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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—perme-
ate 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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Introduction: Social Problems,

Social Policy, Social Change

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?



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 emo-
tionally involved, it is easy to imagine your relationship with her as inde-
pendent 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 be-
tween you and the battered woman would probably not exist.

Social policies, then, pervade every aspect of social work practice. How-
ever much we as individuals try to help a client, our capacity to do so ulti-
mately 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 ob-
jective, and all these objectives—political, social, and economic—are so in-
tertwined 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. Nev-
ertheless, 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 op-
position from most influential opinion makers. Either way, whether the iden-
tification 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 con-
sistent 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
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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 be-
havior. 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. None-
theless, 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 prob-
lems 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 con-
siderable influence. These include business and religious leaders, people in
the media, foundations, research institutes, and lobbyists representing pow-
erful interest groups. When they define something as a problem, that defi-
nition is more likely to circulate widely and gain acceptance. Conversely, it
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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 emo-
tional 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 her-
oin, 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 prob-
lem’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 de-
signed 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
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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 dis-
charged 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 pa-
perwork. 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 ob-
jectives. 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 in-
tended to teach computing skills, would have equally harmful effects.

A second kind of resource deficit is external. In this case, both the con-
struction 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 im-
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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 encour-
aged, 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 The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy



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 cost-
cutting 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 re-
sources, poor program design, and conflicting objectives. Under these circum-
stances, 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 na-
tional 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 au-
thority 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 well-
being 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.”! 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 wel-
fare 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
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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

12

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 individ-
ual 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.?

Evolutionism, cyclical theories, and historical materialism—the three clas-
sic 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 stag-
nation 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-twentieth-
century sociologists like Talcott Parsons.?

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 iden-
tified alternating phases of materialism and idealism, and Nikolai Kondratieff,
an economist who saw patterns of economic expansion and contraction last-
ing fifty years, also belong to the cyclical school.*
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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 par-
ticularly in an increasing specialization of labor. Unlike many other evolu-
tionists, however, Marx did identify workers—or more specifically, the orga-
nized working class—as a human component that could bend history to its
will. In Marx, as distinguished from other evolutionists, human action is col-
lective and purposeful and can transform the society.’

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 in-
dividual institutions that are not. There are societies that are autono-
mous, as well as societies that are clustered together. Dubious about the no-
tion that social change is a coherent phenomenon that proceeds through a
series of ever more progressive stages, sociologists today insist instead on his-
torical specificity, whereby theories of social change are partial because no
grand theory can ever encompass all the infinite permutations of human his-
tory.°

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 move-
ments, 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.” Although these ques-
tions 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

14

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 pro-
duce goods for sale with the expectation that they can make a profit. Inevi-
tably, 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, hous-
ing, and health care. When this deficiency becomes especially severe, poli-
cymakers 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
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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 con-
flict 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 defi-
nition is implied here. The government may well be “the organization, ma-
chinery, 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 percep-
tion 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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Ideology

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.®

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 con-
clusions. At one extreme, you might decide that it was just one misguided
company; at the other, you might conclude that because the push to dereg-
ulate 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 expla-
nation. Nevertheless, it is true that we hear explanations of social arrange-
ments 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, con-
flict and tension develop. Sometimes, of course, the dominant ideology suc-
ceeds 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 be-
comes embodied in a policy change.

Social Movements

16

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.

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy



History

Conclusion

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 con-
flicts. 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 lead-
ership.® The capacity of social movements to bring about policy change has
often hinged on their ability to resolve these conflicts. In addition, the res-
olution of these conflicts involves choices that have significant implications
for the specific content of the new social policies.

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 pat-
tern 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.’® 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.

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 har-
mony 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 move-
ments, and history—as static and purely contextual. Instead, it seeks to ex-
plore 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.

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy



Mimi Abramovity

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

Social 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 gov-
ernment 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 com-
mitment 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 chil-
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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?

