projects Administration) replaced them. It lasted from 1935 until 1943, when mobilization for World War II eliminated unemployment. Within one year, it employed 3 million people for all kinds of work: repairing highways, cataloguing
archives, and recording the stories of former slaves. Unlike the CWA, which
permitted more than one family member to hold a job, the WPA limited
participation to one person per family at any time and paid just 65 to 70
percent of the prevailing wage. Because family size, composition, and monthly
budgets determined eligibility, it relied on social workers to conduct investigations.46
The ﬁrst phase concluded with the Allied victory in World War II. Fearful
that demobilization of the military would bring back Depression-era levels of
unemployment, liberals and trade unionists introduced the Full Employment
Act of 1946. Conservatives and business interests quickly rejected this proposal. Deﬁning the New Deal work programs as a one-time exception, they
rebuffed efforts that committed policymakers to low levels of unemployment.
In the aftermath of this failure, work programs disappeared from the federal
government for the next ﬁfteen years.
They returned with the Manpower Development and Training Act in
1962. Enacted out of concerns about the effects of automation, the MDTA
provided both classroom and on-the-job training. Classroom training paid an
average of just $35 a week stipend for up to one year at skill centers that
often operated out of public schools. This pay was below the minimum wage,
so that when the economy improved, many men left the program for higherwage jobs. By contrast, on-the-job training offered a subsidy to employers as
a hiring incentive. MDTA averaged over 209,000 participants during the
1960s. But in a move foreshadowing the era’s trend toward racial targeting,
its 1966 amendments stipulated that in the aftermath of urban rioting, 65
percent of its funds were to be spent on the hardcore unemployed.47
The programs that followed in its wake were cut from the same cloth. In
1964, the Economic Opportunity Act added the Neighborhood Youth Corps,
which was designed to keep youth in school or increase their employability
if they dropped out, and the Job Corps, with its residential centers for the
least employable youth. Subsequently, in 1972, the passage of the Work Incentive Program signaled the ﬁrst shift in emphasis. Born out of an increasing
apprehension about growth in the number of welfare recipients, it marked
the real beginning of a thirty-year effort to get them off the rolls.
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The second phase culminated in the passage of the 1973 Comprehensive
Employment and Training Act. CETA provided work in socially useful jobs:
screening programs in hospitals, additional personnel for law enforcement
agencies, community programs in arts and recreation, stafﬁng battered women
shelters and child care centers. In 1978, the national CETA wage maximum
was $10,000 with an additional $2,000 permitted for high-wage areas, but
the average national wage was supposed to be just $7,200. In effect, CETA
consolidated all the major job programs into a single administrative structure
that relied on public employment to ease the effects of economic downturns.48
The existence of a signiﬁcant public employment program emboldened
trade unionists, liberal members of Congress, and other progressive forces.
Building on CETA, they tried to enact another full-employment bill, the
1978 Humphrey-Hawkins Act. In its initial version, the Humphrey-Hawkins
bill established a goal of 3 percent unemployment. But, just as in the end of
the ﬁrst phase during the 1940s, the prospect of a full-employment bill
aroused conservative fears about the power of labor unions and the possibility
of excessive government intervention. The subsequent mobilization of conservative forces enfeebled the Humphrey-Hawkins legislation and signiﬁed
the end of the second phase.
The third phase of this history began in 1983 with the passage of the Job
Training Partnership Act. Two prominent features distinguish it. The ﬁrst is
the orientation to the private sector that JTPA embodied and that other
programs would reﬂect in subsequent years. The second is the heavy emphasis
on workfare programs for welfare recipients.
JTPA was the model employment program of the Reagan era. Rejecting
CETA’s commitment to the public sector, JTPA turned to private industry
councils (PICs) composed of community businesspeople who were responsible
for allocating training funds according to local business needs. By law, JTPA
could not train participants for work in the public sector. Moreover, because
JTPA paid contractors based on their success rate, it also favored the easily
placed worker over the hardcore unemployed. Eventually, this absence of
public oversight led to PICs misdirecting funds and created a serious problem
of accountability.49
The focus on work for welfare recipients intensiﬁed during this period.
When President Reagan’s ﬁrst budget, the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation
Act of 1981, authorized the states to experiment with workfare, many turned
to the Community Work Experience Program, which either forced recipients
to “work off” their welfare grants in public or community jobs or converted
those grants into wage subsidies for employers. In 1988, the passage of the
Family Support Act and the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training Program (JOBS) ended this experiment. Expanding the workfare population to
those on welfare with no children under 3 years, the Family Support Act
instructed the states to target those who were less likely to leave welfare on
their own and required them to fund a broad array of employment-related
services. Although the states often underfunded social supports like day care,
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some 13 percent of adults on AFDC were participating in the JOBS program
by 1995.50
This emphasis on work for welfare recipients crystallized in the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act of 1996. From the perspective of
the preceding sixty years, this Act collapses welfare policy into employment
policy, so that a disproportionate part of employment policy is now focused
on welfare recipients. For these people, training may be necessary for work,
but work is at least implicitly a punishment, something demanded of recipients when they will not get a job on their own. This conception of employment policy makes little allowance for workers who are laid off in a turbulent
labor market or those who simply want to get their skills upgraded. At this
point in the history of U.S. employment policy, these tasks are each individual’s own responsibility.
Yet the Workforce Reinvestment Act of 1998 does suggest some other
possibilities. Not only does it begin what could become a more drastic process
of program consolidation, but building on the welfare reform act of 1996, it
extends the possibilities for job creation in the public sector. To be sure, the
Act is hardly a universalist piece of social legislation: anyone can get counseling, but only those who fail to obtain a job through any other means are
eligible for public employment training. Nevertheless, from a more optimistic
perspective, at least counseling is now universal and perhaps one day soon,
other services will be also.
The third historical stage of employment programs ends, then, just the
way it should: on a very ambiguous note. The United States has largely
adhered to a restricted conception of the role of employment programs, one
that de-emphasized full-employment policies while providing training for people in great ﬁnancial need. Only on comparatively rare occasions has it assisted workers who were simply laid off or displaced. From economics to politics, from ideology to social movements, all the factors we have discussed
suggest that it will not be easy to move beyond what this history outlines.
And yet, there is this ambiguity, the hint of potential and possibility in the
Workforce Investment Act, which points to the prospect that employment
policy might yet acquire an expanded role.
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10
Housing: Programs and Policies

I

ncome support programs give people money; employment programs help
them to increase their income. Both these programs operate on the demand
side of the economic equation; that is, they work to put more money in
people’s pockets. But on what do people spend this money? The answer is
that they spend a lot of it on housing, health care, and food, the basic human
needs that are the subject of this and the next two chapters.
People certainly spend a growing percentage on housing. Housing costs
have spiraled upward because an afﬂuent segment of the population has created a tight market for the better housing stock. Space is also scarce in the
older cities, especially in the Northeast, where a developer cannot so easily
extend the city onto previously undeveloped land. Gentriﬁcation, real estate
speculation, and the increased cost of new construction have also taken their
toll. All these factors have intensiﬁed pressure on the market for more reasonably priced housing—the kind that poor people, those just out of college,
and workers earning less than $25,000 a year can afford.
The withdrawal of the federal government from the housing market has
reinforced these trends. Despite the existence of some subsidies for the poor,
such as public housing projects and Section 8 housing vouchers, the federal
government has never provided direct public assistance to more than 6 percent of U.S. households. Moreover, as the budget for the Department of
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Housing and Urban Development has declined in recent years, the role of
the federal government has diminished still further.
Given the relative roles of the private sector and the federal government,
one might well ask whether the United States has a housing policy. That
would be a reasonable but ultimately misleading question. The United States
has a clear, if not always clearly articulated, housing policy, one that is largely
market-based. Looking to the private sector as the source of most housing,
this policy assumes that the vast majority of Americans will be able to rent
or buy housing on their own. But just in case their inability to do so should
ever call that private sector source into question, the federal government
quietly offers two crucial tax subsidies for home owners. These two subsidies
allow home owners to deduct local property taxes and the interest on their
mortgage from their federal tax obligation. Indeed, so strong is the federal
government’s commitment to the marketplace that the combined value of
these hidden subsidies is actually several times the value of the assistance it
provides to poor people who need housing.
We will talk more about these subsidies later in the chapter. For now, it
is important to remember what these subsidies suggest about U.S. housing
policy: it is rooted in the market, kind to the real estate industry triangle of
banks, landlords, and developers, and gives more help to wealthier people.
Any assistance that housing policy in the United States tries to offer the poor
always runs up against these entrenched priorities.
Part of the problem with housing policy, then, is that it has many other
purposes besides the provision of housing. Because shelter against the elements is a basic human need, housing is central to our lives. Housing policy
afﬁrms the importance of the market, but it also subsidizes the poor, perpetuates racial divisions by residential location, and shapes the development of
neighborhoods. In addition, for individuals, perhaps its most signiﬁcant economic function is to expand home ownership and thereby add to personal
wealth: 72 percent of families with an income between $40,000 and $50,000
a year have more equity in their home than in the stock market. Even at an
income of $100,000 a year, 40 percent still have greater equity in their home.1
With so many families banking on their home as an important component
of their total assets, housing policy has always sought to ensure the economic
health of the real estate industry on the assumption that it must remain
proﬁtable if families are to build wealth.

The Context for Housing Policy
The context for housing policy has many dimensions, including home ownership, the shortage of affordable housing and the spread of homelessness, the
role of the suburbs, and the crucial impact of race. Each of these factors
interacts with the development of housing policy, and we will discuss them
in turn.
There are roughly 100 million households in the United States. Sixty338
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eight percent of these are home owners; 32 percent are renters. Such a high
ownership rate is unusual by international standards. In Germany, France,
Great Britain, and Norway, just 33 percent of the population own their own
homes. Only Canada, New Zealand, and Australia—all countries with small
populations, a frontier tradition, and a traditional British dislike for cities—
have equally high rates of home ownership.2
Like every other economic indicator, home ownership rates mirror divisions of class and race. Eighty-six percent of households in the top quarter
of income own their homes, compared to 48 percent in the bottom quarter.
Consistent with these ﬁgures, the median income of owners was almost
$44,000. Renters, by comparison, earned just 52 percent of owners’ income,
or less than $23,000. The median was brought down by the substantial segment of very poor people who rent, the 27 percent of renters with income
below 30 percent of the median.3
The racial difference is equally clear. In 2002, the home ownership rate
for whites reached 74 percent, while it is 48 percent for blacks and 47 percent
for Hispanics. These statistics mean that even though the rate for people of
color has been increasing, whites are still almost 60 percent more likely to
own their homes.4
Nationally, the home ownership rate in 2002 reached an all-time high of
68.7 percent. This growth in home ownership, however, is primarily attributable to people over 55, who purchased their housing when it was more
affordable. Nowadays, many younger adults cannot buy a house because with
a national median price in 2002 of more than $153,000 (up 7 percent from
the preceding year), the down payment is too high and the carrying costs
(mortgage, taxes, and upkeep) are excessive. In 1978, more than 62 percent
of all 30- to 34-year-olds lived in their own homes. By 1998, however, the
share had dropped to just 53 percent.5
Home ownership data, then, paint a deceptively rosy picture of the health
of the U.S. housing market. In fact, one in every seven U.S. families, 13.7
million people, has a critical housing need, including 51 percent of all working families who own their own homes.6 According to the National Low
Income Housing Coalition, a family living on a minimum wage cannot rent
a typical apartment in any U.S. city.7 To compensate for this lack of income,
minimum wage workers in seventy of the nation’s metropolitan areas would
have to work one hundred hours a week to pay for an apartment at the fair
market rent (the Department of Housing and Urban Development term for
reasonably priced housing in a particular region). They would have to work
so hard because in 2001, the national minimum housing wage—the wage a
household should receive to afford a two-bedroom apartment at the fair market rent—was $13.87 an hour, or more than 2.5 times the minimum wage.8
With prices like these, the housing shortage is hardly restricted to the
poorest people. Further up the income scale, 2.4 million working renters with
incomes under $25,000 spend more than half of their income on housing or
live in substandard housing.9 In thirty-nine states, 40 percent or more of
renters cannot afford the fair market rent for a two-bedroom unit. And across
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the country, at least 220,000 teachers, police, and public safety ofﬁcers spend
more than half of their income on housing. All told, in 2000, 5.4 million
families paid half of their income on housing or lived in severely distressed
housing.10
To calculate the overall shortage of affordable housing, experts have developed an indicator. This indicator measures the number of affordable housing units relative to the number of households who need them. In 1970, for
example, there were 6.5 million low-cost units and 6.2 million low-income
renters. With a surplus of some 300,000 units, the low-income housing market
was tight, but renters could still ﬁnd affordable housing. By 1995, however,
the market had tightened so much that 10.5 million poor people were competing for 6.1 million units. This shortfall of 4.4 million units documents the
mounting severity of the housing affordability gap.11
Homelessness

The most visible evidence of the housing affordability gap arises from the
growth of a sizable homeless population. Before the 1970s, homelessness in
most U.S. cities was contained in Skid Rows. These neighborhoods were
typically downtown areas populated by single adult men, often alcoholics,
who lived in cheap, single-room hotels. When they were unable to pay the
rent, they turned to voluntary agencies such as the Salvation Army for food,
shelter, and clothing. Skid Row residents were very poor, and they usually
had little contact with the rest of the urban population.
But then homelessness began to spread. As wages declined, the government cut beneﬁts, and the housing shortage deepened, people with the least
ﬁnancial and emotional resources lost their housing. Unlike the residents of
Skid Row, this new homeless population included families, youth, and single
women as well as single men. Because homelessness among families was generally well hidden, street begging by single adults became the public face of
homelessness in the United States. As a visible social problem in many U.S.
cities, the existence of such public poverty created an ideological problem.
Much more than private poverty, public poverty needed to be explained away.
Drawing on a long-standing U.S. political tradition, critics quickly contended that homeless people should be blamed for their predicament. A
purely demographic analysis, one that looks only at the people’s characteristics, suggests they might well be right: after all, many homeless people do
suffer from alcoholism, drug addiction, and mental illness. A structural perspective, however, puts these demographic characteristics into another context. From this perspective, personal traits are merely the visible symptoms
of the housing affordability gap already described. If there are too few housing
units for the number of poor people—if, in essence, the search for housing
is really a desperate game of musical chairs—then it is the most troubled
people who will fail to ﬁnd shelter. Given the housing shortage, who else
would you expect to become homeless?
For more than two decades now, the growth of the homeless population
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Beginning in the 1980s, homeless people became
the visible poor whose presence needed to be
explained away.

has prompted a vigorous debate about its causes, size, and persistence. Conservatives blame individual deﬁciencies, a rash of irresponsible behavior stemming from the permissiveness of the 1960s, single motherhood, the discharge
of patients from mental hospitals, and even the “ready” availability of temporary shelter.12 On the opposite side of the political spectrum, progressives
cite the housing shortage; the decline in wages, especially among low-paid
workers; and cutbacks in social welfare. Acknowledging the role that individual decisions play, they stress that poor people face a narrower range of
options, leading them to engage in behavior, including aggressive panhandling and eating out of garbage cans, that others may view as annoying or
repugnant.
The size of the population has also been the subject of considerable controversy. When the Department of Housing and Urban Development conducted the ﬁrst census of the homeless population in 1984, they came up
with a ﬁgure of just 250,000 people who were homeless on any given night.
Advocates mocked this number. Insisting that the Reagan administration deliberately designed the study to minimize the size of the problem, some maintained that 3 million people were actually homeless during the course of the
year. More careful analysis has subsequently disproved both ﬁgures. By the
late 1980s, this research had established 500,000 to 600,000 as the accepted
number. In the most recent studies, researchers counted 842,000 people who
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Demographic characteristics of homeless clients
in 2000.

were homeless during one week in February 1996, and 2.3 million adults who
were likely to be homeless during the course of the year.13
Homelessness has proven to be an unusually stubborn problem. As the
population grew, the nation’s homeless assistance network expanded by 220
percent, from 275,000 beds in 1988 to almost 608,000 in 1996. From these
ﬁgures alone, it appears that the United States has done a lot to address this
issue. This expansion, however, merely represents an increase in the number
of temporary shelter beds, which does nothing to address the causes of homelessness. At the same time, the expenditure of considerable sums on a bigger
temporary shelter system does help to explain why so many people have lost
patience. They feel that because homeless people still approach them on the
street, the only solution is to criminalize behavior like begging and sleeping
on park benches.14
Even if their reaction is understandable, a closer analysis suggests that U.S.
policies have actually been quite limited: fewer people may live on the streets,
but they still do not have a home. To be sure, other services for counseling
and employment have also expanded, but the problem of homelessness persists because its causes prevent its elimination.
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We could virtually eliminate widespread homelessness if wages were higher,
cash beneﬁts were increased, social services were readily available, and poor
people had easy access to affordable housing. These are the deﬁcits that cause
homelessness, and yet in every instance, powerful political and economic
forces obstruct any attempt to provide more. Businesses do not want to raise
wages, nor would they allow the value of social welfare beneﬁts to rise above
current wage levels, because then people would lose their incentive to work.
Likewise, conservatives object to the higher taxes that comprehensive social
services demand. And even though a shortage of affordable housing is a primary cause of homelessness, the softening of prices brought about by any
signiﬁcant expansion of government-subsidized housing would encounter
strong opposition from the real estate industry. Looking at this array of political and economic forces, it is no wonder that the policies of the past two
decades have not made much headway. Although no one set out to make
anyone homeless, the causes of homelessness continue to obstruct a cure.
The Suburbs

The American dream is to own a home, and the most likely place for this
dream to be realized is in the suburbs. Until the development of the railroad
in the nineteenth century, big cities were densely populated and not very
spread out. But as cities became manufacturing centers and railroads allowed
the more afﬂuent to ﬂee the soot and noise, some people began to commute
from outside the most populated parts of the city to their place of work.
Suburbs such as Lake Forest outside of Chicago and along Philadelphia’s Main
Line arose in this period.
Mass production of the automobile quickened the pace of suburban development. By 1927, in part due to Henry Ford’s development of the Model-T,
one of every ﬁve Americans owned an automobile. Following the ﬁrst construction of modern highways in the 1920s, a growing number of them used
their cars to get away from big cities. The adoption of gasoline taxes (by 1929,
every state had one) provided an ample source of revenue for this great surge
of road construction.
Nevertheless, the real explosion of suburban growth did not occur until
after World War II. The mass production of housing, especially as pioneered
by people like William and Alfred Levitt, the developers of Levittown, New
York, combined with federally guaranteed mortgages and an inﬂux of returning veterans to produce a market for the detached, single-family home on a
small plot of land that distinguishes the modern suburb. Critics denounced
this housing for its “cookie-cutter” design, but for families leaving ethnic
working-class neighborhoods in the major cities, it represented the fulﬁllment
of a lifelong dream.15
Through the 1990s, more than 70 percent of city dwellers who obtained
a mortgage did so to buy a suburban home. Included in this trend were many
people of color from the inner city, who bought suburban homes at only a
slightly lower rate than their white counterparts.16 This development is cer344
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tainly a welcome trend, but it has not yet matured enough to alter the extent
to which housing policy, the phenomenon of single-home ownership, and the
growth of the suburbs all remain profoundly entangled with the issue of race.
Race

Racial segregation has long been an essential component of U.S. housing
policy. Until the 1960s, it was automatically assumed that whites and blacks
lived in separate neighborhoods. Under the Jim Crow laws, the states enforced this policy in the South, while in the North, few challenged the racial
covenants and informal understandings that directed whites to one neighborhood and blacks to another. In deference to the power of Southern Democrats, President Roosevelt slighted racial issues to enact many otherwise
progressive New Deal programs.
The mechanization of Southern agriculture, however, triggered a massive
migration north. This migration intensiﬁed the contradictions of U.S. social
policy and created enormous pressures for change. When African Americans
migrated to assembly lines in Detroit, for example, they found restrictive
covenants; between 1940 and 1947, builders attached these covenants to the
deeds in every Detroit subdivision. A typical covenant on the northwest side
stated simply that the house “shall not be used or occupied by a person or
persons except those of the Caucasian race.”17 Even Levittown, New York,
that model development of mass-produced housing, had its own racially exclusionary policies.
In the cities, public housing tended to reinforce these arrangements. Public
housing projects could be constructed only with the approval of the local
public housing authority, which was always extremely vulnerable to each
community’s racial politics. Because public housing policy restricted eligibility
for public housing to poor people, race and class combined to funnel poor
African Americans into public housing. In most urban areas, it was just too
hard to get housing anywhere else. As a result, by 1967, black families occupied 50 percent of all public housing.18 And in a sad but seemingly inevitable downward spiral, this increasing concentration of African Americans
in the inner cities further spurred the ﬂight of whites to the suburbs.
Faced with a critical mass of African Americans in the Northern industrial
states, the Democratic Party shifted its position on race during the 1960s.
Despite considerable opposition from many white working-class ethnics who
were closest to blacks on the job and in neighboring communities, Democrats
led by President Lyndon Johnson enacted the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which
prohibited racial discrimination in housing, employment, and all public facilities.19 Over the next four decades, however, we have learned that, though
passing a law may make something illegal, it does not necessarily end the
practice.
Several studies have demonstrated that housing discrimination still exists,
though more for blacks than Hispanics. When matched pairs of buyers looked
for a home, real estate agents showed blacks about 25 percent fewer houses
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than their white counterparts. African Americans were also less likely to
receive special incentives to rent or to be offered help in ﬁnding ﬁnancing
for purchases, but they were more likely to be steered toward particular neighborhoods and higher interest loans. In addition, a 1991 study found that even
after factors like credit history were taken into account, loan applications by
black and Hispanic customers were 82 percent more likely to be turned
down.20
The most apparent effects of housing discrimination include greater concentrations of poverty, a signiﬁcant difference in home ownership rates, and
poorer schools.21 In fact, housing discrimination is so powerful that by one
estimate, its elimination would lead to a 14 percent drop in the poverty rate
among African Americans.22 Although few issues in housing can be considered apart from race, the persistence of housing discrimination offers the most
explicit testimony about the role of race in U.S. housing policy.