Public 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, reli-
gious organizations, government bodies, and professional associations. Virtu-
ally all societal institutions and organizations develop policies to facilitate
consistent decision making. However, this book looks just at public or gov-
ernmental policy and, in particular, social welfare 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

National

20

International or foreign policy refers to activities that extend beyond a na-
tion’s borders. It addresses questions related to foreign trade, military affairs,
immigration, financial aid to other nations, international finance, space ex-
ploration, 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 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 sys-
tems, 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

”,1 ¢«

addresses social problems”;! “the organized response or lack of response to a

social issue or problem”;? and the social purposes and consequences of agri-
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cultural, economic, employment, fiscal, physical development, and social wel-
fare policies.> 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 respon-
sibility of the government.* And, as we shall see below, social welfare pro-
grams 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 individ-
ual, 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”;’ as “a subset of social
policy that regulates the provision of benefits to people to meet basic life
needs”;® 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.”” At the
ground level, social welfare policy appears in the form of social welfare pro-
grams—benefits and services—used by people every day to address basic hu-
man needs. These needs include income security, health, education, nutrition,
employment, housing, a sense of belonging, and an opportunity to participate
in society.
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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.®

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 be-
tween 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

22

The definition of social welfare policy covers policies and programs that op-
erate in the public sector, that is, those carried out by federal, state, and local
governments. However, many social workers are employed in the private sec-
tor, 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 agen-
cies in almost all the states. Until the Depression of the 1930s, governments
limited their private sector funding mostly to institutional care. Federal fund-
ing for noninstitutional private agencies increased during the Depression be-
cause 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 emerg-
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ing federal relief, many frontline social workers left private agencies for jobs
in the new public sector programs.’

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 pro-
grams provided over 50 percent of the financial support that went to private
nonprofit social service and community development organizations.'

In the 1980s and 1990s, the political climate became more pro-business
and more antigovernment. As part of their downsizing, all levels of govern-
ment 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.
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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 treat-
ment 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 pri-
vate agencies through reimbursement.!! That is, Medicaid, Medicare, Supple-
mental 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.!? 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.”” 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 wel-
fare.'

Fiscal Welfare

24

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 short-
fall 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.!s

The tax code has been called a fiscal welfare system because tax expen-
ditures 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.”’¢
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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.'” 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 well-
known 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.’® 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.!’

Thus, tax expenditures represent billions of dollars. The cost of tax ex-
penditures (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.2°

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, ad-
dress 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 com-
panies to help advertise their products, build new facilities, train their work-
ers, and write off the cost of perks.2! 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.?? The overall “aid
to dependent corporations” amounted to an estimated $519 billion in un-
collected taxes from 1995 to 2002.2> Meanwhile, corporate income taxes have
dropped from 21 percent of total federal revenue in 1962 to 7.5 percent in
2001.* 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 pro-
grams. 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, Medi-
caid, and cash assistance programs help to supply industry with the healthy,
properly socialized, and productive workers they need. Social welfare provi-
sion 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 prof-
itable economic activity also depends.

The Social Welfare Impact of Non-Social Welfare Policies
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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. How-
ever, 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 E 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 Pen-
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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 sur-
plus 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 di-
rectly on the nation’s income maintenance programs (e.g., aid to single moth-
ers, 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 know-
ingly induces a recession, believing that it is more important to control in-
flation 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 rami-
fications for public well-being. Expanding or improving mass transit favors
city dwellers, non—car owners, and the less well-off. In contrast, highway con-
struction benefits car owners, the auto industry (and rubber and steel indus-
tries), 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. Ac-
cording 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.?’

Non—decision making occurs when those in positions of power use their in-
fluence to control the political agenda and move discussions away from issues
by mobilizing bias against them. The mobilization of bias includes the ma-
nipulation of myths, dominant community values, political institutions, and
procedures to prevent certain challenges from developing into calls for poli-
cies that might disrupt the status quo.?

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 in-
surance companies who preferred to keep health insurance for workers and
their families in the private sector provided as employment-based fringe ben-
efits.’” 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 pro-
vision 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 impor-
tant, to figure out what needs to be changed.

Oppressive Goals and Outcomes

The historical record reveals that social welfare policy has not always con-
tributed 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 poli-
cies.?® Some early settlers tried to convert Native Americans to Christianity,
deprived them of their land, and spread new diseases (sometimes intention-
ally) 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 In-
dian Appropriation Act denied the very existence of tribes as legitimate po-
litical 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.?® Prior to the Civil War (1861-1865),
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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 oppo-
sition 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 segre-
gation 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.>® 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 in-
terests, 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 Chi-
nese laborers, in part because white Americans resented the economic mo-
bility 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. Begin-
ning 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.’! 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 re-
ceiving credit in their own name and severely stigmatized women who de-
parted 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 dis-
crimination 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.?? 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 oc-
curred 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.»
From colonial times to the present, social welfare programs have defined
women as deserving or undeserving of aid based on their marital status. Mar-
ried and previously married women have always fared better with social wel-
fare policies than separated, abandoned, or never-married women. Single
mothers came under attack during the 1824 Poor Law Reform, which re-
moved 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 im-
provements 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 tra-
dition.

Competing Functions of Social Welfare Policy

32

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 realiza-
tion 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 com-
promised. 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 pol-
icy. 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 agen-
das override the more humanitarian social ones, and to be prepared to de-
fend—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 disorganiza-
tion, 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 ca-
pacity 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, unem-
ployed, homeless, and orphaned, they could not carry out their socially de-
fined 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 non-
mainstream values rather than unmet needs. Contrary to their opposition to
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government intervention in the economy, conservatives support public pol-
icies that alter or control the behavior of delinquents, criminals, and drug
addicts as well as single mothers, jobless adults, mentally ill people, homo-
sexuals, 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 im-
prove individual functioning and send a message to the rest of society about
what happens to those who do not conform.’

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.”> 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 in-
terests. 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.>¢ 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 busi-
ness of sustaining the workforce, and underwrites family maintenance (social
reproduction).

Economic Security
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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 work-
ing 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 employ-
ment 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 plac-
ing 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.? 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 sub-
sequent 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 unemploy-
ment. 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 industry®® in at least four different ways:
by stimulating purchasing power, subsidizing wages, increasing labor produc-
tivity, and enforcing work norms.

The cash assistance provided by social welfare programs contributes di-
rectly 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 sup-
plements, 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.’® 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.*

Social Reproduction
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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 car-
ing 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 in-
dividuals 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 prof-
its 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, inade-
quate health care, and inferior public education undermine the family’s ca-
pacity 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 con-
sumers, productive workers, and contented voters/citizens. When these con-
ditions 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.*!

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 perspec-
tive, 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 in-
equality 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 wel-
fare 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 govern-
ments 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 threat-
ened 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.*

Nations also deal with conflict and instability through repression and si-
lencing dissent. To this end, they bypass social welfare policy for the more
coercive arm of the state. The repression takes various forms, including blam-
ing 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.¥ They insist that ex-
pansive social welfare policy stimulates rather than quiets conflict. Conser-
vatives argue that the expansion of the welfare state during the 1960s gen-
erated 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 govern-
ment,” strengthen the executive branch of government, and cut back or pri-
vatize social welfare programs reflect the ongoing efforts to implement this
goal.#

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 individ-
uals and families get less than what they need.

Social Welfare Policy: Arena of Struggle
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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 dis-
tribution 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 in-
equality. 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 indi-
vidual 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.®

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, gen-
erally, 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 func-
tions. 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.*

Universal Programs
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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, so-
cial 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 reim-
bursement. 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 repre-
sents 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 spend-
ing: 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).*” 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 work-
ers 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 em-
ployed 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 pre-
mium). 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. Em-
ployers contribute an equal share to the Social Security Trust Fund. By com-
pelling people to insure themselves against the possibility of their own pov-
erty, 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 (re-
duced) 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 I 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

Medicare

Unemployment Insurance (UI) is the second entitlement program that orig-
inated in the 1935 Social Security Act.*® 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 oc-
cupation, 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 em-
ployee’s wage. The size of the tax varies with a firm’s use of the Ul 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 un-
employment. Since the 1980s, both coverage and benefit levels have deteri-
orated.

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.* 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
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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.*® 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. De-
partment 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.’! 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), ben-
efits 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 sur-
vivors received compensation payments. This group of veterans also may re-
ceive free inpatient and outpatient medical care in special VA hospitals, pri-
ority 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 pro-
grams include direct cash assistance programs (TANE, SSI, and general assis-
tance) 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 corpora-
tions).
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Temporary Aid to Needy Families
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The most well-known and most controversial selective program is widely
known as welfare.” The original welfare program, ADC, was included in the
1935 Social Security Act (Title IV) to assist poor children deprived of finan-
cial support by the family’s main breadwinner. The program’s name was
changed to AFDC in 1967.