Social Change Triggers
What, then, triggers social change in housing policy? On the surface, with
more than two-thirds of all Americans living in their own homes, it appears
as if most people are reasonably well-housed. Nevertheless, as our review
suggests, this appearance of comfort and security obscures some serious problems that lie just under the surface. In the past, housing policy has changed
when these problems become too serious to ignore.
Perhaps the most common trigger of change in housing policy is so widely
assumed that we tend to overlook its implications. That trigger is, of course,
the prime interest rate set by the Federal Reserve. This is the interest rate
that the Federal Reserve charges its member banks, who then charge you
about 2 percentage points more for your mortgage. High mortgage rates can
quickly put a moderately priced home out of the reach of a typical family.
When inability to buy a home causes a slowdown in the real estate and
construction industries, pressure builds on the Federal Reserve to ease the
prime rate and make housing more widely affordable.
Fannie Mae (the Federal National Mortgage Association) and Freddie Mac
(the Federal Home Loan Mortgage Corporation) are two public/private institutions that can also help to put home ownership within reach of the
average family. Congress chartered Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to create a
market for secondary mortgages, so that once you arrange a mortgage with
your bank, your bank can sell it to someone else. As housing costs spiked in
the 1990s, the Department of Housing and Urban Development increased
the percentage of low- and moderate-income housing units in which Fannie
Mae and Freddie Mac could trade. Like a reduction in the Federal Reserve’s
prime rate, these actions reﬂect a concern that housing costs have risen beyond the reach of the average home buyer.23
Sometimes, concerns about the ability of a particular category of people
to get housing—World War II veterans, for example—come together with
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an economic objective such as development of the suburbs. These were two
of the most powerful triggers behind the 1949 Housing Act, in which the
government guaranteed the mortgages that emptied the cities, enabled veterans to buy in the suburbs, and permitted banks and real estate developers
to arrange risk-free ﬁnancing. World War II veterans were the honored soldiers of the last good war. Their victory created a sense of possibility, and
their status combined with the economic potential of the suburbs to smooth
the way for the passage of a new housing law.
In housing for the poor, the social change triggers are both similar and
different. They are similar because the issue of housing affordability is even
more troublesome for the poor than it is for moderate-income families. But
while moderate-income people have easier access to political power, the housing problems of the poor are usually more conspicuous. Historically, crime,
riots, and the spread of homelessness have been the triggers for policy changes
in their housing.
Hence, concern for housing affordability among the poor rarely stands
alone. Instead, during more liberal eras like the Great Society, slum conditions breed concern about crime and civil unrest, leading to demands for
more public housing. In 1965, these demands brought about the establishment of the Department of Housing and Urban Development. Three years
later, the newly enacted Housing and Urban Development Act set numerical
goals for the construction of 26 million units over the next ten years, with
6 million units allocated for low- and moderate-income families.24 In a liberal
era, then, slum conditions had to be linked to crime and unrest for change
to occur, but at least the poor got some additional housing.
In more conservative periods, concern about the level of crime in public
housing is expressed in a different way. Perhaps the most recent example of
this trigger for social change is the enactment of the Quality Housing and
Work Responsibility Act of 1998. Although this Act sought to prevent crime
by bringing some tenants of moderate income into public housing, it failed
to provide any additional housing for the poor. In fact, by reallocating housing
from the poor to those with a higher income, crime among the poor actually
brought about their further displacement.
As we discussed earlier, homelessness too can be an important trigger for
social change. Once again, the trigger here is public poverty, the poverty that
you encounter on your daily commute. Private poverty in the United States
is usually acceptable as long as it is hidden. Indeed, for the most part, poverty
in this country does remain hidden, and you do not suspect that someone is
poor unless you pass through a poor neighborhood or see someone use food
stamps to pay for groceries at a supermarket.
Yet neither of these experiences is as jarring as regular and unwilling encounters with public poverty. We all know that many people look down on
public poverty, so we intuitively understand how desperate some poor people
must be to display their poverty in public. Because such public displays contradict the usual message that all is well with almost everyone, they must be
managed. For the past twenty years, we have managed them through the
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construction of an elaborate shelter system. This system does not make homeless people any less poor, but at least it gets them off the streets and out of
public view.
Another trigger of change in housing policy is the perceived need for urban
renewal. Twice in the second half of the twentieth century, the private sector
saw signiﬁcant potential for new investment in the urban centers and pressured government for policies that would enable this potential to be realized.
In the ﬁrst case, as part of the 1949 Housing Act (the same Act that provided
government-guaranteed mortgages for suburban development), the government authorized the destruction of city slums to eliminate their negative
effects on downtown business areas. The National Association of Real Estate
Boards, the United States Savings and Loan League, and the Mortgage Bankers Association of America all supported this act. Once again, it was not
housing conditions that prompted this concern about slums, but the expectation that the land on which they were located might be put to more profitable use.25
348
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Gentriﬁcation sparked the second period of urban renewal in the 1970s
and 1980s. Although reconstruction of the downtown area in this period was
less widespread than in the ﬁrst phase, it still destroyed 1 million units of
single-room occupancy housing, which previously had housed casual laborers
and the deinstitutionalized, people who could not afford a full-size apartment
but could pay $25 a week for a room. Nevertheless, as the economic base of
cities shifted from dirty industries such as auto and steel to clean services like
computer technology, real estate in the downtown center became more attractive for both business and residential uses. Encouraged by a variety of new
municipal incentives, real estate interests displaced poor people and gentriﬁed
the downtown.26
From crime to gentriﬁcation, all these triggers of change in housing policy
share a common thread. In no case do the living conditions of the poor alone
bring about a change in housing policy. Instead, for a change to occur, the
effect of these living conditions must spill over into some other social, economic, or political issue. Whether it is the safety of nearby residents, the
economic potential of the housing if it were redirected to other uses, or the
threat that tenement-related unrest poses to political stability, changes in
housing policy come about because other, more powerful people have been
affected. By themselves, the living conditions of the poor rarely matter
enough.

Housing Programs
Over the years, the federal government has enacted a variety of housing
programs. A few deal with the needs of special populations such as people
with AIDS or those in rural areas. Some stress community investment and
redevelopment. Others grapple with the ongoing question of how to give
housing assistance to the poor. Although a few comprehensive programs
might be more effective than many small ones, no combination of housing
programs can be effective, regardless of their size, when HUD’s budget has
plunged from about $85 billion in 1978 to just $29.4 billion in 2002 in
inﬂation-adjusted terms.27

Housing Opportunities for People with AIDS (HOPWA)

Enacted as part of the 1990 National Affordable Housing Act, this program
is intended to encourage states and localities to develop strategies for meeting
the housing needs of persons with HIV/AIDS and their families. Grants are
made to the states and local jurisdictions; more than one hundred jurisdictions qualiﬁed for assistance in 2002. Recipients of the grant may use the
funds for short-term rental assistance and to develop community residences
for people with AIDS, as well as for housing information and technical assistance. Independent of any housing activity, they may also provide services
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PROGRAM CHART

Housing Programs

Housing Opportunities for People with AIDS (HOPWA), 1990
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

62,000
States and local jurisdictions
Grants for short-term rental assistance and development of
community housing
People with AIDS/HIV, their families, and the agencies that serve
them
In 2002, the federal budget for HOPWA was $277 million.
States and local jurisdictions receive this money as a federal
grant.

Community Development Block Grant (CDBG), 1974
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

Since its inception, grants have been awarded to more than
4,000 communities
The public sector through the federal government
Grants for housing and expansion of economic opportunity
Local jurisdictions
CDBG is funded from federal tax dollars and is usually budgeted
for between $4 billion and $5 billion annually.

Section 202 (Housing for the Elderly), 1959
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

The residents of 300,000 housing units beneﬁt from the
program
The public sector through the federal government
Grants for building and operating housing for the elderly
Nonproﬁt agencies that serve qualiﬁed tenants of at least 62
years of age, with an income less than 50% of their area’s
median income
In 2002, the federal government budgeted $783 million for this
program.

Home Investment Partnership Program (HOME), 1990
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

589 jurisdictions
The public sector through the federal government
Grants
60 percent to urban areas, 40 percent to the states
In 2002, the federal government spent about $2 billion for the
HOME program.

Hope VI, 1990
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

So far, 146 communities in 37 states and territories
The public sector through the federal government
Grants to demolish, and sometimes replace, public housing
Local communities
Altogether, the federal government has allocated $4.7 billion for
these purposes.
(continued )
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Housing Programs (continued )

Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC), 1986
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

About 1 million units of low-income housing
The state housing agency, from federal tax credits that are
passed on through the state
Tax credits
Individual and corporate sponsors of low-income housing
Because the federal government offers these credits, taxpayers
must pay additional taxes to compensate for the uncollected
revenue.

Native American Housing Assistance and Self-Determination Act (NAHASDA), 1996
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

583 tribes or their designated housing authorities (2002)
The federal government
Block grant
Native American tribes or tribally designated housing authorities
In 2002, the federal government allocated $648 billion for this
program.

Section 8, Housing and Community Development Act, 1974
Number of recipients:

Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

1.3 million in project-based housing assistance (directly to
landlords), and more recently, 1.5 million in tenant-based
housing (through a voucher)
The public sector through the federal government
A rental subsidy in the form of a voucher
75 percent of vouchers go to tenants with 30 percent or less of
the area’s median income; the remaining 25 percent go to
those with up to 80 percent of the area’s median income
In 2002, the federal government allocated $15 billion for
expiring project-based housing and $144 million for 26,000
new vouchers.

Rural Housing Programs (Sections 502, 515, and 521), 1949
Number of recipients:

Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:

To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

15,600 units (direct loans) and 38,555 units (guaranteed loans)
through Section 502; 452,000 units through Section 515;
245,000 units through Section 521
The public sector through the federal government
Low-interest loans or loan guarantees (Section 502); projectbased housing assistance (Section 515); and tenant-based
housing assistance (section 521)
Poor rural households (Sections 502 and 521) or rural landlords
(Section 515)
The 2002 federal budget for these programs were $1.1 billion in
loans and $3.1 billion for Section 502; $114 million for
Section 515; and $712 million for Section 521.

Public Housing (1937)
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:

3 million people in 1.3 million units
The public sector through the federal government
(continued )
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Housing Programs (continued )

What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

Low-cost housing in a public housing project
Mostly the poor, but recently with some diversiﬁcation from
people with higher incomes
In 2002, the federal budget for public housing projects was $3.5
billion.

At whose expense:
Tax Expenditures (1913)
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

32 million
The federal government
A tax deduction for local property taxes and the interest on
mortgages
All home owners, but heavily tilted toward the wealthy
In 2002, tax expenditures cost $102 billion, or 3.5 times the
entire HUD budget.

such as counseling, nutrition, and intensive care. The ﬁscal year 2002 budget
for HOPWA was $277 million.28
Among federal housing programs, HOPWA is unusual because it is the
only one targeting a speciﬁc disease. This distinction has made the program
vulnerable to criticism. Some critics say that we should not allocate housing
assistance on this basis. To complicate the issue, the new AIDS drugs have
enabled people to live longer, lengthening the waiting list for HOPWA housing. Perhaps, some experts suggest, the money should not be spent on housing
after people have contracted the disease; perhaps it should be spent early on,
to stop its spread.29
For those who already have AIDS, however, stable housing is essential to
the drug regimen necessary for the disease’s control. HOPWA-funded residential facilities are 80 to 90 percent cheaper than acute-care hospital beds.
Because the cities hardest hit by AIDS often have ﬁve-year waiting lists for
other forms of public housing, AIDS patients do not have another alternative.
The 1996 National AIDS Strategy stated that “without stable housing, a
person living with HIV has diminished access to care and service and a
diminished opportunity to live a productive life.” Questions may be raised
about the HOPWA program, but under these circumstances, it clearly qualiﬁes as essential health care.30
Community Development Block Grants (CDBG)

First authorized in 1974, CDBGs constitute the most ﬂexible method of bringing federal community development money into low-income communities.
This money can be spent to provide decent housing, to create a suitable living
environment, and to expand economic opportunity. Some examples of eligible activities include housing rehabilitation, down payment assistance and
other ﬁrst-time home buyer activities, lead-based paint detection and re352
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moval, construction of public facilities such as shelters, and the purchase of
land and buildings. By law, cities with more than ﬁfty thousand residents and
urban counties with more than two hundred thousand are designated “entitlement jurisdictions.” They automatically receive 70 percent of CDBG funds.
Smaller cities and counties receive the remainder.
Since the establishment of the program, more than four thousand communities have received grants. Total CDBG funding has recently ranged between $4 billion and $5 billion, but such a sum thins out rather quickly when
it is spread all across the United States. Nevertheless, in the communities
where it has been available, CDBG money does serve an important function.31
The Community Reinvestment Act (CRA)

Enacted in 1977, CRA is designed to address the practice known as redlining,
in which banks refused to grant mortgages for homes in some poor and often
black and Latino neighborhoods. Because banks are major suppliers of mortgage credit to home buyers, the denial of this credit signiﬁcantly worsened
the prospects for sale of these homes. This practice persisted despite evidence
that part of the money the banks loaned came from the deposits of residents
in these neighborhoods.
Four federal banking agencies—the Federal Reserve Board, the Ofﬁce of
the Comptroller of the Currency, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation,
and the Ofﬁce of Thrift Supervision—retain supervisory authority over depository lenders. Under the CRA, these agencies must evaluate the extent
to which banks and savings institutions have helped to meet local credit
needs. These evaluations are taken into consideration when these agencies
review requests for ﬁnancial mergers and acquisitions. Only 2 percent of all
banks receive a low rating, but as a bank’s CRA rating is a matter of public
record, the threat of a low rating has been a useful tool for activists to extract
more community investment from local bankers.
Since its enactment in 1977, community groups have used the law to win
more than $100 billion of credit. They have also succeeded in reducing the
loan costs and establishing more ﬂexible credit standards for low- and
moderate-income borrowers. The CRA has even been helpful in the afﬁrmative action marketing of banking services, as well as in the development
of special business and community development loan programs.
Despite these successes, a major piece of new legislation, the Financial
Services Modernization Act of 1999, casts a large shadow over the future of
the CRA. For the ﬁrst time since the 1930s, this legislation allows banks,
insurance companies, and securities ﬁrms to own one another and to enter
into each other’s businesses. Although the Act does prohibit bank holding
companies without a satisfactory CRA rating from acquiring insurance or
security ﬁrms, it implicitly shifts the burden of proof: mergers may still require
permission, but now they are presumed desirable. In this environment, some
conservatives have accused community groups of using the CRA’s provision
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for public disclosure as a weapon of blackmail and extortion. Consequently,
its future is very much up for grabs.32
Housing for the Elderly (Section 202)

Housing programs for the elderly date back to 1959, when Congress authorized Section 202, a direct loan program designed to provide rental housing
and related facilities for the elderly. By law, these projects could also include
new or rehabilitated structures such as dining facilities, community rooms,
and inﬁrmaries. The loans, which were initially limited to 98 percent, were
later extended to cover the entire development costs and could be repaid
over a period of as long as ﬁfty years.
In 1990, a change in the law turned the loans into grants, on the condition
that the organization complies with affordability requirements (30 percent of
income) for forty years. But while this change ends the need to repay the
money, it does not address the fundamental problem of a housing shortage
for the elderly. Limited by a 2002 budget of just $783 million, Section 202
can assist only about three hundred thousand housing units. According to
the American Association of Retired Persons, this ﬁgure is just one-ninth of
the elderly who have severe housing needs.
Section 202 funding will therefore have to be signiﬁcantly expanded if we
are to keep pace with a rapidly growing elderly population. In addition, advocates for the elderly believe that the growth of the population warrants
other, more far-reaching measures. These might include a greater emphasis
on assisted living facilities, some additional monies for an augmented service
coordinator program, and even intergenerational learning centers to share
Internet technology while providing both affordable senior services and affordable child care.33
Housing Discrimination and the Fair Housing Act

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination in federally
assisted housing. Four years later, the Fair Housing Act (originally, Title VIII
of the Civil Rights Act of 1968) became law; it barred discrimination in the
rental and home ownership markets. To address incidents of discrimination
on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, and (after 1974) sex, the
Act authorized three methods of enforcement: private lawsuits, administrative
complaints to HUD, and civil actions by the attorney general. HUD itself,
however, had no enforcement powers until Congress overhauled the Fair
Housing Law in 1988.
Revisions to the law in 1988 added handicapped and family status to the
existing law, leading to much better protection for foster children. It also
extended from 180 days to one year the period during which an administrative complaint may be ﬁled, removed the previously existing limit of $1,000
on monetary and punitive damages in civil actions, and gave HUD greater
authority to resolve FHA complaints.
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Despite the new penalties written into the law, housing discrimination
remains a serious problem. Recent studies report that as many as 2 million
incidents of housing discrimination occur in a single year. People of color
seeking rental housing in cities encounter discrimination as much as 80 percent of the time. A survey of housing complaints ﬁled with local housing
agencies suggests that discrimination is also quite common against people
with disabilities and those with an unusual family status. The law has doubtless reduced the incidence of discrimination, but once again, it can achieve
just so much with a 2002 budget of less than $50 million.34
The Federal Housing Administration

The Federal Housing Administration guarantees mortgages on health care
facilities as well as both single and multifamily housing. These guarantees
reassure lenders, who would otherwise be reluctant to loan money to lowincome, higher-risk home buyers. Under its 2002 single-family insurance program, FHA can offer insurance for mortgages up to $144,000 in lower-cost
communities and up to $261,000 in communities where housing costs are
higher. This insurance allows people to obtain a mortgage with a minimal
down payment. It can also be used to cover some portion of the up-front fees.
Over the years, these provisions have made the program a major source of
support for lending to minority and ﬁrst-time home buyers.35
FHA operates a parallel program for multifamily dwellings. In this instance, HUD insures mortgages for construction or renovation of a variety of
multifamily dwellings with more than ﬁve units. The insurance will cover 90
percent of the mortgage for private sector investment and 100 percent of the
mortgage for nonproﬁts. In recent years, HUD has insured loans for about
forty thousand units of housing annually through this program.36
Home Investment Partnerships Program (HOME)

HOME is another federal program that helps to ﬁnance and support lowincome housing. As the most prominent part of the National Affordable
Housing Act of 1990, HOME seeks to facilitate home ownership as well as
to expand rental assistance for low-income families. A broad interpretation
of these goals enables governments to pay for security deposits, help home
buyers with down payments and closing costs, acquire property, and assist in
demolition, rehabilitation, and new construction.
HUD allocates HOME funds according to a formula that measures a jurisdiction’s share of the total need for affordable housing. Sixty percent goes
to urban areas, 40 percent goes to the states.37 To receive HOME funds, a
jurisdiction must submit a Consolidated Plan to HUD and provide a 25 percent matching share.38
Strict eligibility guidelines govern the use of HOME funds. Most target
either poor renters or less prosperous home buyers. Typically, the funds are
blended with monies from other sources such as low-income housing tax
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credits and community development block grants to place homes and apartments within the reach of assisted families. By leveraging $2.40 for every
dollar of HOME funds, the program helps to bridge the gap between the
subsidies that already exist and what some families need.
In 1999, a total of 589 jurisdictions participated in the HOME program.
Since the program began, about half the units have been rehabilitated, a
little less than one quarter is new construction, and a little more than one
quarter involves the purchase of existing property. Housing advocates were
very enthusiastic about the passage of the HOME program in 1990. With a
budget of under $2 billion a year, however, the HOME program may have
helped a little, but it is hard to argue that it has had signiﬁcant impact on
the problem of housing affordability.39
HOPE VI

HOPE VI is the latest in a sequence of HOPE programs dating back to the
National Affordable Housing Act of 1990. In its original conception, these
programs worked to enable public housing tenants to become owners of their
housing projects. Hence, HOPE I targeted public and Indian housing projects;
HOPE II focused on multifamily dwellings owned by HUD or other federal
agencies; and HOPE III authorized the sale of government-owned singlefamily homes to low-income families. Proponents of these programs argued
that in their new role as owners and residents, the inhabitants of public
housing would take better care of the property, try harder to become economically self-sufﬁcient, and raise their self-esteem.
Yet the sale of public housing proved difﬁcult to implement. Not only did
the process take a long time, but the sale often burdened residents with high
rehabilitation costs relative to the value of their property. Some critics even
went so far as to question whether it was appropriate to encourage people
with little real estate experience to purchase apartments that were poorly
built or poorly located. As a result, no money has been authorized for these
versions of HOPE since the 1995 federal budget.40
Nevertheless, HOPE VI has arisen in their place. Instead of money to buy
public housing projects, HOPE VI provides grants to demolish them. The
purpose of this demolition is to change the physical shape of public housing
by replacing the worst projects with apartments that can blend in better with
their communities. In addition, HOPE VI also seeks to reduce concentrations
of poverty by diversifying the income mix among public housing residents
and granting vouchers to the former tenants so that they can move into
Section 8 housing. To supplement these initiatives, the Act combines support
services to help public housing residents get and keep their jobs with high
standards of personal and community responsibility.41
So far, 146 communities in thirty-seven states and territories have shared
more than $4.7 billion dollars. These communities have already demolished
115,000 units of public housing. Although the program has replaced or plans
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to replace 66,000 units, another 49,000 have been lost. Admittedly, families
who move into the new public housing units will have higher incomes than
the people who were displaced. But although income mixing deconcentrates
poverty in public housing projects, it may well worsen the affordability crisis
for the poorest tenants. If there is less public housing, and as a practical matter
displaced residents cannot use the vouchers either because they provide too
little assistance or landlords will not accept them, then where are the poor
to go except into other neighborhoods with high concentrations of poverty?
Unless HOPE VI targets new units with income guidelines that are consistent
with the old, the program may simply shift the concentration of poverty from
public housing units into neighborhoods with a mix of the worst public and
private housing.42
Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC)

LIHTC is the nation’s primary tool for building low-income housing. Each
state receives tax credits based on their population, and housing ﬁnance agencies in each state award the credits to the sponsors of low-income housing
developments. These sponsors then sell the tax credits to individual and corporate investors. Although these investors may not have any interest in housing, they make the investment because the law permits them to deduct the
tax credits against unrelated income over the next ten years. By reducing the
housing development’s long-term debt, the availability of this money lowers
rents by 20 to 30 percent below the market rate for new apartments. Still, it
requires other, additional subsidies to bring down rents to a level the lowestincome families can afford.
Enacted in 1986, the LIHTC has already helped to ﬁnance about 1 million
units of low-income housing. After a decade and a half that depressed the
value of the housing credits, legislation in 2000 ﬁnally increased the credit
and beginning in 2003, indexed it to inﬂation. But while the demand for
housing credits has subsequently risen 40 percent, many analysts question
whether it is the most efﬁcient method of lowering rents for low-income
tenants. Because syndicating, underwriting, and developer fees absorb a full
20 percent of its value, federal grants to reduce the cost of developing the
project might well be a cheaper form of aid. Nevertheless, for the moment,
at least, Congress prefers tax credits as a more indirect and less visible
method.43
Native American Housing

As much as 40 percent of the housing in which Native Americans live is
inadequate, and the home ownership rate is 30 percent, less than half that
of the United States as a whole. To address this issue, Congress enacted
the Native American Housing Assistance and Self-Determination Act
(NAHASDA) of 1996, based on principles that acknowledge the unique
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status of Indian tribes. The underlying premise is that public housing projects
designed for urban Americans should not be imposed on Native Americans,
most of whom live in rural areas.
To maintain the government-to-government relationship between Washington and the Indian tribes, NAHASDA established the Indian Housing
Block Grant, which gives tribes the right to plan their own community development through a single block grant that is allocated under a needs-based
formula. In 2002, Congress allocated $648 million for these grants.
Yet the underlying problem remains. Native Americans living in tribal
areas suffer from unemployment and underemployment. Although some can
get work with the government, on farms, and in the tourist industry, the lack
of roads, telephone lines, and other utilities do not provide much of a foundation for investment. Deterred by these inadequacies, banks and other lending institutions are reluctant to make residential and commercial loans in
Native American areas. Moreover, because the tribal community holds land
in trust, bankers cannot foreclose on properties when lenders default on their
mortgages. NAHASDA tries to be respectful of Native American autonomy
on the issue of housing, but underneath the purely economic problems lies a
clash of cultural values that has not yet been successfully resolved.44
Section 8 Housing

Perhaps the most famous part of the 1974 Housing and Community Development Act, Section 8 originally included two methods of providing housing.
One, usually termed “project based,” funded substantial rehabilitation and
new construction; the other, called “tenant based,” typically paid for the difference between 30 percent of the tenant’s income and the fair market rent.
Soon after assuming ofﬁce in 1981, the Reagan administration withdrew
HUD’s authority to rehabilitate and construct housing. Except for units that
had already been approved, this decision left tenant-based housing the only
remaining part of the Act.45
Beginning in the early 1990s, however, the project-based units presented
a critical problem. Under the initial arrangement, HUD contracted with owners to provide housing to tenants for ﬁfteen or twenty years. Subsequently,
the owners could charge whatever the market would bear, even if that meant
evicting their tenants in the process. Between 1993 and 2002, the expiration
of these contracts put an estimated 900,000 units and 1.4 million people at
risk, with another 396,000 units due for renewal in the next three years.46
To address this problem, Congress authorized special annual expenditures.
In 2002, for example, HUD requested $15 billion for expiring Section 8
contracts, or more than half of its $29 billion budget for that year.47 But
because the money does not add to the stock of affordable housing, housing
policymakers are essentially running faster to remain in place.
Tenant-based housing has faced similar difﬁculties. The number of net new
rental commitments peaked in 1977 at 354,000, only to decline to 54,000
under President Reagan by 1983. For the next ten years, it stabilized at be358
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tween 50,000 and 85,000. After the election of a Republican Congress in
1994, however, HUD funded no additional vouchers from 1995 to 1998.
When Congress did fund 50,000 vouchers again in 1999, they were strictly
designated for welfare-to-work families. But by 2002, the number had slipped
down again to just 26,000. Obviously, it would require a commitment many
times this size to make much of a dent in the housing shortage.
Proponents may prefer vouchers because they are cheaper than new construction, but vouchers do not add to the supply of housing, and, by adding
to the number of possible renters, may actually bid up the price. In addition,
voucher holders encounter low vacancy rates, landlords who refuse to participate because they do not want to be bothered with the paperwork, and
landlords who discriminate based on race or ethnicity. As with so many other
U.S. social welfare programs, it is better for poor people that vouchers exist,
but their existence actually makes a very modest contribution to helping them
obtain affordable housing.48
Rural Housing Programs

When we think about the issue of housing, most of us picture housing problems in a big city. This image is misleading. Almost one-quarter of all rural
households pay more than 30 percent of their income for housing, including
2.1 million who pay more than 50 percent of their income for shelter, and
another 2.5 million who spend between 30 and 50 percent. Rural housing
for African Americans is, on average, worse than their urban counterparts;
Hispanics in rural areas are twice as likely as other rural inhabitants to reside
in poor housing; and rural Native Americans face some of the worst housing
conditions in the United States. All told, some 1.8 million rural households
live in physically inadequate housing, and another 465,000 are overcrowded.
Usually, when we think about the problem of housing, we imagine a dilapidated big-city tenement; these statistics remind us to remember the migrant
farm worker’s shack and the run-down family farm.49
Because agricultural services are more widely dispersed than HUD ofﬁces
in rural areas, it is the U.S. Department of Agriculture Rural Housing Service,
not HUD, that is responsible for addressing rural housing problems. The RHS
administers one program for direct loans that help families buy or repair
modest houses (Section 502). It also administers two programs for rental
housing, one for landlords (Section 515) and another for tenants (Section
521). All three initiative programs closely parallel programs that HUD operates.
Section 502 requires applicants to show that they have been unable to get
loans elsewhere or on reasonable terms. But for those families who do demonstrate their eligibility, the interest on loans can be as low as 1 percent. By
law, these loans must go to families with less than 80 percent of the area’s
median income. Within this group, however, 40 percent of the loans must
target those with very low incomes, less than 50 percent of the area median.
Section 502 also offers a loan guarantee for purchasers of moderate priced
Housing: Programs and Policies

359

homes. That program caps eligibility at 115 percent of the area’s median. For
ﬁscal year 2002, the budget allocated about $1.1 billion for loans and $3.1
billion in loan guarantees.
The rental housing program (Section 515) resembles the project-based part
of Section 8. When project owners of some of these subsidized apartments
wanted to repay their mortgages so that they could put their homes into the
unsubsidized rental market, the government placed restrictions on who could
purchase these buildings and offered inducements to keep them available for
low-income tenants. Reduced in recent years, the 2002 budget provides about
$114 million, which will produce just ﬁfteen hundred new units of affordable
housing.
The Department of Agriculture’s rural rental assistance program (Section
521) also mirrors Section 8. It provides subsidized housing to about 245,000
households, virtually all of whom resided in Section 515 multifamily housing,
some while also receiving Section 8. In ﬁscal year 2002, the federal government budgeted $712 million for this program.
Altogether, these programs suggest that the RHS is the Department of
Agriculture’s version of HUD. Like HUD, it tries to channel money to poor
people living in rural areas who have difﬁculty obtaining housing, but does
so under budgetary constraints that are less than adequate for the task. In
addition, however, it also encounters some distinctive problems. For example,
80 percent of the rural elderly are home owners rather than renters, some of
whom need help ﬁxing and maintaining their property. Yet, because the elderly are often unable or reluctant to assume responsibility for long-term
mortgage payments, one of RHS’s major programs has limited usefulness for
this signiﬁcant group.50 Like HUD itself, the RHS would beneﬁt from a larger
budget and greater ﬂexibility in addressing the problem of rural housing.
Public Housing

Public housing, or what is popularly known in many cities as “the projects,”
dates to the Housing Act of 1937. The Roosevelt administration sponsored
this Act to boost construction in the real estate industry. The Act was a
public works project to create housing for tenants—unemployed workers who
were temporarily down on their luck. Just to make sure that the intervention
of the government did not increase the supply of housing and disrupt the
private real estate market, the Act promised to destroy one substandard unit
of housing for every new unit it constructed. These conﬂicting goals have
dogged the public housing arena ever since.
To build public housing, a state must establish a local public housing authority (PHA). Although ofﬁcially the PHA is independent of other local
governments, in practice the county and the municipality must grant approval
to any project. The need for this approval explains much of the criticism that
has since been directed at public housing projects. Because the real estate
industry, private owners, and many neighborhood groups wanted to maintain
a clear distinction between public and market-based housing, they demanded
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that local governments build large projects and place them on the “other side
of the tracks”—sometimes literally, in other cases, across the highway or near
an industrial zone. Clearly marked by its design and neighborhood as public
housing, the projects inevitably came to embody the principle of less eligibility in the housing ﬁeld.
Today, public housing authorities manage almost fourteen thousand projects containing 1.3 million units that house about 3 million people. Over the
years, however, the demographics of public housing have changed dramatically, so that what was once housing for workers has gradually become the
main source of housing for the poorest of the poor: in one 1998 study, the
average income of public housing tenants was $9100 annually, or just 18
percent of the U.S. household median. Because residents usually pay only 30
percent of their income in rent, the declining income of public housing tenants has reduced the income available to PHAs for operating expenses. As a
result, the federal government’s average monthly subsidy, $187, almost equals
the $193 a month that the typical resident pays. Yet because the housing is
so cheap and, for the most part, comparatively sound, the waiting list for
public housing averages thirty-three months in the biggest cities and extends
to as long as ten years in Newark and Los Angeles.
A 1998 law, the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act, represents
the most recent attempt to address many of the issues that have long troubled
public housing. Under the law, public housing authorities must diversify the
residents of public housing by admitting people with higher income. Moreover, in what are perhaps the most controversial sections of the law, Congress
demanded that all able-bodied adults in public housing contribute eight hours
each month to community service. And in what some critics contend is a
violation of conﬁdentiality, applicants must also sign an authorization for the
release of information from local drug treatment centers. The emphasis on
drugs takes on special importance in light of a 2002 U.S. Supreme Court
decision evicting a tenant of Oakland public housing because her mentally
disabled daughter had been arrested on charges of possessing cocaine three
blocks away.51
Perhaps most revealing, if a PHA does not correct severely distressed housing, the 1998 law allows HUD to remove the units from its jurisdiction; it
may even demolish or replace them. The law therefore reﬂects a sense of
frustration and exhaustion with the whole idea of public housing.52 The failures of public housing certainly warrant some experimentation with new
methods of providing shelter for families who cannot afford the market rate.
Nevertheless, two issues continue to loom over the new law. First, there will
be no improvement in housing for the poor if, in the interests of income
diversity, they are not allowed to live there. Even more important, while
lawmakers focus exclusively on the deﬁciencies of public housing, they ignore
the context in which public housing operates. As long as this context prevents public housing from becoming attractive enough to compete with the
private housing market, it is unlikely the 1998 law can alter the requirement
that it remain “poor housing for poor people.”
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Tax Expenditures

While policymakers struggle to ﬁnd some method of helping poor people
obtain affordable housing, the single most expensive government housing
program is the indirect aid that comes in the form of government tax expenditures. If you remember, a government tax expenditure is a provision in the
tax code that allows the taxpayer to forgo payment of taxes that would otherwise be due. The deduction for each dependent child is a tax expenditure:
you pay lower taxes because society recognizes the social value of parents
raising their children. Likewise, in housing policy, the single biggest government housing program is the provision that allows home owners to deduct
local property taxes and the interest on their mortgage from their taxable
income. In 2002, the value of these subsidies cost the federal government
almost $102 billion, or approximately 3.5 times the entire HUD budget.53
But there is a further catch: as the single largest government housing
program, tax expenditures mostly beneﬁt the wealthy. In ﬁscal year 2000, the
wealthiest 2.2 percent of all taxpayers—those earning $200,000 or more—
received more than 20 percent of all these subsidies. In fact, almost 70 percent
of the wealthiest families received this subsidy, and the subsidy averaged more
than $13,600 per family. Further down the income ladder, only 12 percent
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of families earning $30,000–$40,000 a year received any help, and only 9
percent of families earning $40,000–$50,000 got this aid: their subsidies average just $859 a year. Of course, poor home owners do not qualify for a tax
break, and poor renters are completely excluded from this system.54
The whole policy of tax expenditures highlights what is perhaps the most
fundamental issue in the housing ﬁeld. Although it is indirect (through the
tax code) as opposed to a direct (cash) beneﬁt, tax expenditures channel
public funds to the wealthy for market-based housing. Tax expenditures have
undoubtedly contributed to the high rate of home ownership in the United
States. Yet, amid complaints about the subsidies that the poor receive in their
search for affordable housing, we would be wise to consider what it says about
U.S. housing policy that the wealthy actually receive a signiﬁcantly disproportionate share of all federal housing assistance.
National Housing Trust Fund

What’s ahead in housing policy? To remedy the disarray and constant underfunding, the most recent initiative seeks to establish a National Housing Trust
Fund. Financed with proﬁts from housing programs operated by the Federal
Housing Administration, Ginnie Mae, and matching funds from the states,
the goal of this initiative is to build and preserve 1.5 million units of lowincome rental housing over the next ten years. By 2002, twenty-four senators
and 169 members of Congress had signed on to support the bill, which at
this time probably represents the best hope for reforming housing policy.55
Program Summary

This list of housing programs is lengthy, but, as with many other arenas in
social welfare policy, the number of programs may well signal weakness rather
than strength. To be sure, it is helpful that distinct demographic groups such
as the elderly, Native Americans, and people with AIDS all have their own
program. At the same time, however, many of these programs seem underﬁnanced and comparatively ineffectual. Their weakness stems from their inability to overcome the major structural issue in the housing ﬁeld. That issue
is the question of how we provide housing for the poor in a society that
values housing for proﬁt, when the poor, by themselves, do not possess the
resources to ensure a proﬁt for the owners of this housing. If Americans have
yet to offer a satisfactory answer to this question, we can nevertheless get a
better sense of these issues by once again turning to the primary factors in
our policy analysis: the economics, politics, ideology, social movements, and
history of U.S. housing policy.
Economics
It costs a lot of money to build a house. When the federal government helps
people to build housing, it stimulates the housing market. When it assists
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people in renting or buying housing that is already built, it puts money into
the economy that otherwise might not circulate. This is the ﬁrst, and perhaps
most fundamental, economic function of federal housing policy.
Just consider for a moment the long list of groups and institutions that
derive economic beneﬁt from the government’s intervention. Whether it is
the direct aid of cash and vouchers for the poor, assistance to landlords, or
the indirect beneﬁt of tax expenditures such as the deductibility of the property tax and interest on mortgages, housing policy adds to property values.
This increase makes home ownership more attractive and brings extra business to construction companies that build housing as well as to banks and
mortgage lenders that ﬁnance it. It also inﬂates the value of the individual
home, which is the vast majority of families’ single most important ﬁnancial
asset.
Federal housing policy cements its ties to the marketplace by increasing
the value of the overall housing market. This contribution to the nation’s
overall economic development has both a private and a public component.
The private component relies on a variety of tools such as tax expenditures,
subsidized mortgages, and the Federal Reserve Bank to boost the growth of a
privately owned infrastructure: the single and multifamily dwellings in which
most Americans live. The public component is smaller but nonetheless crucial. Although this component is most evident in the federal government’s
ﬁnancing of a public housing project, it actually extends to any subsidy of
poor people who otherwise would not have enough income to cover the rent.
In this role, the federal government serves to supplement the demand for
housing. As with other issues in social welfare, however, any policy that aids
the poor by giving them money must negotiate a policy mineﬁeld.
In the United States, signiﬁcant minorities of people do not make enough
money to pay for their own housing. Ignoring their plight and allowing them
to become homeless would advertise the failure of the economic system and
create an unacceptable political problem. The federal government must
therefore intervene. But its intervention means that the federal government
is giving poor people money they did not earn. The existence of this federal
beneﬁt therefore creates a problem that is just as unacceptable as the inability
of too many people to obtain housing. Because U.S. policymakers had to ﬁnd
a route out of this dilemma, they tried hard to distinguish between the quality
of private and of public housing. Then it would be easy to tell who obtained
their housing through hard work on their own and who required a direct
cash subsidy.
This distinction in the quality of housing is crucially important, because
although public housing may be structurally sound enough to bring people
inside, it has rarely been designed to be appealing. In purely economic terms,
it is enough for it to be functional, so that it can perform the essential economic task of social reproduction for a limited number of poor people. Once
they are provided with adequate housing, these poor people are more likely
to reproduce and raise healthy children who, in turn, might some day become
workers in their own right.
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Ordinarily, we would assume that social reproduction is inherently valuable. After all, every society needs a next generation of workers. In recent
years, however, cutbacks in housing and other social welfare programs have
begun to qualify this assumption. Suppose the economy does not need workers
in the United States because it is going to rely instead on workers in other
countries. If that were true, then poor people in the United States are economically superﬂuous, and it is not nearly as important for them to be housed
and healthy. To judge by the contraction in housing programs, it is fair to
say that under these circumstances, the importance of social reproduction has
diminished signiﬁcantly.

Politics
Although the politics of housing are complex, ﬁve basic elements are essential
to understanding the primary political dynamics: (1) the question of how
much must be given to the real estate industry to get them to house poor
people; (2) the idea that public housing is, in some sense, a beneﬁt to politically inﬂuential groups; (3) the politics of the federal housing bureaucracy;
(4) the opposition to public housing as an example of localism in U.S. government; and (5) the politics of housing and race.
The ﬁrst question is a perennial one: How much must be given to real
estate owners for them to house poor people? In this country, housing is a
valuable commodity that is marketed for proﬁt. As poor people do not have
enough money to enable the owners of housing to proﬁt from selling or
renting to them, the federal government must always grapple with the issue
of how it can get the owners of real estate to treat people who are poor just
like those who are not. Its usual response to this issue has been to ensure
adequate proﬁt for landlords, either by giving them enough money or supplementing the poor sufﬁciently so that they had as much as a poor working
family. The political power of the real estate industry has always been extremely effective in enforcing this demand.
The second political component follows from the ﬁrst. Among its many
other political dimensions, public housing is a ﬁnancial beneﬁt to the real
estate industry. It is expensive to ﬁnance and build public housing. Perhaps
that is why there is a hitch. If the federal government is going to intervene
on behalf of poor people, then business and professional people must beneﬁt.
But because federal monies do not go to everyone, the question of who beneﬁts naturally becomes a very political issue. In the end, however, the money
is likely to be distributed, as with any other federal dollar, to the most politically connected lawyers, banks, and construction ﬁrms.
The Department of Housing and Urban Development, and public housing
generally, also has a reputation for an elaborate and complex bureaucracy. If
you currently receive or want to apply for public money from any HUD
program, for example, as a member of a community development group that
is seeking to acquire a building for renovation, the paperwork and red tape
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are daunting. The difﬁculties of this bureaucracy ﬂow from the politics of
public housing.
Bureaucracies develop to simplify routine tasks. They become complex
when their goals conﬂict. If housing in the United States were either completely public or completely private, the bureaucracy would be relatively simple to administer. When, however, the administrative task requires a bureaucracy to ﬁt a small public system into a predominantly private housing market,
the public sector must be careful not to offend private interests, and the
details of who can do what under which circumstances have to be written
up in extraordinary detail. The politics of this bureaucracy requires many
volumes of instruction for the operation of housing programs, not the least
of which is a lengthy set of rules for both tenants and landlords.
The tradition of localism is the fourth political ingredient in housing policy. To construct a public housing development, local ofﬁcials must establish
a public housing authority. But because the creation of a PHA signals that
the locality is willing to accept public housing, the political opposition from
home owners and local real estate interests is often intense. In cities where
the poor are concentrated, supporters of public housing can usually overcome
this opposition. In many suburban areas, however, residents perceive public
housing as a problem of the cities they have just ﬂed. As a result, even though
these suburban areas might have a sizable number of poor people, the tradition of localism prevents the establishment of PHAs and hinders the construction of any public housing.
Of course, like the politics of housing generally, this localism has a strong
racial component. The whites-only policy of post–World War II suburbs like
Levittown, New York, converted this localism into housing policy by blocking
the establishment of PHAs, thereby stopping people of color—increasingly,
the typical residents of public housing—from moving into their communities.
Cities, by contrast, were generally less explicit; they authorized the construction of public housing projects but usually placed them in segregated neighborhoods. In both the suburbs and the cities, then, the power of localism
barred public housing from becoming a tool for racial integration. Instead,
the politics of housing intertwined with the politics of race to channel different racial groups to different communities, one with a private and one with
a public housing system.56

Ideology
Some elements of the ideology of housing policy parallel the ideologies underlying other social policies. In organizing housing policy around what the
private sector is willing to deliver, it prizes the marketplace as the best way
of distributing goods and services. In addition, like many income support
programs, it clearly embodies the principle of less eligibility, so that housing
obtained through a direct public subsidy will be less attractive than housing
that workers earn on their own. This principle, in turn, helps to uphold the
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work ethic because it sends a message to workers that their hard work will
be rewarded. By themselves, however, these beliefs do not get at what is
distinctive about the ideology of housing policy. That demands thinking
about the United States as a nation of home owners and about home ownership as perhaps the fullest expression of the American dream.
We have already cited the most pertinent statistic: more than two-thirds
of all Americans own their own homes. Admittedly, given the heavy mortgage debt, this ownership may well be in name only. Nevertheless, regardless
of how much they owe on their mortgages, Americans who live in their own
homes tend to think of themselves as home owners. This self-image shapes
their individualist psychology and nurtures the ideology of home ownership.
At its root, this ideology of home ownership harks back to President Thomas Jefferson’s vision of the United States as a country of small farmers. In
Jefferson’s conception of a democracy, people have relatively equal amounts
of wealth, and no one has a disproportionate amount of power. The United
States is no longer a predominantly agricultural country; it has great inequalities of wealth and equally large differences in power. But the notion of
a nation of home owners remains potent because it tries to reassure us about
the relevance of this vision. Moreover, if that vision becomes too hard to
maintain, at least home owners possess a “haven in a heartless world,” a place
to which they can retreat with their families when they feel tired and vulnerable.
These associations help to explain the ideological power of housing policy.
U.S. housing policy is focused on the two-thirds of the population who help
to sustain the vision. It even grants them signiﬁcant tax breaks so that they
can continue to do so. Yet there is very little place in this vision for those
who cannot afford private sector housing. Because they are dependent and
do not belong to the self-sufﬁcient housing community, the ideology of U.S.
housing policy intimates that they are somehow less than full-ﬂedged political
citizens. And as less than full-ﬂedged citizens, that same ideology substantially
restricts the help they can receive.

Social Movements
Two kinds of organizations have shaped the housing agenda. One is an elite
reform coalition, typiﬁed by the National Housing Conference. Since its
founding in 1931 by Mary Simkhovitch, a social worker in New York City’s
Greenwich Village, the NHC has brought together a diverse group of bankers,
state and local ofﬁcials, community development specialists, and social reformers to work on housing issues. The NHC does not engage in community
organizing. But by combining its expertise with its contacts in government,
it has been able to inﬂuence virtually every major piece of housing legislation
that has been enacted during the past seventy years.57
The second kind of housing organization exists at the grassroots, where
tenant movements have predominated. Organizations of tenants have fought
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to defend rent control, get better-quality services from landlords, and instigate
rent strikes like those in Harlem during 1934 and the winter of 1963–64. At
their most successful, these displays of tenant power have won greater protections for tenants and created a new body of law.58 But housing organizing
is never easy, and over the past twenty years, it has fallen on ever harder
times.
That the United States is a nation of home owners creates a major obstacle
for organizers, because private ownership fuels an individualist outlook.
Hence, at least two-thirds of the population is hard to organize on housing
issues, and some portion of the other third is difﬁcult to reach because they
are so focused on obtaining their own homes. This potential constituency
dwindles still further because tenants live in different buildings with different
landlords. A small landlord with a few apartments is likely to react differently
from a landlord with one large building or, for that matter, a real estate
company that owns property all over the city. Quite apart from their own
internal conﬂict, such a diverse and fragmented opponent makes it difﬁcult
for tenants to identify their common interests.
Despite these obstacles, the tenant movement did grow throughout the
1970s, reaching its peak in about 1980, with the founding of the National
Tenants Union. The NTU had ambitious goals: a clearinghouse for information, development of model programs, and the creation of a lobby presence
on Capitol Hill. But the movement soon ﬁzzled out. Its decline paralleled the
overall decline in movement organizing, as well as the aging of the organizer
population and the shift from speciﬁcally tenant organizing to development
of affordable housing. In addition, the Democratic Party, which had once
sided with tenant groups, became a much less reliable ally. And although
some state groups like the New York State Tenant and Neighborhood Coalition were successful enough to obtain money from the Department of
Housing and Urban Development, this new source of funding may have
helped to defuse their militancy. As a result, tenant groups are now engaged
in a holding action, trying to ﬁgure out how they can link their organizations
with others engaged in progressive labor and community campaigns.59

History
The history of housing policy is a history of attempts to tame the housing
market. Although none of these attempts has been an unqualiﬁed success,
they have undoubtedly helped to house millions of people. Nevertheless, a
history of housing policy suggests that every attempt encounters the same
dilemma: If housing in this country is a for-proﬁt enterprise, how do people
who do not earn enough for landlords to make a proﬁt get housing of acceptable quality? The answer is that although government must always pay,
other factors (politics, economics, ideology, and the strength of social movements) determine the terms and quality of the housing that poor people have
been able to obtain. In their own way, the Progressive Era, the New Deal
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through to the Great Society, and the conservative drift of the past thirty
years each offer different illustrations of this pattern.
In the early twentieth century, a fear of disease mixed with concern about
conditions in immigrant slums like those on New York’s Lower East Side to
turn housing into a prominent issue. Reformers focused on housing conditions
because they thought that better housing could remedy both disease and the
radical political ideologies that spread quickly in such tight quarters. Inﬂuenced by books like Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives and led by prominent advocates such as Lawrence Veiller, they pushed a program of regulation
that sought to ensure that tenements had adequate ﬁre escapes, windows, and
plumbing. Although real estate interests strenuously objected to these new
laws and dismissed reformers like Veiller as far too radical, their program was
actually committed to the marketplace and quite moderate. Firmly opposing
any construction by the public sector, they believed that the housing problem
should be addressed only through government inspection and regulation. But
despite their hopes, this belief soon proved to be mistaken. The best new
tenements continued to remain out of reach of the very poor, and even after
a generation of reform, no one could honestly contend that poor New Yorkers
were well housed.
The same pattern held elsewhere in the country. In Chicago, housing
reform rose to prominence in the aftermath of the 1919 race riots, which
killed thirty-eight people and injured 537. There, the most progressive housing reformers featured pioneers of the settlement house movement like Jane
Addams, Sophonsiba Breckenridge, and Florence Kelley. The settlement
house movement rooted itself in particular neighborhoods, each of which had
its own distinctive racial and ethnic mix. It is hardly surprising, then, that
the housing reformers who emerged from this movement never had a vision
extending beyond the goal of better, though segregated, market-based housing.
From the shacks of the nineteenth century to the model tenements of the
twentieth, housing reformers in the Progressive Era helped to modernize U.S.
cities. They introduced regulations for building conditions, established minimal standards of sanitation, and upgraded the worst tenements. They did
not, however, challenge the assumption that only the private sector could
provide housing. Regulation of the private sector did help to improve the
existing housing stock. By itself, however, it could not signiﬁcantly expand
the supply of housing for the poor.60
Regulation also had other limitations. Despite efforts to upgrade housing,
a 1933 national survey demonstrated that there was still much work to be
done. The survey found that 50 percent of all homes had no bath or central
heat, 33 percent had no inside toilets, and 18 percent were found to be unﬁt
for use. In the midst of the political and social turmoil of the Depression and
the New Deal, these data demanded a new and more interventionist set of
policies. As Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes put it, “One of the most
pressing and important tasks in the establishment of this new social order is
a revolutionary improvement in housing conditions in the United States. We
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want, and we must have attractive low cost housing for those in the lower
income groups.”61
Acting on this principle for the next thirty-ﬁve years changed the terms
of the relationship between the private and public sectors. Now the government would actually build housing. The legislative hallmarks of this period
were the 1937 Housing Act, the 1949 Housing Act, and the Great Society
laws that added to the supply, supplemented rent, and enacted fair housing
laws. By carving out a role for government beyond mere regulation, this
legislation acknowledged that housing for proﬁt could not house a large segment of the poor.
This shift in housing policy was signiﬁcant. Yet, focusing solely on this
commitment to the construction of housing for the poor can be misleading.
Although housing the poor was surely one important purpose, other goals of
this legislation demonstrate how respectful it remained of the private sector.
Passage of the 1937 Housing Act, the ﬁrst federal legislation to authorize the
construction of public housing, depended on the understanding that this construction was a public works project that would engage restless unemployed
workers and revive the construction industry. Likewise, the 1949 Housing
Act boosted the private sector by funding urban renewal projects in the cities
and guaranteeing mortgages, so that lenders could ﬁnance development of
the suburbs risk-free. Even during the 1960s, Great Society housing legislation
built public housing, stimulated the economy, and amid the turmoil of the
period, brought a greater measure of social peace. The importance of the
expansion of public housing should not be underestimated. But neither should
we ignore the way that each piece of legislation directed enough business to
the private sector to soften its strongest opposition.
By the late 1960s, however, the terms of the relationship between the
public and private sector began to change again. Amid an urban housing
shortage created by segregation of the suburbs and the migration of African
Americans to the North, two federal commissions, the National Commission
on Urban Problems and the President’s Committee on Urban Housing, agreed
on the need to produce 26 million units of new and rehabilitated housing in
the next ten years. With the Vietnam War draining the federal budget, however, the cost of such a program was prohibitive. President Johnson therefore
turned to the banking lobby, which favored an interest subsidy program. The
lobby ﬁgured that if the government helped to pay the interest on mortgages,
it would keep the interest rate high. From their perspective, this policy was
far preferable to direct government aid on behalf of the poor.62
Yet, despite the heavy involvement of the private sector, the commitment
goals were never met. Although public housing did reach its all-time record
of ninety-one thousand completions in 1971, real estate investors took advantage of lax government regulations to buy and sell private housing for the
poor at a quick proﬁt. The resulting scandal fed the mounting discontent
toward the very idea of public housing as hotbeds of poverty, crime, and
waste. As a result, in 1973, President Nixon called a halt to all federally
subsidized housing programs.63
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This halt marked the beginning of the third phase. The history of housing
policy in this phase is a history of the public sector in retreat. From the
passage of the 1974 Housing and Community Development Act to the present, the terms of the relationship between the public and private sectors have
shifted to become even more favorable to private interests. During the period
from the New Deal to the Great Society, the public-private partnership on
housing showed the public sector to be making slow but steady inroads. But
as crime became a more prominent issue and public housing became stigmatized housing, policymakers turned once again to the private sector. Instead
of expanding the housing supply or directly subsidizing the poor, the new
housing policy asked a newer and even more deferential question: What did
the government need to do for the private sector so that it would agree to
house the poor?
The legislation in this period tries to answer this question ever more respectfully. To obtain landlords’ participation in Section 8, the Housing and
Community Development Act of 1974 allowed direct payment to landlords
for the ﬁrst time. The same Act authorized vouchers, which, though they
ostensibly gave poor tenants greater choice, were hard to obtain, paid just a
small portion of the actual rent, and did not add to the total number of
housing units. When President Reagan came into ofﬁce, he squeezed public
subsidies by raising the tenant’s portion of the rent from 25 to 30 percent of
income. He also slashed the HUD budget by about 75 percent.
More recent legislative initiatives have been no more favorable to the
public sector. Hopes for the National Affordable Housing Act of 1990 ﬁzzled
amid a lack of funds and an emphasis on home ownership. Predictably, such
a private sector model helps fewer people, most of whom are the better-off
among the poor. Likewise, the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act
of 1998 pursues the admirable goal of income diversiﬁcation within public
housing projects but without providing any new housing. In a similar vein,
the Act permitted landlords to rent to just one Section 8 tenant when, until
1996, a rental to one tenant obligated them to rent to others; by barring the
“endless lease,” it also allowed them to evict a tenant at any time.64 Together
with the complete elimination of Section 8 certiﬁcates for several years in
the mid-1990s, the clear implication of this housing policy is that enough
government money may enable a modest number of poor people to obtain
housing, but as long as landlords can make more money from other tenants,
even these poor people will never have anything but a very precarious foothold in the private housing market.