ADC became increasingly controversial after World War Il 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 chil-
dren 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 TANE, 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 adult-
supervised 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 be-
havior of recipients. Since 1996, the welfare rolls have dropped sharply, al-
though reasons for this decline are debated. More recently, changing eco-
nomic 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 Adminis-
tration, 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 possi-
bility 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 en-
actment of TANE 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, TANE or SSI.>*> 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.”* 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.” This
includes programs authorized by the 1946 School Lunch Act; the 1966 Child
Nutrition Act, which created the smaller School Breakfast Program; the Spe-
cial 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

Medicaid
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Established in 1972 to improve the nutrition of women and children, the
federally funded WIC program provides food assistance, nutrition risk screen-
ing, and related services to low-income pregnant and postpartum women and
their infants and low-income children up to age 5.5 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 co-
operation 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 (Title XIX) of the Social Security Act became law in 1965 (along
with Medicare).5” 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 enti-
tlement program funded by the federal government and the states. As with
TANE, the states have considerable control over the parameters of the pro-
gram, 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.’® 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.”® 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 pro-
grams 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.®® 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 em-
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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 reim-
bursement, 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.®! The largest
provider is the State Employment Service, which places millions of people
in jobs every year. Federally sponsored vocational rehabilitation programs pro-
vide job training as well as a range of other services to help the physically
and mentally disabled become employable. Welfare recipients are often re-
quired 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 recipi-
ents 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.®
The 1909 White House Conference on Children, which signaled the federal
government’s initial concern about the welfare of children, led to the estab-
lishment 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 pro-
grams 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 Adop-
tion and Safe Families Act (1997), promoting out-of-home care. In general,
child welfare programs offer adoption, foster care, family preservation, per-
manency planning, and protective services for children at risk of neglect or
abuse.

Community Maternal and Child Health Services
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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.5®
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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 psy-
chiatric disorders, training of mental health personnel, and grants to states
to establish clinics and demonstration programs.®* 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 Con-
struction Act (1963), which included $150 million for the construction of
community mental health centers. Today, a variety of public and private ser-
vices exist for people with mental health problems. Among others, the com-
munity 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 re-
ceive 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 prin-
ciples 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.®®
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. Established in 1974, the
Legal Service Corporation (LSC) is financed with federal tax dollars and some
private monies. Under political pressure from conservatives, congressional au-
thorization 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, un-
documented 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.’” This need has led to the de-
velopment of a wide range of information and referral services provided by
the private nonprofit sector and some government-operated ombudsman pro-
grams.

Organizing Principles: Who Benefits from Universal or Selective Provision?

As noted earlier, social welfare programs fall into two main categories, uni-
versal 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 govern-
ment. 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 pro-
cess, type of benefits offered, administrative auspices, and populations served
by the two sets of programs vary sharply.®®

Eligibility Process
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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, mem-
bership in the group can be readily determined. Even so, it is much easier to
determine age and employment status than occupational disability. The ap-
plication process for universal programs tends to be short and simple, pre-
sumes 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 TANEF, 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 in-
formation 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. Uni-
versal programs pay standardized benefits that are clearly specified in the par-
ent 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 stan-
dardized. 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 adminis-
tered, 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 se-
lective programs (most notably TANF) require recipients to modify their work
and family behavior as a condition of aid. In exchange for assistance, recip-
ients have to surrender privacy, control, and autonomy.

The simplicity of the universal programs’ application process, the unifor-
mity 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 en-
courage applicants, generate solidarity, and promote social cohesion. In con-
trast, the complex and intrusive application process associated with the se-
lective 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 stig-
matized 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 dis-
cussion of fiscal welfare). Cash benefits offer recipients considerable control
over their purchasing power and place a high value on individual choice.

In-Kind Benefits
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In-kind benefits help people cover basic needs through vouchers, credits, re-
imbursement 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 pro-
vision 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, infor-
mation 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 con-
text. Service providers must also be alert to avoid inappropriately delving too
deeply into the lives of individuals and families seeking help.® The provision
of services places a high value on individual rehabilitation, growth, and de-
velopment.