Conclusion
Although the recent history of housing policy may not be uplifting, it is
instructive. By trying to ﬁnd a small niche in the marketplace for poor people,
it has highlighted that market’s historic dominance. Housing policy struggles
with this dominance by relying on many small and only partly effective proHousing: Programs and Policies
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grams. But backed by political and economic power, the dominance persists.
In turn, it has ensured that from tax expenditures for the afﬂuent to the
severe limits placed on direct assistance for the poor, U.S. housing policy is
largely focused on helping those who are best able to help themselves. The
poor do not really ﬁt into such a market-based policy. For this reason, the
policy has always struggled awkwardly and without much success to ﬁnd them
enough satisfactory housing.
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Health Care: Programs and Policies

E

veryone gets sick. This fact of life injects a very personal emotion into
discussions of health policy. You may be indignant about public assistance
programs, think job training should be available to all, and fume at the cost
of housing in your community. But few other topics in social welfare policy
get people going as much as the experience of racing to a hospital emergency
room, only to be asked how they intend to pay for the necessary treatment.
Perhaps that is why, more than any other issue, health care is something that
grips everyone.
These feelings arise from the paradox of U.S. health care. On the positive
side, health care in the United States has many admirable features. Patients
who have some potentially life-threatening diseases are very lucky to be patients in the United States: with their access to advanced medical technology,
American women who have breast cancer do better than women with breast
cancer in Australia, France, Germany, or Japan.1 But if you do not have
health insurance, spend hours trying to straighten out your medical bills, or
must ﬁght your health maintenance organization (HMO) to get the next
treatment, then the U.S. health care system is likely to make you quite angry.
It is not hard to identify some good reasons for this anger. U.S. social
welfare policy treats health care as a commodity. Whether it is housing, cars,
or health care, a commodity typically has a price in the marketplace, with
more afﬂuent people able to purchase a better-quality good or service. To
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notable features.

illustrate the extent of this commodiﬁcation, investors are able to purchase
shares in companies that are part of the “health care industry”; in effect, third
parties speculate about whether more or less health care will be bought and
sold. This system works quite well for people who have money: they usually
get reasonably good care. But for those who do not have money, or for those
who think that good health care is every citizen’s right, the conception of
health care as a marketplace commodity involves inequitable rationing.
Every country rations health care; otherwise, it could be inﬁnitely costly.
And certainly, rationing through the market, where ability to pay determines
access to resources, is hardly the only kind. Implicit strategies are equally
common, and though these strategies seem to offer access, they limit facilities,
restrict referrals to specialists, and erect subtle barriers to care. Both marketand government-oriented systems can employ this strategy.
There is also a third, formal type of rationing, one that is public and
explicitly democratic. In this kind of rationing, public ofﬁcials ask the critical
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policy questions: What should be the national hospital budget? Would it be
better to train specialists or family physicians? Should we spend money on
additional nurses, or should we invest in more medical technology?2 The
United States employs the ﬁrst and second, but not the third, kind of rationing. Although our health care debates sometimes touch on these issues,
we usually subcontract a large measure of responsibility for them to private
individuals and institutions. In a for-proﬁt system, they set our rationing policies.
Most critically, Americans do not like to admit that they ration health
care. Such a public admission would collide with our modern sense of entitlement. When we want something, we believe that we deserve it now. Perhaps that is why we have opted for rationing by price and other, less visible
methods of managing scarcity. Even as our demand for immediate health care
drives spending upward, we allow rationing by price to disguise a system that
provides health care for some people while denying it to others.
Another distinctive feature of our market-based system involves its ties to
the workplace. In 2002, some 166 million people, or two-thirds of the population, obtained their health insurance from their employer. Employer-based
health care spread after a 1943 Internal Revenue Service ruling that employees did not have to pay taxes on their employer’s contributions to group
health plans. Although this ruling enabled employers to supplement wages
in wartime and compete for the best employees, it also helped to foster a
two-tier system.3 In this system, your employer is supposed to offer you health
care insurance. If your employer does not offer health insurance, your insurance is inadequate, or you are unemployed, you must either buy coverage
yourself or get it through a public program like Medicaid or Medicare. Many
workers in low-wage jobs do not receive health care from their employer. As
a result, in 2001, more than 41 million people, or 14 percent of the population, had no health insurance.4
The third notable feature of the U.S. health care system is its cost. We
spend $3,858 a person for health care; Canada, which has the next most
costly system, spends just $1,899. American consumers shoulder 17 percent
of the total U.S. bill, private health insurance covers 38 percent, and direct
public spending assumes responsibility for 45 percent.5 Although many policymakers expected that a reliance on HMOs would cut costs, the period of
2 percent inﬂation in health insurance premiums lasted just four years, from
1994 to 1998. Health care premiums then jumped 8 percent in 2000 and rose
another 11 percent in 2001. Moreover, among those covered by private insurance, rising health care costs have prompted employers to shift more of
the burden to their employees. In turn, these employees must now pay larger
premiums, higher deductibles (the amount for which the employee is responsible before insurance coverage begins), and bigger copayments.6 Despite
hopes to the contrary, the cost of drugs, medical technology, and a complex,
proﬁt-oriented, private sector bureaucracy continues to drive insurance costs
upward.
The expense of U.S. health care would be justiﬁable if the beneﬁts clearly
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exceeded the costs. Yet comparative health statistics offer little evidence to
support this contention. The United States places seventeenth in life expectancy and ranks twenty-ﬁrst in both infant and maternal mortality rates.7 At
least when Canada spends money, it gets a signiﬁcantly longer life expectancy
rate for both men (76, compared to 73) and women (82, compared to 80).
Even more striking, Sweden’s national health care system, whose health care
budget is little more than 33 percent of ours and 70 percent of Canada’s, has
the lowest infant mortality record, with a rate less than half that of the
United States.8
The U.S. health care system, then, combines health care as a commodity
in the marketplace with costly employer-based insurance that fails to cover
one-seventh of the population and yields what are, at best, by international
standards, mediocre health outcomes. To be sure, much of its research and
medical technology is pace-setting. But the system as a whole is wasteful and
inefﬁcient. Emphasizing the treatment of disease instead of prevention, it does
not provide particularly good health care for the average person. The existence of such a curious system raises a pointed question: What social change
triggers brought such a hybrid into being?

Social Change Triggers
Since the late nineteenth century, policymakers in every nation attaining a
moderate level of economic development have expressed an interest in health
care. The reasons for this interest are easily understandable: industrialization
and urbanization created potential public health hazards on an unprecedented
scale. Given the intensely social dimension of public health, even the most
afﬂuent individuals could not be completely safe with an epidemic raging
around them. Care of the destitute sick and young widows with children also
put an extra burden on relief services. At the same time, modern armies
needed a reliable supply of physically able recruits, just as modern industrial
societies required a healthy labor force. Last, as medical technology lengthened life spans, the growth of an aging population produced a respected political constituency that could press for attention to its health care needs.
Compared to all these powerful political and economic factors, humanitarian
concerns were distinctly secondary.9
The triggers for change in U.S. health care hew closely to these broad
patterns. In the early twentieth century, reformers worried about diseases like
cholera and tuberculosis spreading through urban slums; AIDS and hepatitis
would provide a similar impetus less than a century later.10 When, during the
Progressive Era, illness or injury interfered with ability to work, the loss of
productivity also attracted concern. In the Depression, attention to health
care reform arose from the major health care expenses that could break the
ﬁnances of uninsured families.
The triggers changed somewhat after World War II. Then, breakthroughs
in medical research held the promise that an investment in health care could
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reduce mortality from preventable diseases. In subsequent years, Americans
have witnessed a breakdown of coverage for the poor, retired, and chronically
ill, leading to the enactment of Medicaid and Medicare and the spectacle of
rising health care costs, which underlay Nixon’s and Carter’s efforts at reform.
Medicare and Medicaid are fee-for-service programs: the government reimburses health care providers for each service they provide. This method of
reimbursement creates a built-in incentive to offer as many services as possible. Naturally, with such an unlimited market, health care costs spiraled
rapidly upward. As costs spun out of control, policymakers turned ﬁrst, under
Reagan, to ﬁxed reimbursement systems like the DRGs, and then to even
more explicitly market-based reforms such as HMOs and managed care.11
These systems, however, have not improved health outcomes or made
much headway against the ranks of the uninsured. Instead, they have created
an elaborate private sector bureaucracy and ignited another round of health
care inﬂation. As the baby boomers age, the next bout of health care reform
will emerge from the public indignation about these failures. In the process,
it will also, inevitably, spotlight questions about the adequacy of U.S. social
welfare programs.

Social Programs
The primary health care programs are Medicaid, Medicare, and the Children’s
Health Insurance Program of 1997 (CHIPs). Along with income supports,
U.S. health care programs are perhaps the leading example of a categorical
social policy. There is Medicaid for the category of people deemed poor,
Medicare for the category of those deemed elderly and/or disabled, and CHIPs
for poor, medically underserved children. The uninsured adult who is not
poor cannot get any help from this list.
We will review each of these programs. First, though, let’s discuss managed
care and HMOs. Although these are not programs, they are the methods of
health care ﬁnancing and delivery on which government programs increasingly rely.
Managed Care and Health Maintenance Organizations

Faced with spiraling costs, policymakers have shifted to managed care. In
managed care, insurers try to balance the need for cost containment with
access and quality of service. To understand how managed care broke with
the traditional method of health service delivery, it is only necessary to go
back as far as the early 1980s, when patients had to ﬁnd a doctor on their
own, and the insurance company paid the doctor’s or hospital’s bill. Now,
under most managed care plans, the insurer contracts with a group of health
care providers, monitors the care (through utilization review) to determine
whether it is really needed, and demands the approval of a primary care
physician before a patient can see a specialist.
Health Care: Programs and Policies

377

Because they value the doctor-patient
relationship, many Americans
resented it when health maintenance
organizations (HMOs) questioned
their doctors’ recommendations for
medical treatment.

There are three major kinds of managed care plans: health maintenance
organizations (HMOs), preferred provider organizations (PPOs), and pointof-service plans (POS). HMOs are prepaid managed care networks that guarantee patients a range of health care services for a ﬁxed monthly fee. HMO
plans are supposed to reduce unnecessary and inappropriate care. Their supporters also contend that by coordinating care for a ﬁxed fee, HMOs have
an incentive to keep patients healthy. PPOs are different. In a PPO, physicians and hospitals provide a discounted fee for service to groups enrolled in
the program. If patients want to venture outside the network, they must pay
a greater share of the cost. Essentially, PPOs provide a volume discount, and
physicians see more patients to compensate for their lower fees. POS plans
combine features of the HMO and the PPO models. POS is a managed care
system in which a primary care physician, a “gatekeeper,” controls access to
the rest of the network. If they are willing to shoulder a higher percentage
of the costs, patients venturing outside the network can receive partial reimbursement.12
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In the mid-1990s, when growth in costs slowed for a brief period, proponents of these models could make a plausible argument that managed care
had reduced spending. But now that the market revolution in health care
has passed and inﬂation has returned, the evidence is building that our reliance on managed care detoured policymakers from the path to a more sensible
system. For one thing, managed care is not cheaper. It may reduce utilization
rates and compel suppliers to offer discounts, but direct patient costs are not
total costs, especially when the high administrative overhead of managed care
is factored in. And though premiums may be lower, these savings often reﬂect
cost shifting and “cherry-picking”—accepting only the healthiest patients
into the plan.13 Finally, managed care mostly offers a different method of
delivering health care service to the insured population. Although this
method did make delivery of these services more market-oriented, it did little
to extend coverage to the uninsured.
Managed care plans are also under pressure. Many have begun to lose
money, and smaller ones, in particular, are having difﬁculty raising the capital
for on-line information systems that cost $200 million to $300 million. Doctors
object to inadequate payments, employers resist rate increases, and hospitals are
merging to ﬁght back.14 At a time when patients in forty-one states can appeal
denials of care to independent outside reviewers and two-thirds of HMOs no
longer require approval from a health plan nurse before a patient can be admitted to the hospital or see a specialist, managed care’s efforts to cut costs have
also fallen on hard times.15 No wonder that initiatives seeking to funnel patients into government programs like Medicare HMOs have instead led the
HMOs to shed more than 2.4 million patients between 1999 and 2003.16
The key question about managed care is whether it is rationing care for
rational or self-interested motives. Although most of us would dispute the
claim that we ever receive unnecessary care, we would probably agree in the
abstract that we cannot all see every specialist and have every possible lab
test. When managed care tries to enforce this principle, it arouses the suspicion of many of the 80 million Americans in managed care. An increasing
number of these participants are asking the question: Has my care been denied for a good reason, or has it been denied because the ﬁnancial stakeholders in managed care—shareholders and investors—will beneﬁt monetarily? As David Lawrence, the chief executive of the Kaiser Foundation Health
Plan and Hospitals, summarized it:
The managed care movement of the last decade was really a ﬁnancing
system that was attempting to inﬂuence the way a group of fragmented,
unintegrated physicians and hospitals practiced medicine. What was
discovered was that when one uses ﬁnancial tools to change the delivery
of health care, A, they are not very powerful, and B, they make people
mad.17
For now, managed care seems well entrenched. Yet this position may be
deceiving. If managed care cannot solve the problems of the health care
system and it makes people mad, it will not go unchallenged for long.
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Medicaid

Authorized under Title XIX of the Social Security Act, Medicaid is a federalstate program that provides medical assistance to low-income people. This
category of eligible participants includes the aged, blind, disabled, and members of families with dependent children. Because each state designs and administers its own program within federal guidelines, the coverage, beneﬁts,
and amount of payment for services all vary. These differences are so large
that a poor single mother whose income is 75 percent of the poverty line
may receive no coverage in one state, full coverage in another, and partial
coverage but difﬁculty ﬁnding a provider in a third.18
Federal guidelines, however, do specify some services that states must offer
to the medically needy. These services include inpatient and outpatient hospital services; laboratory and X-ray services; nursing facility care for those
over 21 years; home health services for those entitled to nursing care; screening, diagnosis, and treatment for those under 21 years; family-planning services and supplies; and physician and nurse-midwife services. Exercising their
option under the regulations, thirty-two states also cover drugs for the medically needy.19 The federal government pays for these services using a formula
that it adjusts annually. Called the federal matching rate, the formula ranges
from 50 to 83 percent and is inversely related to each state’s per capita income, so that the poorer states get the most help.
In 2001, Medicaid rolls totaled about 36 million people, or about 13 percent of the entire population, down from more than 40 million in 1998. At
the same time, although Medicaid is supposed to provide health care to poor
people, only 40 percent of the total population in poverty actually received
Medicaid. But because children under the age of 18 years face less stringent
eligibility requirements, their rate of participation is somewhat higher, at 55
percent. The program’s total costs run about $199 billion dollars, with $112
billion coming from the federal government and the rest spent by the states.20
Medicaid policies have changed considerably in recent years. Between
1984 and 1990, eligibility expanded to include low-income pregnant women,
infants, and children. But as the push for welfare reform gained strength in
the early 1990s, the national AFDC caseload dropped. Medicaid had previously been linked to the receipt of cash beneﬁts like AFDC and SSI. Worried
that Medicaid gave public assistance recipients another reason to stay on
welfare, policymakers enacting the 1996 welfare reform act disconnected
Medicaid from public assistance. The Act gave the states greater ﬂexibility
to expand eligibility beyond the traditional limits of welfare. At the same
time, however, it also barred most legal immigrant children and pregnant
women from nonemergency services through Medicaid during their ﬁrst ﬁve
years in this country.21
More reform followed the next year. The 1997 Balanced Budget Act repealed federal requirements for state reimbursement of nursing homes, hospitals, and community health centers. In another move with wide-ranging
consequences, it eliminated the need for states to obtain waivers to enroll
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Medicaid recipients in managed care organizations.22 Acting on the premise
that Medicaid managed care would enhance access for beneﬁciaries, improve
the quality of care, and reduce program costs, the states moved to embrace
this option. By 2001, nearly 57 percent of all Medicaid recipients had been
enrolled in managed care, up from 40 percent just ﬁve years earlier.23
Yet serious doubts have been raised about the appropriateness of managed
care plans for Medicaid recipients. Managed care plans have had little previous experience with the high-risk, multiproblem, inner-city clients who
need supportive services such as outreach, case management, and transportation. Managed care networks will do little to expand the supply of health
services in the poorer neighborhoods; indeed, when linking existing providers
to their network, they are more likely to select those providers who keep
costs down. Also, for the ﬁrst time, Medicaid managed care asks that participants select a health plan and primary provider, curtail the use of other
providers, and obtain approval before seeing a specialist or visiting an emergency room. These decisions all require a telephone, access to plentiful information, and the ability to make prudent choices. If the system of Medicaid
managed care cannot address these issues, it and the population it serves may
prove to be poorly matched.24
The shift to Medicaid managed care is one of many factors that depressed
the Medicaid rolls by 4 million people after 1998. Problems with the welfare
reform law also contributed. Despite the requirements of the Act, many states
did not provide transitional medical assistance, causing 1 million parents to
lose their beneﬁts. Other factors in the decline include the heightened stigma
associated with the receipt of beneﬁts from any welfare program, the confusion of rules about who is eligible, and the belief of some immigrants, even
children who are citizens, that a Medicaid application could disqualify their
parents from citizenship. In addition, many poor people simply assume that
they are in good health and can get Medicaid if they need it. Observers
nonetheless predict that if the economy falters, it could offset all these factors
and drive the total number of people on Medicaid back up to 40 million.25
Of course, Medicaid continues to be the primary source of coverage for
long-term care. The cost of one year in a nursing home now averages $55,000,
and most people stay in a nursing home for about two and a half years. Low
wages and inadequate stafﬁng actually help to keep these prices down. According to a report prepared by the Department of Health and Human Services, more than 90 percent of the nation’s nursing homes are understaffed,
and it will require another $7.6 billion to bring the care up to adequate levels.
Fearing the additional expense of federally mandated stafﬁng, the George W.
Bush administration has instead decided to publish data on the number of
workers in each nursing home, in the hope that an informed public can
pressure nursing homes to hire enough workers.26
To pay for care at current levels, disabled elderly people either rely on
their own resources, collect on private long-term insurance, or spend down
their assets to establish their Medicaid eligibility. Some 68 percent of nursing
home residents are dependent on Medicaid to cover part of their long-term
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PROGRAM CHART

Health Programs

Medicaid, 1965
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

36 million
The states, under federal guidelines
Medical coverage
Low-income people, including the aged, blind, disabled, and
members of families with dependent children
From 50 to 83 percent of each state’s Medicaid budget comes
from the federal government’s general tax revenue; the
states absorb the rest. In 2001, total costs for the Medicaid
program amounted to $199 billion.

Medicare, 1965
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

40 million
The federal government
Insurance for hospital stays (Part A) and optional coverage for
doctor’s services (Part B)
The elderly and/or disabled
In 2001, the Medicare program cost $238 billion, minus the
premiums the elderly pay, for a net federal outlay of $215
billion. Federal revenues for this program come from a 1.45
percent tax that is part of your Social Security deduction, but
that unlike Social Security, does not have an income ceiling.

State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), 1997
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

4.7 million children were enrolled in SCHIP at some time during
2001
The states
Medical coverage
Children in families with income up to 200 percent of the
poverty line
$4 billion a year has been allocated for SCHIPs, with the states
paying 70 percent of the share they assume for Medicaid
and the federal government picking up the rest. The revenue
comes from an increase in the tobacco tax.

care; they account for about 35 percent of all Medicaid spending nationwide.
Moreover, as the baby boomers age, this percentage is projected to climb
upward, so that by 2018, the inﬂation-adjusted cost of Medicaid’s long-term
care expenditures will be twice what it was just twenty-ﬁve years earlier.27 If
we do not have a national health insurance system by that date, baby boomers
ﬂooding into the Medicaid program might well constitute a strong enough
political force to demand better treatment in long-term care.
Medicaid also functions as a crucial backup for poor elderly people receiving Medicare. Some 7 million people are beneﬁciaries of both programs; most
Medicare-Medicaid enrollees are eligible for full beneﬁts under their state’s
eligibility criteria. The need for Medicaid arises because, as we shall see next,
the Medicare program has so many gaps that its beneﬁciaries spent 22 percent
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of their income on health care. Medicaid steps into these gaps by assisting
with Medicare’s high out-of-pocket expenses, such as the monthly premium
for doctor’s services ($54 in 2002), or, in the absence of a catastrophic cap
on beneﬁciary’s expenses, the possibility of a ﬁnancially ruinous medical condition. Medicaid also pays for the cost of services that Medicare does not
cover. Besides long-term care, these services can include prescription drugs,
transportation for medical purposes, eyeglasses, hearing aids, and dental appointments. For poor older people on Medicare, Medicaid is the last bulwark
against sickness and impoverishment.28
Medicare

If you have clients who are elderly or disabled, you will have to deal with
Medicare. Enacted in 1965 as Title XVIII of the Social Security Act, Medicare is the national insurance program for almost 40 million elderly and
disabled people. Medicare insurance comes in two parts. Part A covers inpatient hospital services, up to one hundred days of posthospital care in a
skilled nursing facility, some home health services, and hospice care. Patients
must pay a deductible equal to the cost of one day in the hospital ($812 in
2002) each time they enter a hospital and begin a beneﬁt period (a beneﬁt
period starts when the patient enters a hospital and ends when he or she has
not been in a hospital or a skilled nursing facility for sixty days). Part A pays
for the next sixty days of hospital care. Beyond that sixty days, patients are
again subject to additional charges.
Part B, the second form of insurance under Medicare, is an optional program for all those Part A–eligible Medicare recipients who also want coverage
for physician and laboratory services. Recipients pay the annual monthly fee
of $54 (or, as described above, Medicaid pays it for them). After a $100
deductible, Part B covers 80 percent of Medicare’s fee schedule for each service. The recipient must then pick up the remaining 20 percent.29
In 2001, the Medicare program cost about $238 billion, minus premiums
collected, for a net federal outlay of about $215 billion. Part A is ﬁnanced
from the 1.45 percent payroll tax that is part of Social Security (7.65 percent
is taxed, with the remaining 6.2 percent going to Social Security). Because
employers contribute an equal amount, Part A receives 2.9 percent of payrolls. By law, Part B premiums are supposed to cover 25 percent of its costs,
with general tax revenues ﬁnancing the rest.30
Although the ﬁnancing for Part B remains secure, projections about the
long-term health of the insurance trust fund ﬂuctuate wildly. In 2002, the
fund’s trustees announced that Medicare would remain solvent until 2030,
the longest period of projected solvency in the program’s history. Yet only
nine years before, Medicare was supposed to be bankrupt by 1999; as recently
as 1997, the money was supposed to run out in 2001. Then, a reduction in
the rate of Medicare spending combined with improvements in the economy
to push back the date of ﬁnancial reckoning, so that ﬁve years of elapsed
time delayed its projected bankruptcy by twenty-nine.31
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Yet, despite this improving outlook, issues of adequacy and efﬁciency continue to plague the program. As a result of copayments, deductibles, and a
fee schedule that sometimes runs below market, the average beneﬁciary, excluding long-term care, spends more than $3,000 annually on out-of-pocket
expenses. The beneﬁt package is also inadequate because it leaves beneﬁciaries responsible for nearly half the cost of their acute care. To ﬁll these gaps,
some 85 percent of beneﬁciaries have supplemental insurance. Medicaid and
employer-sponsored retirement plans do a reasonably good job of boosting
coverage, but employer plans, which cover about one-third of all Medicare
beneﬁciaries, have become less available. At the same time, the cost of Medigap policies from private insurance, which serve one-quarter of all beneﬁciaries, has risen beyond the means of those with average income. For example, in Dallas, a 65-year-old purchasing a Medigap policy with minimal
drug coverage would pay between $1,500 and $3,900.32
Caught between demands for services and demands for efﬁciency, policymakers have experimented with a variety of private sector solutions. The most
common solution has been a growing reliance on HMOs, especially the Medicare⫹Choice (M⫹C) program initiated by the Balanced Budget Act of 1997.
M⫹C’s sponsors hoped to expand the health plan options available to beneﬁciaries, with the expectation that they would become more actively involved in their own health care. Yet a report from the U.S. General Accounting Ofﬁce—the monitoring arm of the federal government—found that
although the federal government has increased payments to HMOs and some
5.6 million, or 14 percent of all Medicare beneﬁciaries have joined them, the
money has largely gone to hospitals and other health care providers and not
for enhanced services to the elderly.
In fact, not only have the number of choices been diminished, but HMOs
have canceled coverage for more 2.1 million people over four years, including
536,000 in 2002. At a time when hospitals need money to offset lower reimbursement rates and policymakers insist that insurance plans should offer
more choices, the M⫹C option has been charged with the responsibility of
reducing costs. By 2005, the Bush administration wants to double participation in M⫹C to 30 percent of all Medicare beneﬁciaries. The experience so
far raises serious questions about the wisdom of this goal.33
Medicare, like Medicaid, represents a very partial solution—one to the
health problems of the elderly and disabled, the other to the health problems
of the poor. Concerns about costs, conﬂicts between health providers and
patients, and a growing faith in the private sector’s delivery of health care
hamstring both programs. To address one of their most conspicuous failings,
Congress recently enacted a program to reduce the number of poor children
without health coverage. As we shall see next, however, this program has
also stumbled on some administrative hurdles that prevent it from attaining
its ostensible goals.
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State Children’s Health Insurance Plan—Title XXI of the Social Security Act

Enacted as part of the 1997 Balanced Budget Act, the State Children’s Health
Insurance Program provides matching funds to expand coverage to children
in families with income up to 200% of the federal poverty level. Financed
by an increase in the tobacco tax, it was expected to cover an additional 2
to 3 million children. Funds are allocated in proportion to the states’ share
of the nation’s uninsured children, and the states receive higher federal
matching payments than under Medicaid. The design of SCHIP reﬂected
constraints that policymakers faced during the balanced budget debate of
1997. Because they wanted to target new funds to needy children, they
thought they would get the largest reduction in the number of uninsured by
focusing their attention on those who were not Medicaid-eligible.34
The total allocation for SCHIP is $20 billion for ﬁve years. During the
ﬁrst three years, states received their annual allotment based on the number
of low-income, uninsured children in their state. During the past two years,
the formula broadened to include more low-income children, regardless of
whether they have health insurance.
As indicated earlier, the federal government pays for Medicaid according
to a formula that ranges from 50 to 83 percent and is inversely linked to each

In an attempt to reduce the
number of uninsured, the Clinton
administration enacted the State
Children’s Health Insurance Plan,
which expands coverage to
children.
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state’s per capita income. Under SCHIP, states pay 70 percent of their Medicaid matching rate, so that a state that pays 50 percent of its Medicaid costs
ﬁnances 35 percent of SCHIP. The states must also submit a plan to the
Department of Health and Human Services explaining which option they
choose as the means for disbursing the funds. They can use their grants to
expand Medicaid coverage, enroll children without coverage in new plans,
or experiment with a combination of these approaches.35
By now, you can probably guess what happened. In another typical example of the mismatch in federal-state relations, about 45 percent of the ﬁrst
year’s $4.2 billion allocation went unused, and forty states had to return some
funds. The states offered a number of reasons for this failure. Many took a
year or more to enroll children; some were reluctant to spend matching funds;
and a few complained about complex application forms or could not ﬁnd
enough eligible uninsured children to use the full allotment. Louisiana, the
worst-performing state, had to return almost 64 percent of its grant.36
Conscious of the inadequacies of U.S. health care, policymakers implemented SCHIP to remedy one of its most ﬂagrant problems: the lack of
insurance coverage for some poor children. Unfortunately, it addressed this
problem with the same set of policy tools that had created the problems in
the ﬁrst place. Although these tools enabled the states to insure some additional children, they also restricted the progress that could be made.

The Inadequacies of the U.S. Health Care System
Although Medicaid, Medicare, and SCHIP try to ﬁll the gaps left by employer-based insurance, they are, at best, partial remedies for some large systemic problems. Examining the U.S. health care system as a whole, we can
identify ﬁve distinct issues that deserve careful attention: (1) inequality; (2)
the uninsured; (3) prescription drugs; (4) mental health policy; and (5) the
need for a national health care system. We ﬁrst address these issues, then
ﬁlter the issue of health care through our model of policy analysis.
Inequality

Inequality is one of the hallmarks of the U.S. health care system. Men with
less than twelve years of education (using education as a broad indicator of
low income) are more than twice as likely to die of chronic ailments such as
heart disease and nearly twice as likely to die of communicable diseases than
those with more than thirteen years of education. Women with family income
under $10,000 are more than three times as likely to die of heart disease and
nearly three times as likely to die of diabetes than those with income above
$25,000.
The racial division is consistent, too. African Americans are more likely
than whites to die of AIDS, heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. For many
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years, research downplayed racism and attributed these outcomes to a lack of
access to care. But a major study by the National Academy of Sciences Institute of Medicine reafﬁrms the crucial importance of race. In New York
State, African Americans were 37 percent less likely to undergo state-of-theart cardiovascular treatments like angioplasty; nationally, African American
Medicare beneﬁciaries with diabetes are 3.6 times more likely to have their
legs amputated. Minorities receive poorer medical treatment because their
insurance places stricter limits on services, and they are less likely than whites
to have a long-standing relationship with the same doctor. In addition, a
subtle racism often lowers the expectations of the doctors they do see, leading
them to discount the possibility that patients of color will participate in
follow-up care.37
Combining class and race, the health policy literature has ﬁrmly established the principle that inequality kills, irrespective of the riskier health
behaviors in which poor people sometimes engage.38 This effect of inequality
on health is unsurprising. After all, a poor adult with a health problem is
only half as likely to see a doctor as a high-income adult, and adults living
in low-income areas are twice as likely to be hospitalized for a health problem
that could have been treated with prompt outpatient care. Moreover, from a
broader perspective, the wider the income gap between rich and poor, the
less inclined the afﬂuent are to pay for vital health services such as public
hospitals on which they do not rely. And, because the level of income inequality relates closely to the degree of social cohesion, communities with a
wide range of income are less likely to offer the social networks that help to
keep people alive.39
This text has emphasized that social welfare policies usually develop out
of the inﬂuence of a nation’s particular values and institutions. Because economic inequality is so much a part of American society, a health care system
stressing equality would constitute a decisive break; in effect, it would have
to exist as a separate system. On this issue especially, then, it is important to
know the odds: at the same time that the dynamics of social policy development make such a system unlikely, the human cost of inequality makes its
pursuit worthwhile.
The Uninsured

In 2001, the number of uninsured reached 41.2 million people, or about 14
percent of the U.S. population. The lack of health insurance for this group
is probably the U.S. health care system’s most ﬂagrant deﬁciency. 40 Although
policymakers often stress the expense of providing the uninsured with coverage, they usually underestimate the less visible costs of leaving them uninsured. The most prominent of these costs include work productivity lost to
illness, greater vulnerability to communicable diseases, and an excessive reliance on emergency rooms, the most expensive form of care. Because 37
percent of unemployed people are uninsured, and more than 33 percent of
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the workers who lose their jobs also lose their health insurance, all these
factors are sure to gain importance when layoffs rise, as they did in the aftermath of the 1990s economic bubble.41
Who are the uninsured? Because of the crazy-quilt U.S. health care system,
the demographics are not so neat. With Medicaid covering the poorest people, many of the uninsured are not poor. Over one-third (35 percent) are
families with income above 200 percent of the poverty line. Just under one
third (29 percent) are families with income between 100 and 200 percent of
the poverty line. Only a minority of 36 percent are actually poor.42
Crosscut by race, age, and employment status, the uninsured encompass
just 14 percent of non-Hispanic whites but 24 percent of African Americans
and 37 percent of Hispanics. Eight million are between the ages of 18 and
24; 11 million are children under the age of 18 (even while two-thirds are
eligible for SCHIP or Medicaid); 60 percent live in families where one worker
is employed year-round; and another 24 percent reside in families with a parttime or part-year employee.43
As a result of the 1996 welfare reform law, immigrants arriving in the
United States after August 1996 cannot get Medicaid for ﬁve years. The
consequences of this regulation are evident among low-income immigrants,
46 percent of whom lacked health insurance in 1999. In particular, because
so many recent immigrants are Latinos, they are more than twice as likely to
lack health insurance as the rest of the population. They do not have this
coverage because they work for employers who do not offer it, labor in lowpaying jobs excluded from the ﬁrm’s health plan, or simply believe that highpremium, high-deductible health insurance is a bad deal.44
Mothers are another noteworthy group among the uninsured. In 1999,
some 5.9 million mothers—including 4.3 million, or one-third, of all lowincome mothers—lacked health insurance coverage. These mothers risk going
without pap smears, mammograms, and other necessary preventive and primary care. Their lack of health care has especially wide ramiﬁcations, because
it endangers them, their capacity to care for their children, and the health
of any other babies they might have.45
The consequences of an absence of health coverage extend to the uninsured population as a whole. Those without coverage are less likely to have
a regular doctor (53 percent uninsured vs. 18 percent insured) and to have
received preventive services (45 percent vs. 23 percent). Compared to 18
percent of the insured, 49 percent of the uninsured are more likely not to
see a doctor when they need one, to ignore a prescription because of its cost,
or to skip a medical treatment.46 These are all risky health practices. Together,
they serve to remind us that, as with other aspects of the U.S. health care
system, policy deﬁciencies have real, personal consequences.
Prescription Drugs

The third major problem with the U.S. health care system involves the cost
of prescription drugs and their omission from the Medicare plan. In 2002,
388

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy

14.5%

VT: 11.8%
21.8%

14.9%

16.2%

15.9%

9.8%
11.5%

14.6%

20.4%
18.2%

11.6%

22.2%

11.3%

11.6%
12.5%
15.4% 13.7%

15.1%
17.2%

23.5%

19.4%

13.5%

13.3%

12.1%

17.4%

14.1%
22.4%

26.2%

12.4%
12.5%
10.6%
13.2%
17.2%
15.0%
15.8%
18.4%

16.5%

20.8%

26.4%

.7%
20
15.4%

NH
MA
RI
CT
NJ
DE
MD
DC

18.8%
21.6% 17.9%

18.9%

26.5%
23.0%
Alaska

19.6%

Hawaii
11.1%
389

Probability of persons being uninsured for population under age 65, by state, 1997–1999.

22

.6%

Population of State
Under 1 million
1–6 million
7–14 million
15 million and
above

By Race or Ethnic Group

By Nativity

100

By Work:
Ages 18–64

Total

60

43.7

36.8
30.7

16.0 24.7

14.6
United
States

Foreign-born

Born in US

12.2 33.4

Hispanic

10.0 19.0 18.2 33.2
Asian, Pacific
Islander

26.1

White,
non-Hispanic

25.5

50.3

Did not
work

26.2 38.3

20

0

55.1

Worked
full-time

40

Black

Percent

80

The Poor
All People

Percentage uninsured as compared to percentage
in poverty: Who has and who does not have
health insurance.

the average Medicare beneﬁciary spent $1,051 for drugs out of pocket, a ﬁgure
that is pushed up by the 38 percent who have no insurance to pay for drugs
outside the hospital.47 Drug prescriptions make up just 9 percent of all health
care costs, but they constituted 44 percent of the growth in costs in 1999
and overall remain the fastest growing part of health care expenses. The
resulting ﬁnancial burden can quickly devastate the elderly. A Families USA
report noted that a widow who has acid reﬂux disease and lives on $12,525
a year (150 percent of the poverty level) would spend $1,455, or 12 percent
of her income, on medicine.48
By 2002, the spectacle of rising drug costs led to the introduction of bills
in thirty-seven state legislatures. Some states have already enacted legislation.
In Pennsylvania, policymakers simply used state money to pay for part of the
cost of prescriptions. California and Florida limited the prices that pharmacies
can charge elderly customers. Michigan and Missouri created tax credits to
offset amounts spent on prescription drugs. Iowa, Washington, New Hampshire, and West Virginia established buyer clubs or purchasing cooperatives,
and Maine and Vermont have received federal approval to use Medicaid funds
for drug discounts to those who would otherwise be ineligible. In the absence
of ﬁrm national legislation, the states are developing a diverse mix of local
policies.49
The conﬂict about prescription drugs revolves around two different conceptions of public need. The drug companies contend that they spend billions
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on drug research. They assert that when just one of every ﬁve thousand
compounds tested becomes a marketable drug, the price they charge for it
must recoup their investment on all the other failures. Critics respond that
a breakdown of drug company spending shows that research is actually a
relatively small portion of the total drug bill. Hence, although we spend $106
billion on drugs, $16 billion goes to research, $20 billion is proﬁt, and the
drug companies allocate much of the remainder on expensive advertising and
political campaigns.50
Although drug companies have undoubtedly developed some breakthrough
medicines, drugs in other countries sell for one-quarter of their U.S. price.
For example, the breast cancer drug Tamoxifen sells for $241 in the United
States and $34 (86 percent less) in Canada; glucophage, a drug to treat diabetes, costs $64 in the United States and just $14 (78 percent less) in
Canada. Such a large differential leaves critics wondering whether there
might be some way of separating cutting-edge drug research from the advertising, political inﬂuence, and high proﬁts that appear to characterize the
modern U.S. drug industry.51
The critics know that it will be difﬁcult. To preserve their position, drug
companies have paid manufacturers to keep generic drugs off the market. In
one typical case, Abbott Laboratories struck a deal with Zenith Goldline
pharmaceuticals. Zenith produced a generic drug that would replace Abbott
Lab’s Hytrin, a blood pressure medication. Abbott made $500 million a year
from Hytrin and agreed to pay Zenith $2 million a month to delay the introduction of a cheaper substitute. The deal lasted for a year and half, until
an antitrust investigation scuttled it.52
Drug companies have other strategies for extending their patents. One
study found that two-thirds of all drugs approved between 1989 and 2000
were actually modiﬁed or identical versions of existing medicines. For example, Clarinex, an allergy drug, is a reformulation of Claritin, and Sarafem,
which treats premenstrual irritability, is Prozac, the antidepression drug, repackaged in pink and lavender capsules. To be sure, drug companies did develop some genuinely new medicines, including Fosamax for osteoporosis,
Avanida and Actos for diabetes, and Viagra for erectile dysfunction. But without enough real breakthroughs in the pipeline, companies have frequently
relabeled old drugs to protect patents and ensure adequate revenues.53
For critics, these strategies serve to conﬁrm their belief that the industry
is committed to high and rising drug prices. But what should be done? Conservative proposals usually advocate tax incentives for the industry or offer
block grants to the states in the hope that they will subsidize beneﬁts for the
most needy seniors. But as subsidies do not change the pricing structure and
the money from block grants has often been redirected away from the poor,
the adequacy of these proposals remains in doubt.54 Policymakers continue to
debate the key provisions of the most likely reforms: How generous should
the beneﬁt be? Should it be available to all Medicare beneﬁciaries or only
those with the lowest income and the greatest need? Should the beneﬁts be
provided by private insurance companies or added to Medicare?
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Much drug research traces its origins to public funding sources like the
National Institutes of Health (NIH), as well as to private charitable foundations. When drug companies turn this research into proﬁtable drugs, they
maintain the long-standing division in public policy that makes costs public,
that is, absorbed by the taxpayer, and proﬁts private. It certainly does not
address the issue of the impoverished older woman who needs her heart medication now, but perhaps the longer-term solution to cheaper drugs demands
that we build on this public system and invest more money in the NIH.55
Although the drugs developed from this research would not replace the private sector, at least they would ensure a greater public beneﬁt from the taxpayers’ investment.
Mental Health Policy

Many social workers offer counseling. It is therefore of critical importance to
the profession that U.S. health care policy so severely de-emphasizes the
importance of mental health. Because mental health policy has never had
parity with policies to maintain physical health, it narrows its focus to the
most serious psychiatric diagnoses. If you are depressed but not suicidal, or if
your marriage is in trouble but you are not actually threatening your spouse,
you may have a psychological problem, but it is not one that public policy
recognizes.
Yet, just because we downplay the problems of the worried well is not to
suggest that we adequately address the difﬁculties of those with psychiatric
diagnoses. Although HMOs do treat psychiatric diagnoses such as schizophrenia and depression, patients often face higher copayments and deductibles than they would if they were treated for physical ailments like diabetes
or cancer.56 Mental health policy is therefore consistent with the broad outlines of U.S. social policy: it is categorical rather than universal, but even
when it concentrates resources on the neediest, it does not bring them up to
the standard of the rest of the population.
Within the federal government, primary responsibility for mental health
policy resides with the National Institute of Mental Health, established as
part of the 1946 National Mental Health Act. Since 1992, NIMH has also
included two other institutes: the National Institute on Drug Abuse and the
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism. Through their research, these institutes determine the broad outline for the direction of mental health policy, while administrative responsibility lies with the Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.57
In 1980, at the end of President Carter’s term, his administration enacted
the Mental Health Systems Act. With its national orientation, the Act was
designed to support the ongoing activities of community mental health centers, to recognize the special needs of chronically mentally ill persons, and to
mandate the NIMH to design national goals and priorities for the prevention
of mental illness. But the legislation did not last long. When Reagan became
president, he block-granted mental health funds and moved them to the
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states. Instead of spearheading the development of national mental health
policy, the State Comprehensive Mental Health Services Plans Act of 1986
merely requires states to submit comprehensive plans to receive special funding.58
The increasing reliance on managed care threads its way through this
history. Managed care ﬁrst began to cover mental health in the 1970s, when
the 1973 HMO Act stated that to qualify as an HMO, a program had to offer
treatment for physical disorders as well as crisis intervention mental health
services.59 HMOs have stuck to this principle ever since, rationing coverage
for counseling and psychotherapy. The system is so pervasive that nowadays,
to provide mental health services, the vast majority of clinical social workers
in private practice must belong to a managed care network. But despite this
pervasive need, HMOs have refused to grant parity to mental health. Indeed,
faced with the strongest legislative effort yet to end the disparity between the
treatment of mental and physical illnesses, managed care organizations were
instrumental in defeating a 2001 bill, which they claimed would spur a new
round of health care inﬂation.60
The failure of this latest effort leaves two key issues looming over mental
health policy. The ﬁrst issue continues to be parity. As a simple matter of
equity, policymakers have so far failed to acknowledge that someone with
schizophrenia, like someone with cancer, suffers from a disease. At an even
broader level, we have yet to come to grips with the pain and emotional
suffering that less serious psychological ailments can cause, despite their considerable social and economic consequences in lost productivity, unstable
marriages, and destructive parenting.
This issue poses a second, closely related question: Should mental health
policy be framed as a part of general health policy, or as a separate domain?
The argument for a separate domain arises from the contention that unless
mental health acquires a distinctly independent status, it will always be subordinate. It is true that the fragmentation of policy into discrete domains is
more consistent with U.S. policy tradition. Yet this same tradition demonstrates that, by itself, a policy’s independent status does not guarantee either
respect or adequate funding. For this reason, though it may be visionary, there
is in principle no reason why we should not deﬁne health care policy broadly
and treat policies involving mental health as one of its essential ingredients.61
The Lack of National Health Care

The ﬁfth and perhaps overriding deﬁciency in U.S. health care policy is the
lack of a national health care system.62 This deﬁciency makes the United
States unique among its peers: every other developed country has one. Although this contrast certainly accentuates the lack of a national health care
system in the United States, it also enables us to choose from some existing
models.
The ﬁrst distinction that should be made among these models involves
the difference between a national health service and national health insurHealth Care: Programs and Policies
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ance. In a national health service—England’s, established in 1948, is the best
known—the government pays a salary to doctors, nurses, and other medical
personnel. Under the English system, medical personnel are government employees, health care is ﬁnanced out of general revenues, and the service is
free. Although Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher encouraged the development of a second, private tier and the government has starved the public
system in recent years, the National Health Service persists as an integral
component of the British welfare state.63
In the national health insurance model, by contrast, both medical institutions and medical personnel retain their private status. Hospitals do not
have to become public hospitals and doctors do not have to become government employees. Instead, all that changes is the funding mechanism. The
particulars of this funding mechanism can vary, from payments from many
private insurance companies supplemented by government programs to guarantee universal coverage, to the Canadian single-payer model, where the government negotiates with the health care system and serves as sole insurer.
President Clinton designed his 1993 health care proposal along the lines of
the ﬁrst option. Further to his left, more than ninety members of Congress
and many grassroots organizations pushed for a U.S. version of the Canadian
single-payer system.64
In recent years, the Canadian system has fallen on hard times. Underﬁnanced like the British, it has moved to enforce still stricter rationing, especially of expensive medical technology, resulting in crowded emergency
rooms and long waits for some operations. The Canadian system does not
cover drugs, dentistry, or most eye care, and the taxes that pay for the provincial share of its costs are sometimes regressive, for example, a sales tax on
most consumer goods. But Canadians like their health care system: two-thirds
rate it highly, and for some American reformers, its obvious virtues offset
correctable deﬁciencies. In Canada, health care is free; that is, Canadians
simply ﬂash their health identiﬁcation card and pay nothing at the point of
service. Furthermore, because Canada lacks a bloated private bureaucracy that
devotes its time to bill collection, evaluating insurance risks, and marketing
competitive health insurance policies, the costs of health care administration
add up to just one-ﬁfth of those in the United States. In fact, the General
Accounting Ofﬁce once estimated that the implementation of a single-payer
system in the United States would save enough money to provide health care
coverage for all the uninsured.65
One large political obstacle looms over the debate about the single-payer
model. As its proponents all admit, it would probably require a tax increase.
In exchange, however, there would be no insurance premiums, free health
care at the point of service, and much less hassle about who paid how much
to whom. In short, a simpler public tax would substitute for a complex system
of private ﬁnancing.66
Americans’ antipathy to government has always given them pause about
this idea. As a result, incremental pathways to national health insurance are
probably more likely. Such a plan might offer automatic enrollment in the
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Federal Employees Health Beneﬁts Plan (which provides health insurance to
9 million federal workers and their families) for the working uninsured; extend Medicare down to 55 years of age and/or those with overwhelming
medical expenses; and expand Medicaid to everyone with income less than
100 percent of the poverty line.67 Cobbled together from these three programs, the plan is not a particularly neat or efﬁcient method of covering the
uninsured. It would, however, cover almost everyone.
These ﬁve deﬁciencies—inequality, the uninsured, the cost of prescription
drugs, the lack of coverage for mental health, and the need for a national
health care system—tarnish the positive achievements of the U.S. health
care system. The system consequently lies poised between its sometimes miraculous cures of lethal diseases and its inability to provide decent quality
mental and physical health care at a reasonable cost to all Americans. Once
again, our policy model can help to explain why U.S. health care seems to
be perpetually caught in such a striking contradiction.

Economics
U.S. economics and U.S. health care are terribly mismatched. Although the
U.S. economic system values markets, proﬁts, and competition, the interaction of these values with our health care system often tends to distort it.
Markets treat the afﬂuent well and the poor badly. This is a distinction that
people accept in the contrast between a luxury and a battered car; they are
much less willing to maintain it in matters of life and death. In one national
survey, 91 percent of respondents agreed that “everyone should have a right
to the best possible health care—as good as a millionaire gets.”68
Americans also respect the proﬁt motive, but they ask probing questions
when HMOs seek to maintain their proﬁt margin by rationing medical procedures. Applied to health care, competition too is a dubious concept: would
you price-shop if you were recovering from a heart attack or treating a malignant tumor? Most health consumers would spend anything to save themselves or a loved one. Yet, unlike in other competitive markets, few of us
have any knowledge—apart from what a doctor tells us—about our medical
options. Indeed, because expensive advertisements for medical services such
as drugs, health technologies (CT scans and MRIs), and hospitals become
part of everyone’s health care bill, it is easier to argue that competition keeps
competitors on their toes than it is to demonstrate that it actually saves
money for the whole system.
What are the practical consequences of this mismatch between market
values and the provision of good quality health care for all? Although it is a
fundamental principle of market economics that every individual’s pursuit of
enlightened self-interest will bring about the best possible outcome, this principle hardly seems to hold in the health care marketplace. Employers want
to keep costs down to protect proﬁts; doctors and hospitals will not perform
Health Care: Programs and Policies
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services at a loss; drug and insurance companies seek the largest possible
proﬁts for their shareholders; and the less money people pay out of pocket,
the more expensive treatment they will demand. When each of these participants in the health care market pursues economic self-interest, our health
care system malfunctions.
In tracing the economic origins of the system’s problems, analysts calculate
that managed care insurers devote about 80 to 85 percent of their premiums
to reimbursing providers; the rest covers administration, marketing, and profits. Together with the proﬁts of other medical services—labs, hospitals, drug
companies, and physician groups—plus the marketing of their services and
the burden of bill payments throughout the system, it is estimated that up to
one-third of all health care spending consists of proﬁt and waste. The population is aging; American doctors rely on medical technology that is less
available in other countries; and we have an excess of expensive specialists
instead of primary care physicians. Still, if there is one reason we spend twice
as much as the Japanese but live, on average, four years less, the most likely
explanation is the proﬁt and waste that is built into the U.S. health care
system.69

Politics
The politics of health care ﬂow from its economics. The problem is that
although proﬁt and waste may be the major reason for our excessive health
care spending, that excess is usually somebody’s job and somebody’s standard
of living. We may all agree that the system has some serious problems. At
the same time, it is hardly surprising that much of the politics of health care
goes toward perpetuating the beneﬁts that some people receive from misallocation of resources in the existing system.
Campaign spending by the drug companies is perhaps the preeminent example. In the 1999–2000 election cycle, drug companies shaped public policy
by spending $230 million on lobbying, campaign contributions, and issue ads.
This investment was designed to prevent the Republican-controlled Congress
from providing prescription drug coverage through Medicare. The money included $170 million in lobbying, $35 million in campaign ads for the drug
industry group Citizens for Better Medicare, and $10 million funneled to the
U.S. Chamber of Commerce. To conduct this campaign, the drug companies
employed 297 lobbyists, more than one for every two members of Congress.70
Following up in the next Congress, the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America also paid for all the advertising in a special health issue
of Newsweek magazine. This violation of journalistic ethics sparked a protest
from ﬁve national consumer groups, who noted that the issue’s editorial content matched the positions preferred by the manufacturers’ lobby.71 Soaring
drug prices may anger the elderly, but it is hard for consumer groups to keep
pace with the ﬁnancial and political clout of such a powerful, ongoing campaign.
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Other sectors of the health care industry also exercise great political inﬂuence. Large health insurers like Aetna and Humana advance their viewpoint
through the Coalition for Affordable Quality Health Care, while small and
medium-size insurance companies rely on the Health Insurance Association
of America. To pursue higher Medicare and Medicaid reimbursement rates,
hospitals depend on the American Hospital Association. The organizations
representing the nursing home industry, the Alliance for Quality Nursing
Home Care and American Health Care Association, try to reduce the burden
of federal regulations. Likewise, although the American Medical Association
has lost inﬂuence among younger doctors, it still seeks to defend the profession’s income and autonomy. Employers both large and small join in organizations such as the Business Roundtable, the Chamber of Commerce, and
the National Association of Manufacturers to ﬁght the rapid inﬂation in
health care costs. The National Alliance for the Mentally Ill serves as an
advocacy group for that population. And ﬁnally, as their representative, the
elderly have the 35 million members of the American Association of Retired
Persons.72 With these organizations all out to protect their own interests, the
result is a political free-for-all.
This political free-for-all leads to a policy paralysis. By the standards of
what needs to be done—universal coverage, affordable drugs, parity for mental health—very little gets done. This is not to say that the paralysis of policy
is never broken. But unfortunately, these breakthroughs often ride a wave of
money and inﬂuence on behalf of the very organizations that created the
problem in the ﬁrst place. Under these circumstances, it has always been very
difﬁcult to squeeze the waste out of the U.S. health care system.

Ideology
The ideology underlying the U.S. health care system reﬂects the most basic
American values. It values self-reliance and work, treats health care as a
commodity, and prefers private insurance to government programs. Although
these values often pervade our social welfare policies, they assume an even
greater prominence in health care.
U.S. health insurance is work-based. Historically, this association began in
World War II, when companies seeking a way around wage and price controls
used health insurance as a fringe beneﬁt to attract workers in a tight labor
market. This link with work parallels the orientation of other social policies
and conforms to established American values.
Yet the work ethic component of social policy ignores a problem: not
everybody works. In the 1960s, the federal government legislated Medicaid
for the poor and Medicare for the elderly to address this problem. But as the
poor and the elderly represent just two of the categories of people who do
not have a job (or at least, in the case of the poor, a job that offers a fringe
beneﬁt like health care), the system has corroded. Now, although many lowpaid service jobs do not offer health insurance, U.S. health policy is tied to
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a system that revolves around the vagaries of the individual job. As a result,
because the ideology linking work and health insurance leaves the government to ﬁll in the gaps, it acts as a major impediment to the development
of a national health care system.
The second ideology associated with health policy assumes its commodiﬁcation. The commodiﬁcation of health care ﬂows from the idea that it, like
any other consumer good, should be purchased on the open market. You can
get a stove at an appliance store, pay to see a movie at your local theater,
and buy a plane ticket on an airline’s Web site. By analogy, health care is a
commodity just like a stove, entertainment, or a vacation. People can purchase it, and indeed investors can speculate on the difference between the
price consumers pay and the amount it actually costs to deliver the service.
It is true, of course, that in the United States, we also commodify other basic
human needs such as food and housing. Nevertheless, our willingness to accept the consequence of putting a price on what is often a life-and-death
need demonstrates just how far we are prepared to embrace this ideology.
For the third ideological ingredient in health policy, we reach bedrock:
Americans are suspicious of and even dislike their federal government. This
attitude envelops every health care policy issue. Hospitals and insurers developed Blue Cross and Blue Shield in the 1930s as an alternative to national
health care, long after most European countries had already implemented a
national insurance system. When the issue of a national system arose again
in the 1960s, Medicaid, one of the two categorical programs put forth as a
compromise, avoided centralization of authority in Washington to confer signiﬁcant power on the states. Likewise, in the 1990s, the opposition to a tax
increase undermined support for the Canadian single-payer model, even as
many policymakers contended that the taxes paid would probably amount to
less and produce a better system than the premiums paid to private insurers.
Although the fear of big government always straitjackets social welfare
policy reforms, there are usually other factors at play. Perhaps the population
is stigmatized, or, on the surface at least, the reforms might actually be more
expensive. In the case of health care, however, the issue affects everyone,
and though a national system would redistribute resources, it would likely
save money. Setting the other factors aside, we are left with an antipathy to
the federal government as the primary ideological bulwark against a national
health care system. The contradiction is irreconcilable: although Americans
desire a national health insurance system, they just do not want the federal
government to provide it.

Social Movements
It ﬁts the historic pattern: when powerful interests paralyze social welfare
policy at the federal level, reformers turn their energy to the states. This is
exactly what happened after the failure of President Clinton’s 1994 health
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care bill. At the national level, various coalitions tried to expand existing
programs, lobbying for a patients’ bill of rights and getting more funding for
Medicare. But as it has become clear that a system of managed care will not
cut costs or reduce the number of uninsured, advocates have also championed
more fundamental changes in the hope that they might be able to establish
universal coverage in some states. Although it has not been an easy process,
perhaps now, as in the past, the success of universal coverage in one state
can serve as a precedent for the whole country.
Already, reformers have succeeded in introducing single-payer legislation
in about ten states: Maine, Missouri, Minnesota, New Mexico, Connecticut,
Rhode Island, Montana, Michigan, Massachusetts, and Oregon.73 The political dynamics follow the same pattern. In most cases, while the number of
legislators supporting the single-payer model has risen each year, in states as
on the federal level the coalition remains a distinct minority.
In Maine, proponents of a single-payer system got a boost in 2001, when,
despite Anthem Blue Cross/Blue Shield’s $382,000 advertising campaign, a
nonbinding referendum carried the city of Portland by 52 to 48 percent. In
2000, single-payer legislation passed the Maine House of Representatives but
failed in the Senate. Maine progressives are hoping that the Portland referendum will help to tip the balance.74
Single-payer’s trail in Vermont is even longer. Beginning in 1987, Burlington’s independent mayor (and subsequently congressman) Bernie Sanders
convened a task force of academic and medical professionals to analyze the
problems of Vermont health care. After study by various committees and
much political intrigue, lawmakers ﬁnally introduced the ﬁrst version of a
single-payer bill into the Vermont legislature in 1992. By 1994, the bill had
evolved into a proposal that relied on a 7.8 percent payroll tax (after an
exclusion of the ﬁrst $20,000 of income) and added a 3 percent tax with a
similarly progressive exclusion on both adjusted gross income and income
from self-employment. Although the bill failed to win a legislative majority,
the prospect of a single-payer system continues to loom over the Vermont
legislature. Organizers may not have been wholly successful, but they have
been able to extract a number of smaller reforms.75
Single-payer campaigns have also reached the West Coast. Californians
undertook a $3.2 million ballot initiative in 1994, but lost in the face of a
multimillion dollar advertising campaign. Similarly, after failing several times
to pass the Oregon legislature in the 1990s, the Oregon Health Action Campaign combined with Health Care for All–Oregon to introduce a ballot initiative. Like any number of states that have single-payer proposals in various
stages of study and development, its passage is probably a long shot. National
groups such as Physicians for a National Health Program and the Universal
Health Care Action Network will continue to ﬁght for a federal single-payer
system, and all the grassroots organizing suggests that in the meantime, at the
state level, the issue is not going to go away.76
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History
In 1917, Isaac Rubinow, one of the leaders of the reform-minded American
Association for Labor Legislation, wrote, “Whether this legislative year will
see actual health insurance legislation or not is not a matter of very great
importance. . . . I think even the most bitter opponents of the health insurance movement are willing to admit that the best they can achieve is a
certain postponement.”77 Rubinow was overly optimistic. After many failed
attempts to legislate national health insurance, that postponement has lasted
more than eighty years.
Other chapters have already discussed three noteworthy attempts to enact
health insurance: the New Deal, the Great Society, and Clinton’s doomed
National Health Security Act of 1994. But the twentieth century witnessed
at least three other signiﬁcant campaigns: during the Progressive Era, under
President Truman in the late 1940s, and again during the 1970s. They also
faltered, for reasons similar to their more famous counterparts.78
The ﬁrst major presidential candidate to endorse the concept of national
health insurance was Theodore Roosevelt, who announced his support even
before Rubinow’s statement, when he campaigned on the Bull Moose Ticket
in 1912. Like many others during the Progressive Era, Roosevelt looked to
workers’ compensation as the model for health insurance. Surely, the farseeing businessman could understand that just as workers’ compensation pro-

“Protected!” Social reformers have
pursued their goal of national health
insurance since the ﬁrst quarter of
the twentieth century.
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tected employers from large damage suits, some form of national health insurance would improve the health of workers and strengthen the country.
Although this mix of moral compassion and appeal to economic efﬁciency
was typical of the Progressive Era’s reformers, it could not overcome the campaign against health insurance waged by a motley alliance of doctors, employers, insurance companies, and even some labor unions who did not want
the issue taken off the bargaining table. Labeled as “Made in Germany” during
World War I and “Made in Russia” in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution, the drive for national health insurance sagged to the point where it
could not even get state legislation enacted in New York and California.79
When Harry Truman assumed the presidency in 1945, he too proposed
national health insurance as a way to ﬁll the biggest omission in New Deal
social policy. Building on the Wagner-Murray-Dingell bill that had previously
been introduced in 1943, Truman sought to incorporate health insurance into
Social Security. It was the proper means, he said, to protect people from the
“economic fears” of sickness.
The counterattack began soon thereafter. Even though Truman offered
more money to doctors and promised continuity of care, the American Medical Association wrote an editorial contending that national health insurance
would make doctors “slaves.” At a time when the AMA dominated U.S.
medicine, its opposition stopped the proposal in its tracks. Truman’s focus on
health care did help to enact the 1946 Hill-Burton Act for hospital construction and contributed to the establishment of the National Institutes of
Health. But though the proposal for national health got a brief boost from
Truman’s surprise reelection in 1948, Republicans continually tagged it as
“socialized medicine,” and it vanished as a serious political option amid the
mounting anticommunism of the late 1940s.80
After the passage of Medicare and Medicaid in the mid-1960s, national
health insurance returned to the public agenda in the 1970s. This era of
health care reform divided into two periods. On the heels of the social movements of the 1960s, the early 1970s featured an expansive conception of
health care reform. Led by Senator Edward Kennedy, this conception favored
a model of national health insurance with the government acting as a consumer cooperative to bargain with organized medical providers. With opinion
shifting to the right, however, this political moment did not last long. Countered ﬁrst by Nixon’s plan to mandate health care at the workplace, and later
by a variety of Carter administration proposals to cut costs and streamline
the health care bureaucracy, the campaign for national health insurance once
again faded from view, only to return, and fail again, under President Clinton
in the 1990s.81
This history, then, does not provide much uplifting news for those committed to health care reform. Fears of increased taxes, the federal bureaucracy,
and the loss of choice have repeatedly derailed the movement for some kind
of national health insurance. And with labor unions reluctant to give up
their administrative control over health coverage as a negotiated beneﬁt,
reformers have never been able to count on organized labor as a reliable ally.82
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Without a crucial part of the reform coalition, the movement for national
health care has always fallen to the enduring myths that shield its powerful
opponents.
The next battleﬁeld may be different. In the process of reforming health
care, the health care industry has created an odd parallelism. As premiums
have soared, the HMO bureaucracy has thickened, and fewer patients can
choose their doctors, the industry has begun to acquire the defects, but not
the virtues, of a government plan. In effect, the issues of cost, bureaucracy,
and choice, which have been used to defeat any government plan, now apply
with equal force to managed care. Although the outcome may still not be
any different, what might happen next is at least somewhat unpredictable on
this more level playing ﬁeld.
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12
Food and Hunger: Programs and Policies

U

.S. food policy revolves around a great paradox. Just as the United States
has a signiﬁcant number of poor and near poor people in a nation of
great wealth, it has hunger and food insecurity in a land of extraordinary
abundance. The connection between poverty and hunger might seem quite
natural in other countries, where famines, civil wars, and frequent crop failures disrupt the supply of food and reduce a largely agricultural population to
desperation. In the United States, however, an abundance of food accentuates
the paradox underlying the existence of hunger. After all, the United States
is the world’s breadbasket—the biggest exporter of wheat and corn and the
third biggest exporter of rice. So abundant is our food supply that even while
retailers, consumers, and restaurants discard 25 percent of their produce,
Americans still spend less on their food—8 percent of income—than anyone
else.1 The implications are dismaying. In a land where food is cheap and
plentiful, the paradox of hunger amid abundance looms even larger than the
paradox of poverty amid wealth.
Yet hunger is different from other social problems. At some point on the
route to becoming a social problem, crime, drugs, and unprotected sex produce a payoff or pleasure. But hunger has no payoff, and no one, apart from
panic dieters, ever seeks to be hungry. Unlike other social problems, then,
the hungry do not have to contend with uncontrollable impulses or addictions. Even while the hungry continue to be stigmatized for their poverty,
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most people can relate to hunger and are consequently less prone to see it as
a personal fault. Perhaps that is why 94 percent of those surveyed in one poll
said that “it’s not right to let people who need welfare go hungry.”2
The hungry elicit personal sympathy. Less stigmatized but plainly needy,
they have become the objects of charitable aid from the neighborhood pantries that have sprung up as the federal entitlement to food has slipped away.
For conservatives, the beauty of this charitable enterprise comes from its
reliance on individual goodwill. In this respect, emergency food assistance
models the way they believe all social welfare should be.
Some, however, have their doubts. Sociologist Janet Poppendieck, for example, wonders whether individual goodwill is “kinder, but less just.” In her
opinion, the proliferation of food charities acts as a moral safety valve that
creates the illusion of effective action by reducing the most visible evidence
of hunger. Like others who respect the work of volunteers, she believes that
as a matter of social policy, the growth of a charitable food network actually
undermines the goal of feeding the poor.3
This argument frames the policy discussion of this chapter. But it also

Along with other social welfare
cutbacks, many critics contend that
the shift from entitlement programs to
charity has led to a rise in hunger.
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means we are getting a little ahead of ourselves. Before we can really discuss
the issue of food policy, we must ﬁrst deﬁne hunger, estimate the size of the
population that is hungry, and talk about the consequences of hunger on
physical and psychological health. Then, after analyzing the triggers for social
change, we describe the public and private programs that nourish those at
risk of consuming inadequate or insufﬁcient food. Last, after putting these
programs through our policy model, we will be able to take a more informed
position on the debate about entitlements versus charity.

Deﬁnition
Hunger should be simple to deﬁne. If you do not eat enough food, you get
hungry. But try to estimate the magnitude of hunger as a social problem and
the answer becomes a lot more complicated. Most people get hungry when
they skip a meal, dieters try to tolerate hunger to lose weight, and some poor
people scavenge for food out of garbage cans. If leftover fried chicken is all
that the garbage contains, whoever eats it will not be hungry, but few would
maintain that a person engaged in such behavior should not somehow be
included in any count of hungry Americans.
These deﬁnitional issues bedeviled policymakers for many years. In 1977–
78, however, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) distributed a food
consumption survey that, for the ﬁrst time, asked whether people always had
enough to eat. The questionnaire was worded as follows:
Which of the following statements best describes the food eaten in your
household?
1. Enough and the kinds of food we want to eat
2. Enough, but not always what we want to eat
3. Sometimes not enough to eat, or
4. Often not enough to eat
The intuitive good sense of these questions soon became the basis of most
subsequent surveys.
Three years later, another USDA study introduced the concept of potential
hunger. Incorporated into the 1984 Report of the President’s Task Force on Food
Assistance, the concept helped to distinguish between the clinical/medical
condition of hunger—insufﬁcient caloric intake—and circumstances in
which someone cannot obtain enough food, even if the condition does not
lead to a health problem.4 In subsequent years, these ideas have become the
basis of a standardized eighteen-question survey. Developed by the USDA’s
Food and Nutrition Service and reﬁned by a federal interagency Food Security
Measurement Project, this survey is speciﬁcally designed to gauge the prevalence and severity of various food insecurity indicators.5
Food policy research has also produced its own unique vocabulary. The
term food security refers to assured access to enough food at all times for an
active and healthy life. At a minimum, food security includes the availability
Food and Hunger: Programs and Policies
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41%

Worried about having enough food
Missed meals

17%
36%

No health insurance coverage
Did not receive necessary medical care
Emergency room is main source of care
Unable to make housing or utility payments
Telephone disconnected
Doubling up with friends or family

13%
7%
25%
10%
2%

Child not in afterschool or enrichment activities
Inadequate adult-to-child ratio in child care facility
Child care for self

21%
6%
5%

Critical hardships
Serious hardships

Food insecurity. Of all the hardships faced by
families who earn less than twice the poverty
rate, food insecurity is the most common.

of nutritionally adequate and safe foods and a guaranteed ability to acquire
acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways (without stealing, scavenging, or
resorting to emergency food supplies). Its opposite, food insecurity, occurs
whenever the availability of nutritionally adequate and safe food, or the ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways, is limited or uncertain. Hunger is deﬁned as the uneasy or painful sensation caused by a
recurrent or involuntary lack of food and is a potential, though not necessary,
consequence of food insecurity. Over time, hunger may eventually lead to
malnutrition.6
This terminology now appears everywhere that policy analysts discuss hunger. Still, its widespread acceptance does not mean that questions do not
continue to linger. Because people often fudge answers about how much they
eat, analysts at conservative think tanks such as the Heritage Foundation
have raised reasonable questions about the validity of surveys based on selfreporting. The problem is, however, that because people get hungry before
they become malnourished, even the most expensive study of nutritional intake will always underestimate the level of hunger. And then there is the
trade-off between the social science precision of a term like food insecurity
and the emotional power of a word like hunger. To test the effect of this
trade-off, just imagine that your social agency asked you to put together a
fund-raiser. In your leaﬂet, would you refer to “hungry children” or to children
who are “food insecure”?7
Nevertheless, these reservations cannot seriously diminish the accomplishments of food policy analysts over the past twenty-ﬁve years. They have
developed a widely employed questionnaire and created a new vocabulary for
talking about the problem of hunger in the United States. Using their ques406
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tionnaire and this vocabulary, we can now estimate how many people in the
United States have difﬁculty obtaining enough food.
Prevalence

Most studies are remarkably consistent. According to the best available research, about 10 percent of all American households face some degree of food
insecurity, and about 4 percent experience actual hunger. Most poignant, of
the 30 million people who live in food-insecure households, 12 million, or
40 percent, are children.8
The hunger and food insecurity of this population are not strictly limited
to those in poverty. The USDA reported that nearly 40 percent of all households whose income was less than half of the poverty line experienced food
insecurity, and 17 percent sometimes went hungry. But even up to twice the
poverty line, 50 percent of all families also worried about food shortages or
had difﬁculty ﬁnding food. Of course, a larger income did reduce the likelihood that someone in the household would actually experience hunger: at
185 percent of the poverty line, the rate of those who were hungry fell to
1.4 percent. Still, when they lost food stamps, got ﬁred from a job, or gained
a household member, even those above the poverty line often found themselves in a situation where they had to skimp on meals.9
The evidence of hunger and food insecurity shows itself however it is
examined. To be sure, states do exhibit some disparities, from a low in North
Dakota, where 5.1 percent of the population is food insecure, to a high in
New Mexico, where food insecurity affects nearly 14 percent. In many U.S.
metropolises, however, hunger seems to have intensiﬁed: the 2001 U.S. Conference of Mayors’ annual twenty-seven-city survey estimated that requests
for emergency food assistance had risen 23 percent. Indeed, the need was so
acute that in 85 percent of these cities, the emergency food network had to
limit either the frequency or quantity of their handouts.10 Nor were conditions
any better in rural areas, where 12 percent of households reported uncertainty
about their ability to obtain enough food, and 3.4 percent said they experienced hunger.11
Some studies using the food security questionnaire on at-risk groups have
found hunger prevalence rates that are ﬁve to ten times the national average.12 Within the low-income population, those at high risk include Mexican
Americans, families without health insurance, and those whose head has not
completed high school. In one study among Asian and Mexican legal immigrants in California, Texas, and Illinois, 40 percent were food insecure
without hunger and 41 percent were food insecure with hunger. Since about
half of food-insufﬁcient individuals live in employed families, the lack of a
job does not, by itself, explain their food insecurity.13
Partly because of welfare reform, women represent a disproportionate share
of those who receive emergency food aid. In one study by Second Harvest,
a national network of nonproﬁt food banks, two-thirds of the recipients were
women. No survey has yet documented how many of these women used to
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be on public assistance, but almost 15 percent of former welfare recipients
have reported that it was often true food did not last, and almost 40 percent
said it was sometimes true. Unable to increase their income, one group of
former welfare recipients has apparently ended up on food lines.14
Yet, even if these studies have all established that some Americans do
indeed go hungry, a cynic might ask another, still more hard-headed question.
That some people are hungry is an unpleasant fact, but what difference does
their hunger make for social policy? The short answer is that hunger leads to
nutrient deﬁciencies and severe discomforts, which affect health, interfere
with productivity and learning, and foster feelings of worthlessness and inadequacy. By almost any standard for social policy intervention, these are
worthy concerns.
Nutrient Deﬁciencies

The consequences of hunger are most evident in children. The proportion of
poor children with substandard intake of food energy is more than two and
a half times the rate for children who are not poor. Inevitably, this food deﬁcit
shortchanges their nutrient intake. Between 1 and 4 million children take in
too few calories and too little B6, C, E, iron, and zinc. Poor children are six
times as likely to consume insufﬁcient vitamin A and magnesium. No wonder
that, given these deﬁcits, low-income food-insufﬁcient children are more than
three times as likely to have a poor health status as their high-income peers.15
Hunger is linked to an inability to concentrate at school. In one study,
food-insufﬁcient children ages 6–11 had signiﬁcantly lower arithmetic scores.
In addition, they were more likely to repeat a grade, struggle to get along
with other children, and see a psychologist. Food-insufﬁcient teenagers behaved similarly, except that schools usually suspended them instead of demanding that they repeat a grade. Besides disrupting other students’ learning,
hunger in children may also lead to a pervasive feeling of worthlessness.16
Even if they cannot fully articulate their own deprivation, they may always
carry with them the feeling that they never got—and perhaps did not truly
deserve—adequate parental care.
Among adult women, food insufﬁciency has been closely linked to low
intake (less than 50 percent of the recommended daily amount) of calories
and eight essential nutrients. And while the food-insufﬁcient elderly also
suffer from inadequate consumption of some essential vitamins, they do not
consume enough protein and calcium either. Overall, the members of foodinsufﬁcient households consume just a small fraction (8 to 18 percent) of
thirteen different nutrients eaten in households that have enough food.17
For both children and adults, hunger has both physical and psychological
consequences. Its social costs include the poorer health status of the people
who are hungry as well as the effects of their plight on other, better-fed
people. From education to health, from the effects of hunger on children to
the effects of hunger on the elderly, any listing of these costs should have
sufﬁced to trigger instant changes in food policy. In fact, however, the social
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costs of hunger have rarely played the decisive role in altering food policies
because other important factors have instead held sway.

Social Change Triggers
Three different types of change have spurred developments in food policy.
Rooted in the genuine social movements, the ﬁrst type is most closely tied
to entitlement programs like food stamps. It usually came about when many
people noticed that some Americans were hungry and resolved to do something about it. But, like so many other changes in social policy, human need
alone has rarely been sufﬁcient. Instead, at other times, farm overproduction
(an excess of agricultural goods) has been inﬂuential enough to qualify as a
distinct second trigger of social change. On these occasions, the hungry were
fed because agricultural interests pressured the government to dispose of their
surplus food. Finally, there is the third and perhaps most contemporary model,
in which the decline in government-sponsored food entitlement programs has
created a vacuum in public policy that private charities have rushed to ﬁll.
The classic example of the entitlement model comes out of the 1960s.
The ferment of the era heightened people’s awareness of hunger and poverty.
Inﬂuenced by this new public mood, Senators Joseph Clark (D-Pennsylvania)
and Robert Kennedy (D-New York), leaders of the Senate Subcommittee on
Employment, Manpower, and Poverty, took an April 1967 tour of the Mississippi Delta, where they saw children with obvious signs of malnutrition. A
May 21, 1968, CBS documentary, Hunger in America, aroused further interest.
Soon thereafter, both houses of Congress held hearings, which led to the
formation of the Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs.
The child care and summer food programs were established the same year,
and two years later, amendments mandated uniform national eligibility standards for the food stamp program.18 In the most straightforward and direct
way, a social movement to address hunger and poverty did bring about social
change.
Yet, even when social movements have brought about change in food
policy, agricultural interests have often exercised a decisive inﬂuence. Federal
commodity distribution began in 1933, after the Agricultural Adjustment Act
came under heavy criticism for its slaughter of 6 million piglets to reduce
pork supplies. Established in 1935 to streamline distribution, the Federal Surplus Commodities Corporation distributed various commodities until 1974,
but, naturally, what it handed out depended on what was in surplus. Likewise,
one of the early versions of the food stamp program in 1939 enabled relief
recipients to obtain $1.50 of food stamps ($1 of orange stamps plus a $.50
bonus of blue stamps) for $1. Consumers could use the orange stamps for any
food; blue stamps could be used to purchase only commodity surplus. The
initial list of approved items included butter, eggs, ﬂour, cornmeal, oranges,
grapefruit, prunes, and dried beans. Later, during the Reagan administration,
huge dairy surpluses led to the distribution in 1982 of 150 million pounds of
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cheese and 50 million pounds of butter. In all these examples, the hungry
got food, but they got food because there was a surplus and their interests
happened to correspond with the interests of farmers.19
Private charities distinguish the third kind of social change. Several factors
contributed to the growing prominence of these charities. In 1981, Reagan
ended funding for food stamp outreach programs, so that fewer people knew
of this entitlement. While poverty among the poorest of the poor led to
greater homelessness and hunger, the Republican presidents—Reagan, George
Bush, and George W. Bush—have all encouraged charitable giving and “one
thousand points of light” as the solution to the nation’s social problems.
Ironically, the one Democratic president, Bill Clinton, who did not emphasize
“one thousand points of lights” was the president who ended an entitlement
to public assistance. In this political environment, an extraordinary array of
secular and religious institutions has sprung up to collect and distribute food.
Yet the more this system develops, the more the pendulum swings from food
provision as a government entitlement to the voluntary sector. In this instance, although a gap in social provision has served as a trigger for social
change, many people interested in food policy continue to worry about
whether it is social change of the right kind.20
These three types of social change—social movements leading to entitlement, the power of agricultural interests, and the rise of private charities to
address a gap in social welfare—account for the primary changes in food
policy that have occurred since the New Deal. In turn, these policy changes
have resulted in the establishment and subsequent modiﬁcation of eight major
food programs. We describe these programs in the section that follows.

Food Programs
Of all the food programs, the food stamp program is doubtless the most famous; after all, it costs the most and beneﬁts the largest number of clients.
Yet by feeding people who would otherwise eat less or perhaps not at all,
seven other food programs also perform a crucial function. These programs
are the Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children
(WIC); the National School Lunch Program; its close relative, the National
School Breakfast program; the Summer Food Service Program for Children;
the Child and Adult Care Food Program; the Emergency Food Assistance
Program (TEFAP); and, spurred by TEFAP, the rise of a private food assistance network. The following brief summaries highlight the differences among
them.
Food Stamps

Operating in all ﬁfty states, food stamps supplement the food purchases of
about 19.3 million low-income people. The program makes up the difference
between the 30 percent of income that is supposed to be spent on food and
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PROGRAM CHART

Food Programs

Food Stamps, 1964
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

19.3 million people (2002)
The state and local government are primarily responsible for the
day-to-day administration of the program
A voucher for food
Households with gross incomes below 130 percent of the
poverty line, which means that most TANF, SSI, and general
assistance recipients are automatically eligible
The federal government assumes responsibility for the cost of all
food stamp beneﬁts and half of the state’s administrative
costs. In 2001, total federal expenditures reached $17.5
billion.

Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), 1972
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

7.5 million people
The federal government
A voucher for speciﬁc foods
Pregnant women, new mothers, infants, and children up to 5
years of age with income less than 185 percent of the
poverty line
The federal government pays for the total cost, which is
currently budgeted at about $4.4 billion annually.

National School Lunch Program, 1946
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

27 million children
98,000 public and private nonproﬁt elementary and secondary
schools and residential child care institutions
Lunch at free or reduced prices
Schoolchildren from families with gross income below 130
percent of the poverty line receive lunch for free; those
between 130 and 185 percent of the poverty line receive
reduced-price lunches
The federal government pays for the program, which costs
about $5.56 billion.

National School Breakfast, 1966
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

7.9 million children
72,000 schools and residential centers
Free or reduced-price breakfasts
Schoolchildren from families with gross income below 130
percent of the poverty line receive breakfast for free; those
between 130 and 185 percent of the poverty line receive it
at a reduced price
The federal government pays for the program, which cost $1.49
billion in 2001.

Summer Food Service, 1968
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:

2.1 million children, plus 1.1 million for lunches
Public and private nonproﬁt institutions
(continued )
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PROGRAM CHART

Food Programs (continued )

Summer Food Service, 1968
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

Free or reduced-price summer breakfasts and lunches
Schoolchildren, according to the same eligibility standards as in
the National School Breakfast and National School Lunch
programs
The federal government, at a cost of $298 million.

Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP), 1968
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:

At whose expense:

2.5 million children and 67,000 elderly daily
Day care centers, private nonproﬁt adult day facilities, homeless
shelters, Head Start, and afterschool programs
Free or reduced-price meals and snacks
Children, according to the same eligibility standards as in the
National School Breakfast and National School Lunch
programs, and adults who are either functionally impaired or
over age 60
The federal government relies on grants to the states to pay for
CACFP. The states then distribute this money to local social
agencies. In 2000, the program’s budget was $1.6 billion.

The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP), 1981
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

4 million households annually
The emergency food assistance network: community kitchens
and food banks
Surplus commodities
Poor people who meet state guidelines that determine eligibility
for surplus food
The federal government spends about $200 million annually on
TEFAP.

Private Food Assistance Network (early 1980s)
Number of recipients:
Who offers the beneﬁt or service:
What form does it take: food:
To whom is it provided:
At whose expense:

At least 23 million people annually (the number Second Harvest,
one of its umbrella organizations, served)
Community kitchens and food pantries
More than 2 billion pounds annually
Poor people who cannot afford to pay the market price for food
Everyone who donates food or money to a food charity.

the cost of a marginally nutritional diet (the Department of Agriculture
Thrifty Food Plan). The Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition
Service administers food stamps and gives direction to state welfare agencies.
These agencies then establish whether clients meet the eligibility standards,
calculate beneﬁts, and issue the appropriate allotment. The federal government provides 100 percent funding of food stamp beneﬁts and, in most cases,
half of the state’s administrative costs. In ﬁscal year 2001, total federal expenditures for the program reached $17.5 billion.21
Until recently, the food stamp program provided monthly coupons to el412

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy

igible low-income families so they could purchase food. Now, however, some
forty-four states, Puerto Rico, and the District of Columbia have replaced
these coupons with an EBT (electronic beneﬁt transfer) system. The EBT
system offers participants a beneﬁt card that is just like a bank card. In 2002,
the maximum beneﬁt that can be drawn on this card is $356 a month for
three people and $452 monthly for four.
Eligibility for the program depends on both ﬁnancial and nonﬁnancial
factors. Most TANF, SSI, and general assistance recipients are automatically
eligible. This rule is consistent with the regulation that all households except
those including the elderly or disabled must have a gross income below 130
percent and a net income (after speciﬁed allowable deductions) below 100
percent of the poverty line. Households may also have up to $2,000 in countable assets, with a $3,000 exemption for the elderly (age 60 and up) and
disabled.
After the 1998 Agricultural Research, Extension, and Education Act lifted
the 1996 welfare reform ban against the provision of food stamps to all legal
immigrants, children, the elderly, and disabled who were legal immigrants
living in the United States when the law was passed (August 22, 1996) can
receive beneﬁts, though other legal immigrants and all undocumented immigrants remain ineligible. In addition, the work requirements from the 1996
Act, which restricted food stamp eligibility to between three and six months

Tightened food stamp eligibility requirements
have made it harder for some poor people to
obtain the necessary food.
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for all able-bodied adults without dependents (unless they are working half
time or engaged in some training activity), continue to apply.22
The amount of food stamps to which a household is entitled requires a
simple calculation. Once you know the number of people in the household,
its net monthly income, and the maximum monthly beneﬁt levels, you determine the beneﬁt by subtracting the expected contribution (30 percent of
net income) from the maximum allotment. If, as we indicated, the maximum
allotment for four people in 2002 was $452, and a household’s net income
was $600 a month, then the household would receive $272 a month in food
stamps ($452 minus $180 [30 percent of $600] ⫽ $272). This budget is tight,
and its tightness shows up in surveys of food stamp recipients, who often
report that they exhaust their monthly beneﬁts during the third week.23
The demographic characteristics of food stamp participants match those
of most other programs for the poor. In 2000, 89 percent of all food stamp
households lived in poverty, including 33 percent whose gross income was
equal to or less than half the poverty line. Slightly more than 50 percent of
all food stamp recipients were children, 39 percent were nonelderly adults,
and 10 percent were elderly people. Food stamp households with children
were somewhat larger than the national average, with 3.4 people compared
to 2.3 people nationally. A single adult usually ran these households, almost
half of whom received TANF aid.24
Until rising unemployment reversed the trend, the number of food stamp
recipients had declined since the last recession, from 28 million people in
1994 (72 percent of the poor population) to 17 million, or about 52 percent,
in 2000. This decline is not hard to explain. Forty-four percent of the decline
occurred because fewer people were eligible to participate, 35 percent due to
rising income and assets, and the remainder because of changes in eligibility
rules. The rest of the decline may be attributed to confusion in the implementation of TANF, leading to unjustiﬁed denial of some applications, and
the heightened stigma associated with food stamps as a welfare program in
the wake of the 1996 reform.25
An ever more burdensome application process is perhaps the best example
of the rising barriers to food stamp eligibility. Although food stamps have
often been targets of fraud and abuse charges, repeated studies have found,
at most, very little real evidence of fraud. Nevertheless, the states keep erecting higher hurdles. Food stamp applications within the ﬁfty states now average twelve pages in length. California, New York, and twenty-seven other
states ask applicants if they own a burial plot. Nevada and Nebraska want to
know if applicants have sold their blood and for how much. Hawaii demands
garage sale receipts, South Dakota totals bingo winnings, and on page twenty
of a thirty-six-page application, Minnesota checks to see if anyone earns
money from a paper route. Such a daunting application process surely gives
pause to even the most eligible applicant.26
Although a wobbly economy has reversed the decline in program participation, the food stamp program remains extremely vulnerable. Born of a
compromise between agribusiness interests who want to expand food con414
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sumption and urban liberals interested in obtaining more food for the poor,
the program has suffered from the delicate arrangements required to sustain
this coalition. That food stamps have always been a welfare program run out
of the Department of Agriculture is perhaps this arrangement’s most telling
illustration. Lodged in a bureaucracy that was never designed to serve the
poor, the program has suffered from charges of fraud and abuse, a failure to
conduct outreach, and an intimidating and needlessly complex application
process. The purpose of food stamps is surely to feed the poor. This list of
impediments, however, suggests that there is a problem, and the problem is
that as with other social welfare programs, helping the poor is not its only
or even its primary goal.
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children

The WIC program provides nutritious food, nutrition education, and access
to health care for low-income pregnant women, new mothers, and infants
and children at risk of poor nutrition. Piloted by Congress in 1972 and established as a national program two years later, WIC served about 7.5 million
people in 2002. The federal government absorbs the total cost, currently
budgeted at about $4.4 billion annually.27
The WIC program is different from food stamps. To begin with, it has a
narrow target population: poor, pregnant women and their children up to 5
years of age who are at nutritional risk, rather than those who are at nutritional risk among the population as a whole. In addition, unlike food stamps,
program recipients are not households, but individual women, infants, and
children. WIC also provides vouchers that can be redeemed only for the
purchase of speciﬁc food items; that is, assistance does not come in dollar
amounts but in quantities of speciﬁc foods. Once income eligibility has been
established, the size of the beneﬁt is ﬁxed: more income within the range of
income eligibility does not reduce how much a participant receives. Finally,
unlike food stamps, WIC is not an entitlement program, limiting its budget
to what the federal government allocates in any given year.28
Four criteria determine WIC eligibility. At 185 percent of the poverty line,
the WIC program has the highest income ceiling of any food program. Participants must be pregnant, postpartum breast-feeding women, or under 5
years old. A health care professional must certify the participant to be at
nutritional risk, a standard that includes medical conditions such as inadequate diet, abnormal weight gain during pregnancy, and child growth problems like anemia, stunting, and underweight. In addition, any poor pregnant
woman, mother, or young child at nutritional risk who already gets food
stamps or Medicaid, or is a member of a family in which a pregnant woman
or child gets Medicaid, is automatically eligible.29
Most women enrolled in WIC are 18 to 34 years old, prime childbearing
years. Mothers of WIC infants are a little older, with fewer than 5 percent
under age 18 and 16 percent over age 35. About 25 percent of the women
are employed, and 44 percent are married. A majority complete high school.
Food and Hunger: Programs and Policies

415

The most notable change in WIC demographics during recent years has
been the caseload’s rapid expansion in the Western states. This regional shift
reﬂects the rising share of Latinos receiving WIC, from 22 percent in 1988
to 32 percent in 1998. It also mirrors a small but signiﬁcant number of Native
Americans; hungry or food insecure at twice the rate of the population as a
whole (22 percent), they now have ﬁfty-seven thousand women, infants, and
children in the program.30
Like many other food programs, WIC has always had to address the concerns of those who wonder if its beneﬁts justify its costs. Admitting that WIC
has increased the intake of some nutrients, such as iron, they have doubted
the health effects of this increased consumption. In response, other food policy experts have insisted that iron deﬁciency is an important public health
problem, because too little iron leads to long-term cognitive and behavioral
delays. Much research supports their contention. In fact, the ﬁrst thorough
analysis of WIC found that women in the program had longer pregnancies,
lower levels of fetal mortality, fewer premature births, and larger babies. Subsequently, a General Accounting Ofﬁce study reported that $1 spent on WIC
saves $3.50, mostly by avoiding low birthweights.31 In this country, doubts
about the value of social welfare programs never totally subside, yet, because
WIC can offer documented proof of its success in helping a vulnerable and
sympathetic population, it has been better able than most to withstand criticism.
National School Lunch Program

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) was the ﬁrst of the federal
school food programs. In the aftermath of World War II, Congress became
concerned that serious nutritional deﬁciencies had contributed to the high
rate of rejection among draftees. That is why it enacted the NSLP in 1946
as a “measure of national security.” Its passage was intended to ensure that
American children ate at least one healthy meal every school day.32
Nowadays, the NSLP operates in almost ninety-eight thousand public and
nonproﬁt private schools and residential centers. Together, these centers provide lunches to more than 27 million children. The institutions get the
lunches through cash subsidies and USDA-donated commodities. Like the
school breakfast program, the lunches must meet ofﬁcial dietary guidelines:
no more than 30 percent of calories from fat, less than 10 percent from
saturated fat, and 33 percent of the recommended daily allowance for calories,
protein, iron, calcium, and vitamins A and C. In ﬁscal year 2000, the whole
program cost the federal government $5.56 billion.33
The lunch program and the breakfast program have the same eligibility
requirements: it is free for families with income up to 130 percent of the
poverty line ($23,535 for a family of four in 2002), reduced for those between
130 and 185 percent ($33,492), and full price (though slightly subsidized) for
students above that level. Although the program also offers afterschool snacks
on the same basis, areas where at least 50 percent of all students receive free
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or reduced-price meals may serve all of their snacks for free. Under this system, during the school year 2001–02, the federal government paid $2.09 for
each free meal, $1.69 for reduced-price meals, and a $.20 subsidy for meals
served to students above the 185 percent ceiling. The subsidy for snacks was
set at $.57, $.28, and $.05, respectively.34
The NSLP has received uniformly positive evaluations. Students ate more
and better-quality food and, despite the concerns of some agricultural interests, there was no evidence that giving free food reduced their families’ overall
food expenditures. Participation in the program was relatively high, too: 79
percent of those eligible for free meals and 71 percent of those eligible for
meals at a reduced price. Nevertheless, even these comparatively high percentages still mean that between 5 and 7 million children who are eligible
for school lunches are not receiving them.35
School Breakfast Program

The School Breakfast Program is a federal entitlement program that offers
cash assistance to the states for nonproﬁt breakfast programs in seventy-two
thousand schools and residential children’s facilities. The program began as
a pilot project in 1966; when the government made it a permanent program
in 1975, it gave administrative authority to the Food and Nutrition Service
(FNS). The FNS drafts the regulations that require all school meals to meet
ofﬁcial dietary guidelines. Under these rules, school breakfasts must provide
one-fourth of the recommended caloric intake as well as an equivalent
amount of protein, calcium, iron, and Vitamins A and C.36
Like the lunch program, the breakfast program offers three different levels
of assistance. The ﬁrst tier includes children from families with income at or
below 130 percent of the federal poverty guidelines; these children receive
free breakfasts. In the second tier, children from families with income between
130 and 185 percent of the poverty line get their breakfast for no more than
$.30. Except for those school districts with universal free breakfast programs,
children from families above this level ﬁt into the third tier and pay most of
their meal costs, minus the subsidy all student meals receive from the federal
government. During the 2001–02 school year, the federal government reimbursed schools $1.15 for each free meal, $.85 for all reduced-price meals, and
$.21 for every paid meal. Schools in Alaska, Hawaii, and severe-need districts
(where at least 40 percent of the children receive free or reduced-price meals)
receive a little more. On a typical school day in 2001, the program fed about
7.9 million children at an annual cost of $1.49 billion.37
The beneﬁcial effects of the school breakfast program are rarely disputed.
Once breakfast is deﬁned not as ﬁfty calories but as a substantial meal—for
instance, intake of food energy greater than 10 percent of the RDA—the
likelihood of eating breakfast is signiﬁcantly greater for low-income elementary students attending schools with the school breakfast program than for
those who do not (82 vs. 66 percent). Researchers at Boston Medical Center
also reported that participants scored higher on achievement tests and had
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lower rates of tardiness and absenteeism. Likewise, Harvard Medical Center
discovered that children who participated in the school breakfast program
improved both academically and psychosocially.38
These positive beneﬁts suggest that service gaps constitute the program’s
main problem. In this respect, there may well be lessons to be learned from
Arkansas, Kentucky, Mississippi, Oregon, and West Virginia, the ﬁve bestperforming states. If the school breakfast program performed as well in the
other forty-ﬁve states, another $300 million would be become available for
additional food and staff. This measure would constitute a helpful intermediate step. Although it is unlikely that the school breakfast program will ever
reach a point where it feeds every needy child, advocates do believe that we
could take some major strides toward that goal if eligibility for school breakfasts were better integrated with the receipt of food stamps and TANF. To
increase participation, they also recommend greater outreach to parents, students, and the general public.39
Summer Food Service Program for Children

As the Second Harvest National Food Bank Network has reported, 47 percent of the food banks experiencing seasonal changes in requests for emergency food found that children’s need for emergency food spikes during summer vacation.40 Policymakers designed the Summer Food Service Program
with this need in mind.
Congress established the program in 1968. Administered by the USDA,
Summer Food Service is an entitlement program that enables public and
private nonproﬁt institutions to provide nutritious meals when school is not
in session. A wide variety of institutions are eligible for sponsorship, including
schools, residential camps, and units of local, tribal, or state government. In
the summer of 2000, the program fed 2.1 million children daily, plus another
1.1 million through the summer extension of school lunches. The combined
programs therefore reach about 21 percent of those served free or reducedprice lunches during the regular school year at a cost of about $298 million.41
Children receive one or two meals a day at most sites, though FNS may
authorize a full complement of three meals at camps that serve migrant workers. In summer 2002, the maximum reimbursement rate for these meals was
$1.32 for breakfast and $2.30 for lunch or supper, plus $.53 for a snack.
Administrative costs of $.13, $.24, and $.06, respectively, supplement these
allowances.42
The Summer Food Service Program has twice been subjected to signiﬁcant
scrutiny. It was ﬁrst tarnished by rumors of mismanagement in the mid-1970s,
when three-quarters of the sponsors were nonproﬁt groups such as churches
and neighborhood organizations, many of which were poorly equipped to
handle food. Their problems gave Reagan a chance to end the program.
Although he did not succeed, his Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981 did
bar nonproﬁts from participation. As a result, between 1981 and 1982, 30
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percent of sponsors left the program and the number of children served
dropped from 1.9 to 1.4 million. It took another ten years to rebuild.43
In 1996, welfare reform targeted the program again. Cutting reimbursement rates by 10 percent (at the time, about $.19 a meal), the cuts may partly
explain why from 1999 to 2000, enrollment in the Summer Food Service
Program declined by 3 percent while enrollment in the National School
Lunch Program climbed by 7 percent. Responding to a Food Research and
Action Center report about this decline, Congress authorized a pilot program
that reduces paperwork and simpliﬁes cost accounting for sponsors in thirteen
states and Puerto Rico. The District of Columbia, Nevada, and California
rank as having the highest level of participation in the Summer Food Program. If, boosted by this congressional initiative, all the other states performed
at the average of the top three, another 3.1 million children would be able
to eat better meals in the summer.44
Child and Adult Care Food Program

The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) funds meals and snacks
for children in licensed child care facilities including day care centers, Head
Start, recreation centers, settlement houses, and afterschool programs; public
and private nonproﬁt adult day facilities are also eligible if they provide services to nonresidential adults who are at least 60 years old or functionally
impaired. In addition, after breaking with its 1999 prohibition against services
in residential facilities, CACFP began to allow reimbursement for up to three
meals served to children of families who reside in homeless shelters.45
CACFP is administered through grants to the states. Although most states
designate the state department of education as the responsible authority, several others rely on another agency such as health or social services. Like other
food programs, CACFP subsidies have the same subsidy thresholds: up to 130
and 185 percent of the poverty line for free and subsidized meals, respectively.
By law, day care facilities in low-income areas merit a Tier I designation,
which makes all children eligible for free meals. Those facilities that are not
in a low-income neighborhood must identify low-income children eligible for
free meals on an individual basis; otherwise, the meals they serve are merely
reduced in price.46
Larger than the Summer Food Program but smaller than food stamps,
WIC, or the two meals-in-school programs, CACFP served 2.5 million children daily and 67,000 elderly people in ﬁscal year 2000, for a total of 1.6
billion meals and snacks. The program’s budget was $1.6 billion.47
The Emergency Food Assistance Program

Begun in 1981, TEFAP distributes commodities to the hungry. At the time,
the USDA stored more than 1 billion pounds of surplus food nationally,
including 200 million pounds that were either frozen or refrigerated in un-
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derground tunnels beneath Kansas City. The cost of storing this food combined with the recession of the early 1980s to spawn a Temporary Emergency
Food Assistance Program. Subsequently, in 1988, the Hunger Prevention Act
committed the Department of Agriculture to purchase additional commodities for distribution to low-income households and the local emergency food
network. To acknowledge this changed role, the 1990 farm bill then renamed
the program the Emergency Food Assistance Program.48
In the ﬁrst few years of TEFAP, the program distributed surplus food—
mostly dairy products such as cheese and nonfat milk, but also wheat ﬂour,
cornmeal, and honey—to as many as 19 million people per month. In recent
years, however, those numbers have diminished, to the point where TEFAP
distributes surplus food worth more than $229 million to about 4 million
households annually. Each state determines eligibility for the program and
adjusts income standards according to statewide needs. These standards may
include participation in existing food or assistance programs that use income
as an eligibility criterion.
TEFAP is one of the smaller federal food programs. In 2002, its total
federal budget amounted to about $200 million.49 TEFAP also ﬁts well with
the conservative drift of policy. Administered by a private food network using
federal funds, it is the federal food program that most resembles charity. It
distributes food, not money, which appeals to those worried about the misuse
of food stamps. It pleases farmers by moderating the supply of farm products
and providing price stability. It soothes antihunger activists, who are angry
about the failure of other food programs to reach the needy. Even the food
industry likes it, because when they donate excess food to local food banks,
they get goodwill instead of a bill for its disposal. In effect, spreading its
beneﬁts so widely has garnered broad support for TEFAP to institutionalize
a private food distribution network.50
The Private Food Assistance Network

With government funds from TEFAP spearheading its development, the private food assistance network has mushroomed. According to Second Harvest,
one of its umbrella organizations, just its own network served more than 23
million people in 2001, including 7 million different people each week, and
now gives away between 2 and 2.5 billion pounds of food each year. Sixtyfour percent of these recipients have an income at or below the ofﬁcial federal
poverty line, and 10 percent are homeless. Thirty-nine percent of the families
include at least one employed adult; the same percentage consists of children
under 18 years of age. The racial composition of those served was 45 percent
white, 35 percent African American, and 17 percent Latino.51
The spread of this charitable food network depends on individual acts by
a large number of Americans. In one recent study, 79 percent of all Americans
claimed to have helped the hungry, a plausible number if people simply mean
that they donated a can of soup to their local food bank. The system certainly
invests single acts of charity with enormous personal appeal, uplifting the
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Founded in 1981, City Harvest is
the world’s oldest and largest food
rescue program, delivering food to
community food programs
throughout New York City.

charitable by giving them the feeling that they have made a difference. Nevertheless, advocates estimate that between 1995 and 2002, they would have
had to increase their food acquisition by 425 percent just to keep pace with
food stamp cuts. Individual acts of charity shrink before a problem of this
size.52
The charitable network is more informal and ﬂexible than a government
program. It certainly makes people feel better than paying taxes to fund an
entitlement to food. Yet charity lacks consistent funding and may require
submission to some religious auspices. It promises Thanksgiving turkey and
Christmas ham, but cannot ensure enough different kinds of the right foods
the rest of the year. Because charitable organizations cannot guarantee an
adequate supply of volunteers, the network itself grows topsy-turvy; for example, the two wealthiest city council districts in Manhattan have more soup
kitchens than the two poorest, because that is where the churches and synagogues with resources are. Compare a cash entitlement with collecting food
Food and Hunger: Programs and Policies
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and taking it to a collection point, then to a local pantry, and then to an
individual person, and it is also notably inefﬁcient. Add the indignity of
waiting in line to get meals and the power differential embodied in the charitable relationship between givers and receivers, and the case for a charitable
solution to the problem of hunger gets even weaker.53
The problem of poverty and insufﬁcient income for food dwarfs the efforts
of an army of even the best-intentioned volunteers. The feeling that they
can do something about a serious social problem is empowering; it provides
volunteers with some necessary moral relief. Charity, however, is supposed to
be about the material needs of the poor and not about the emotional needs
of the charitable. The emergency food network may feed the hungry, though
inadequately. In the meantime, however, serious questions remain about
whether its existence sidetracks policymakers from a public entitlement to
food that would constitute a more effective approach to the issue of hunger.

Classifying Food Programs: Who, What, to Whom, and at Whose Expense
Before we apply the policy model, let’s ﬁrst classify these programs. One helpful system of classiﬁcation groups the programs by asking four speciﬁc questions: who, what, to whom, and at whose expense. Who refers to the sector that
delivers the beneﬁt: Is it public, private, or some combination? What refers
to the content of the beneﬁt, in this case, whether participants receive cash,
a voucher, or food. To whom speaks to the issue of eligibility; it asks about
the population served, both its economic status, poor or near poor, and its
age (children and/or adults). At whose expense inquires after the source of the
money: Does it come from taxpayers, or from private charity? Together, the
responses to these questions offer a new perspective on the food programs.54
Most food programs operate under public auspices. Food stamps, the WIC
program, and the school breakfast, lunch, and summer programs all fall in
this category. CACFP is also public, except both it and the summer food
program permit a variety of public and private nonproﬁt agencies to distribute
the food. The balance ﬁnally shifts with TEFAP, which combines government
surplus with charitable contributions into a privately administered network
of food pantries and community kitchens.
But what form does this assistance take? Food stamps come in dollar
amounts and are almost like cash, although the program does prohibit recipients from purchasing liquor, tobacco, and hot foods prepared for immediate
consumption. WIC is stricter: it offers a voucher that is good only for speciﬁc
food items. The rest—all the school programs, CACFP, and TEFAP—offer
food, though the programs that deliver food through institutions like schools
and child care centers provide more balanced meals than TEFAP and the
private assistance network, which may offer just random commodities. The
food programs may now be largely public, but their emphasis on in-kind
beneﬁts carries on a tradition dating back to early nineteenth-century Amer-
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ica, when the ﬁrst organized charities begin to give food because they thought
that money given to the poor would only be drunk and gambled away.55
And to whom are these programs directed? Poor people, but poor people
deﬁned according to several different standards. The food stamp program deﬁnes the eligible population as all poor people with income up to 130 percent
of the poverty line. WIC expands this deﬁnition to those with income up to
185 percent of the poverty line but restricts the population to women, infants,
and children. Although CACFP, the two programs at school, and the summer
food program also set a limit of 185 percent, they differ in other respects.
The school and summer programs serve children, and CACFP serves children
in child care centers and adults in nonresidential facilities. Finally, TEFAP
targets the poor but lets the states establish eligibility standards. Food programs are clearly categorical programs for the poor, but they put different
people in this category.
As to who pays for these programs, except for the private food network,
the taxpayer foots the bill in every instance. The one distinction is that food
stamps, the school and summer food programs, and CACFP are entitlements,
where the federal government must cover all eligible people, in contrast to
WIC and TEFAP, which have budgetary limits.
Overall, then, food policy consists of publicly funded programs overseen
by the public sector but delivered in part by a mixed public/private system.
The programs target the poor and near poor, giving them some cash-like
stamps, restricted vouchers in the WIC program, and a lot of food. This
summary helps us understand food policy and prepares the way for our use of
the policy model.

Economics
After pharmaceuticals, food is the second most proﬁtable industry in the
United States.56 But because the cost of food lies beyond the reach of some
poor people, the economics of food policy has always reﬂected the uneasy
conﬂict between helping farmers and feeding the poor. By restricting the kind
of aid provided, the business of agriculture has usually triumphed in this
conﬂict.
Three different restrictions have been placed on this assistance. The ﬁrst
restricted the circumstances under which it was given; the second insisted
that the aid should always help, rather than harm, the industry’s proﬁtability;
and the third inﬂuenced the nature of the aid so that agricultural interests
would always beneﬁt.
The restriction on circumstances helped the food industry retain political
control and rationed the provision of aid. This control has remained unchallenged for the past seventy years, except for two brief periods during the
1930s and 1960s, when social movements elevated the importance of feeding
the hungry to a position of equality with the interests of commercial agri-
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culture. Once the social movements subsided, however, these commercial
interests reasserted their dominance. Marking this return to normal, a 1940
USDA report about an early food stamp program stated that the program’s
“principal objective is to raise farmers’ income by increasing the demand for
their products and so to use food surplus to improve the diets of undernourished families in this country.”57 Likewise, attacks on fraud in the food stamp
program began in the 1970s, after the social movements of the previous decade had died down.
Because of their economic power, agricultural interests were also able to
insist that food policy must always boost farm income. Even when the urban
poor were hungry, farm subsidies kept prices high. Surplus food might be
distributed if it could not be sold, but the distribution had to be carefully
managed to limit it to random commodities. Cheese and nonfat milk do not
amount to a balanced meal; that is one reason why both could be given away
in 1981, because there was too much to sell, and with price supports, giving
it away would not depress farmers’ income.
The third economic principle restricts the type of aid to food-speciﬁc purchasing power (food stamps) or commodities. Food stamps can be used to
deepen the market for food. Although agricultural interests like food stamps
for this very reason, they recognize that if a surplus develops, the market,
even a market supplemented by food stamps, cannot absorb it. Then they
turn to commodities.
Commodity distribution can take several forms. The USDA gives surplus
food to day care centers. Companies producing tomato sauce donate the mislabeled cases to the community food pantry, where it may sit on the shelf
next to the three-day-old bread from the local bakery. Of course, a straight
cash subsidy would enable poor people to purchase whatever they need. But
if existing income support programs do not enable people to buy enough food,
the food industry consistently inﬂuences the form the aid takes.58
These three restrictions demonstrate that the economics of food policy
closely resembles the economics underlying many other social welfare issues.
In each instance, some basic human need, such as housing, health care, or
food, is organized as a for-proﬁt enterprise. Poor people, who do not have
enough money to enable the producers to make a proﬁt, lie outside this selfenclosed system. The question then becomes how we preserve this system
while addressing their needs. As always, the answer is that the core of the
for-proﬁt system continues unchanged, and that in food policy, we feed the
poor with what are, at least programmatically, the leftovers.

Politics
The politics of food policy are largely rooted in the structure of the U.S.
government. Once again, the key fact is that our Congress has two houses:
a House of Representatives in which seats are allocated by population and a
Senate in which every state regardless of population has two members. This
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arrangement gives rural states disproportionate power. In a classic example of
this power, the rural states have worked to ensure that the food stamp program always reﬂects their interests.
Because farmers often had large surpluses, these became a major problem
for a Democratic Party dominated by rural Southerners. But as the mechanization of Southern agriculture freed Southern Democrats from the necessity
of defending an economy based on tenant farmers and the plantation system,
they became willing to accept the food stamp program in exchange for an
extension of commodity subsidies. Admittedly, their hands were forced on
this issue, because as the New Deal aged, some urban Democrats also gained
enough congressional seniority to challenge them.59
Politics and administration go hand in hand. As agricultural politics have
always dominated food policy, the Department of Agriculture has run food
programs ever since 1935, when food distribution was shifted from the Federal
Surplus Relief Corporation. The Department of Agriculture represents different interests from those of the Department of Health and Human Services;
it is concerned not with the welfare of the poor, but with the welfare of
farmers. If the Department of Health and Human Services administered food
stamps, the program would not have stuck quite so closely to its origins as a
farm subsidy.
This agricultural dominance has other political consequences. In Congress,
food stamps fall under the jurisdiction of the agricultural committees, where,
as the welfare program in their midst, it must compete with price supports
and other farm initiatives. Separated from committees like House Ways and
Means, it is hard to coordinate its operation with other income maintenance
programs. And lacking a real political home in Congress, food and hunger
policy has had to depend on the establishment of select committees. Although these committees have conducted special investigations of this issue,
their temporary status often undercuts their capacity to muster long-term
political support.60
Food is therefore a policy orphan. Lacking both administrative protection
within the federal bureaucracy and a political protector in Congress, it rivals
welfare in its lack of political clout. Both have some urban liberals behind
them; the difference is that the Department of Health and Human Services
oversees some unpopular welfare programs, while food for the poor is attached, however weakly, to the Department of Agriculture and its support of
farming as a commercial enterprise. In this less than hospitable environment,
it is hardly surprising that food policy should seek to gain some political
traction by falling back on the ideological appeal of voluntarism.

Ideology
Have you ever donated clothing? Have you ever donated food? When you
participate in some charitable enterprise, do you feel better about yourself
because you believe you are making some small dent in the world’s social
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problems? The belief that charitable enterprises are the best way of handling
our social problems is called voluntarism. With the decline of an entitlement
to food, it has once again claimed its place as a guiding American ideology.
President Reagan evoked this tradition when he commemorated the one
hundredth anniversary of United Way in 1986. Reagan said,
Since earliest times, we Americans have joined together to help each
other and to strengthen our communities. Our deep-rooted spirit of
caring, of neighbor helping neighbor, has become an American trademark—and an American way of life. Over the years, our generous and
inventive people have created an ingenious network of voluntary organizations to give help where help is needed.61
Food as charity reﬂects Reagan’s sentiments. We give food to people who are
hungry, and we glory in this tradition. It is the tradition of one-on-one, of
localism and direct assistance that circumvents those unwieldy government
bureaucracies. And in some ways, of course, it makes a lot of sense. If your
neighbors are hungry, shouldn’t you feed them?
The people who engage in charitable enterprises are, by and large, sensitive, compassionate, and well meaning; a critique of the ideology of voluntarism is not meant as a personal criticism of them. Nor is it intended to
deny that across a whole range of issues, from shelter to food, the voluntary
sector does provide some signiﬁcant help. Reﬂecting on this help, however,
we are also obligated to note that the United States trails behind most other
advanced industrial countries in its treatment of the poor. Indeed, the indicators of this lag—no national health insurance, no family allowance, a high
rate of poverty and infant mortality, record levels of imprisonment and frequent capital punishments—have been amply demonstrated throughout this
book. For critics of reliance on the charitable, the question then arises of
whether there is a connection between this charitable tradition and the prominence of these indicators.
This connection exists as “repressive benevolence.” Originally Christian
in its orientation, charity as repressive benevolence makes giving conditional on the poor’s gratitude and willingness to change. Do what your betters want, and they will offer to feed, clothe, and shelter you. But reject
the virtues of civilization, and punishment—a punishment often accompanied by violence—will soon follow. Although the history of Native Americans surely constitutes the leading example of this pattern, the treatment
of the poor belongs to the same tradition. Repeatedly, charity has combined with sentimentalization of the poor to obstruct the passage of new
public programs.62
Food ﬁts this ideology well. We can all relate to hunger, most of us can
share something from our plate or cupboard, and we can all take pleasure in
doing a good deed. Advocates of voluntarism say this list is sufﬁcient. Its
critics count the number of hungry people and say otherwise.
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Social Movements
Because the prospect of hunger is so emotionally affecting, diversity is the
hallmark of the social movement against it. The major antihunger organizations and the dates of their establishment include the Food Research and
Action Center (1970), Bread for the World (1973), Interfaith Impact for
Peace and Justice (1974), World Hunger Year (1975), Second Harvest (1979),
the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (1981), and the Tufts (now the
Brandeis) Center on Hunger and Poverty (1990). In addition, a number of
religious organizations such as Catholic Charities, the Lutheran Ofﬁce for
Governmental Affairs, the Presbyterian Hunger Program, and Mazon (“the
Jewish response to hunger”) also do antihunger work.
Three differences distinguish a movement of such diversity. The ﬁrst is the
divide between the secular (e.g., Food Research and Action Center) and the
religious (e.g., Catholic Charities); the second, between local research-based
institutes (e.g., the Brandeis Center on Hunger and Poverty) and national
umbrella organizations (e.g., Second Harvest); and the third between advocacy (e.g., Center on Budget and Policy Priorities) and service (e.g., Second
Harvest and Catholic Charities). Although the division among these organizations is not absolutely ﬁxed, some patterns do appear. At one extreme,
no major religious organization targets the root causes of poverty; at the other,
no research institute functions as a service organization. In between, there
are a host of national organizations that, to varying degrees, try to blend
education, advocacy, and service.63
The social movement against hunger therefore appeals to both religious
and secular organizations that wish to render service in the face of such dire
need. While their primary purpose is to feed hungry people, more militant
advocacy groups gravitate to the issue of hunger for other reasons. To them,
the existence of hunger dramatizes income inequality, documents the effects
of cutbacks in entitlements, and creates solidarity with those whose plight is
most desperate.64 In short, whether your interest is in preventing human suffering, investing in the labor force of tomorrow, or criticizing what your organization identiﬁes as blatant injustices in the social structure, hunger in the
United States is multilayered enough in its implications to provide a cause
for almost everyone.

History
The public provision of lunch was the ﬁrst of all U.S. food programs. The
program began locally in the Philadelphia school system during the early
twentieth century. New York City’s Board of Education followed in 1919,
when it assumed responsibility for school lunches in the Bronx and Manhattan. But federal involvement did not began until 1933, when reaction to the
Agricultural Adjustment Agency’s slaughter of 6 million pigs led to the creation, in 1935, of the Federal Surplus Commodities Corporation. Transferred
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to the Department of Agriculture, it soon shifted its focus from unemployment relief to surplus disposal.65
World War II brought further program developments. The Federal Surplus
Commodity Corporation distributed produce to schools, employing people in
lunchrooms and, in the aftermath of the war, establishing a precedent for
passage of the National School Lunch Act of 1946. Conceived as another
alternative to commodity distribution, food stamps also made their ﬁrst appearance in 1939. Offering a broader range of food than those stockpiled by
the Federal Surplus Commodities Corporation, this program beneﬁted grocery
stores and provided a more varied diet for the hungry. But despite involving
4 million people in half of all U.S. counties, it lasted only until wartime
employment eliminated the need.
In the 1950s, some senators, such as George Aiken (D-Vermont), Robert
La Follette Jr. (R-Wisconsin), and Leonor Sullivan (D-Maryland), pushed to
restore the food stamp program. It was not until 1959, however, that the
secretary of Agriculture was granted authority to experiment, and another
two years before President Kennedy piloted a program in ﬁve states. Although
the administration moved to shift funding to a permanent appropriation in
1963, the urban Democrats and rural Southerners could not come to agreement until after the Kennedy assassination, when they brokered a deal for a
wheat and cotton bill in exchange for a food stamp program. President Johnson signed the bill in August 1964.
In social welfare policy as well as in other matters, President Nixon liked
to centralize authority. Replacing an optional program that had widely varying regulations in the states, his administration enacted the 1970 amendments
that mandated uniform national resource and eligibility standards. The initial
program also required participants to make a cash purchase of food stamps at
face value, based on family income and size. But this policy did not work
because some people did not have enough cash, and others (in the rural
South) rarely used money. Still, the cash purchase requirement was not eliminated until 1977.
The same law also severed automatic food stamp eligibility for those receiving AFDC or SSI. Although Reagan did reestablish this linkage in 1985,
his administration reduced program beneﬁts and eliminated eligibility for
strikers and college students.66 In 1996, the welfare reform bill instituted further cutbacks with its prohibition on legal immigrants (since partially rescinded) and its limits on the receipt of food stamps to three months out of
every thirty-six for single unemployed individuals between 18 and 50 years
old.67
The history of the other programs parallels the history of food stamps.
From the breakfast program (1966) to the Child and Adult Care Food Program (1968) and WIC (1972), most were established during the social movements of the 1960s or their immediate aftermath. Although some of the
programs for children have demonstrated greater resiliency, government cutbacks have spurred the shift to a network of charitable food providers. The
containment and trimming of these programs demonstrates once again that
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inside the larger patterns of expansion and contraction, the durability of some
welfare programs depends, in part, on their recipients’ perceived worthiness.

Conclusion
Charity or entitlement? Food programs represent a clear test of this basic
policy issue. Although the testing has gone on for some time, Americans do
not yet seem to have agreed on a standard for evaluating the results. By all
accounts, while the number of hungry Americans continues to grow, this
evidence does not necessarily lead us to rethink our attitude toward charity.
In a world beset by a multitude of intractable social problems, the presence
of so many poor people is paradoxically empowering: feed them, and we feel
better. Yet it is also possible to evaluate food policy by another standard.
Because this standard holds that banishing hunger requires comprehensive
public policies, it is one that in recent years Americans have been reluctant
to adopt.
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13
If You Want to Analyze a Policy . . .

I

n the ﬁrst chapter of this book, we stressed that every form of social work
practice embodies a social policy. Twelve chapters later, does what we have
learned conﬁrm this statement?
To answer this question, consider the human service jobs you have had in
the past and what you are doing now in your school ﬁeld placement. Picture
the kind of social work you hope to do in the future. In all these settings,
most of your clients probably got help from the income support programs
detailed in chapter 8. Some may participate or hope to participate in the job
training programs analyzed in chapter 9. If they are not actually homeless,
they may still have the housing problems that chapter 10 addresses or face
the health issues discussed in chapter 11. Perhaps the most desperately poor
among them are even experiencing hunger, which chapter 12 described.
A look at this list supports one of our most basic contentions: no matter
how hard you worked before, it always helps to learn about social welfare
policies because they frame the social problems your clients face and pay you
to do your job.
Learning about social welfare policy, we have repeatedly encountered ﬁve
cardinal themes. The ﬁrst is the premise that because practice embodies policy, knowledge about policy is essential to ensure that our practice is conscious
and informed. We need this knowledge to solve problems for our clients, to
maintain our own job satisfaction, and to participate as members of the social
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work community in the development of social welfare. Inevitably, this principle evokes a still broader conception of our role as true public citizens, who
care about social welfare policy, understand its effects on people, and can
speak from experience on a wide range of policy issues.
Another theme that runs through this text is social change. Because social
policies are never permanent, it is predictable that one social policy will
inevitably replace another. But what causes these changes in U.S. social welfare policy? Do we have any control over them? Do some triggers of social
change have a more positive effect on social welfare? Our analysis of these
questions has found that although social change has many different political
and economic causes, the biggest leaps in the development of social welfare
policy have always involved the active participation of many people in great
social movements. When participants in these movements demonstrated, protested, and took to the streets, social policy moved ahead. Although social
change certainly continued after these movements subsided, economic elites
dominated the politics of these periods, and they used the quiet to contain
or even roll back the advances made in the preceding era.
The next three themes all revolve around the policy model. Each time we
turned to our model, we learned about the ﬁve basic factors that inﬂuence

How do we allocate resources?
The answer to this question
changes with each powerful social
movement.
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policy development in the U.S. welfare state. Knowledge about these factors
helps us to understand the often hostile policy environment in which social
workers operate. It not only explains why the development of social welfare
policy here lags behind other countries but also suggests what strategies for
social change have been most successful in this environment.
The policy model also maintained the continuity of two other themes.
The ﬁrst taught the content of policy issues, so that when we applied it to
the ﬁve areas of income support programs, job training, housing, health, and
food, we learned some important information about social policy. A second
theme emerged in this process: learning the content gave you practice in the
uses of the methodology. The idea is that once you see the model applied to
these ﬁve issues, you will be able to apply it, too.
When you do apply it, it is critical to give full weight to two opposing
forces: those resisting and those propelling social change. It is important to
give the forces resisting social change their full weight; otherwise, if you are
trying to alter public policy, something you did not expect will surely blindside you. As we have consistently found, Americans have a default preference
for markets and fragmented government and an ideology of individualism,
residualism, and blame for the “unworthy poor.” From health care reform to
job training, we are also graced with a social welfare history that does not
sparkle with successes. Social workers who ignored these factors would be
more than merely naı̈ve. They would do so at their peril.
Yet there is no reason to get too depressed. As the policy model demonstrates, signiﬁcant changes in social policy have occurred in the past, and
social workers have often played a crucial role in bringing them about. Here
is where the policy model can be most useful, because it helps to highlight
those occasions during which Americans have changed both their economics
and politics in pursuit of a more authentically democratic national community.
Draw, then, on the model to analyze social welfare policy whenever you
encounter it. Use it in your everyday practice with clients, as well as in
broader contexts. In particular, use it to pinpoint the factors that have furthered positive social changes, and perhaps you, in your future role as a social
worker, will be able to make such changes again.
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