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 bar-
riers, 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
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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 com-
munity 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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The Economy and Social Welfare

Economics is usually defined as “the study of how societies use scarce re-
sources to produce valuable commodities and distribute them among dif-
ferent people.” 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 some-
where 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 perpet-
uates 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. econ-
omy 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 con-
sumer 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 in-
volves 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 pub-
lic infrastructure. The government not only spends money to provide indi-
viduals 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 con-
struction of piers, bridges, and highways to facilitate commercial activity, the
development of industrial zones to subsidize business, and even the mainte-
nance of parks to provide workers with suitable forms of recreation. Although
social workers may not specifically engage in industrial development, no con-
ception 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 work-
place, 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.?
Pressured by business and influenced by many Americans wary of too much
government intervention, they insisted on work for welfare clients, ques-
tioned the usefulness and expense of environmental regulations, and fought
over which state could offer a prospective business the best public infrastruc-
ture 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 under-
stand 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 econ-
omy? A market is a mechanism by which buyers and sellers interact to de-
termine the price and quantity of a good or service;’ 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 econ-
omies. 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
[slamic societies. The difference is that not everyone had this right, and there
was no market system. When people did trade, the trade was mostly produc-
tion 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.*

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 transac-
tion, 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.’ 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 coun-
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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 gov-
ernment.’ Market economies may value markets, but the mere existence of a
market economy does not dictate a particular level of government interven-
tion. 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 enter-
prises. By themselves, each of these enterprises was too small to fix prices or
influence the total quantity of goods in the marketplace.” 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.®

This separation of ownership and control heralded the dominance of mo-
nopolies. 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.® 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.’® 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 Den-
mark, IBM sales surpassed the economy of Singapore, and fifty-one of the
one hundred largest economies in the world were corporations.!!

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 differ-
ence in scale, Wal-Mart, first in the Fortune 500 list of 2002’s biggest cor-
porations, earned $220 billion dollars while employing 1.4 million people;
ranked seventh, Citigroup earned only $112 billion, but its assets exceeded
$1 trillion.!?

Globdlization 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 ma-
terials 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 invest-
ments, this aspect of globalization always entails a risk that someone some-
where 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 for-
eign debt, they become even more willing to accept whatever private in-
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vestment is offered.”® 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 stan-
dard 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).™* Though it sounds imposing,
the phrase is simply meant to capture the idea that different systems of pro-
duction—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 espe-
cially with the setting of prices. And fundamental to the setting of prices is
the concept of supply and demand.'®

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 ]. 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 as-
sumption that markets clear is closely tied to the view that the indi-
viduals who participate in and organize markets—and who are guided
by the pursuit of their own interests—end up generating efficient out-
comes. !

In reality, the process of establishing an equilibrium price can actually be
quite complicated. After all, many different factors can affect demand, in-
cluding 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).!” Together, these factors enter into the ongoing determination of an
equilibrium price, which supply and demand establish by constant readjust-
ment 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 ne-
gotiated 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.'

Pure public goods constitute the second exception to this process of supply
and demand. Pure public goods have three characteristics. First, one individ-
ual’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

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy



alone, can decide on how much of a public good should be purchased. With
a public good, that decision must be made collectively.!

All these macro- and microeconomic terms give us a vocabulary to de-
scribe 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.2°

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 dis-
tinctions 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 gov-
ernment officials announce that the economy is growing at 3 percent per
year, they are talking about the percentage of growth in the GDP. Neverthe-
less, 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.?!

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 inter-
viewees, the Department of Labor figures the unemployment rate by totaling
the number of those who are not working and dividing this figure by a pro-
portionate 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.??

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.?®
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Together, these three terms make the unemployment rate sound like a rela-
tively 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 an-
other 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.?*

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 em-
ployed drastically lowers the unemployment rate, because in 2001, there were
more than 5.4 million such people.?” Together with another 2.1 million peo-
ple 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.?

Besides unemployment, the rate of inflation is another key economic in-
dicator. 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.”

Usually, economists distinguish between two kinds of inflation. Demand-
pull 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.”® Some econo-
mists have recently complained that the CPI-U overstates both kinds of in-
flation 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.»°

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 pro-
duction 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 pro-
ducing more, rapid productivity growth can also have an enormous impact
on budgets, corporate revenue projections, and longer-term forecasts for pro-
grams 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.*

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 Admin-
istration, 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 one-
third 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.’!

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 calcu-
lates 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
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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 hous-
ing, 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 ex-
pense 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.*

Just as the poverty line represents an important indicator in the domestic
economy, the balance of payments due to trade constitutes an important in-
dicator 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. econ-
omy in recent years.
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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 con-
sumers had money to buy more products from overseas. Although the ability
to buy goods on the international market keeps prices down and helps con-
sumers, 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 in-
vestors began to sell their dollar holdings, depressing the stock market and,
potentially, making our economic difficulties much worse.»

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.*

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 be-
cause 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.*

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 pre-
cisely what expense pushed the federal government over the edge), the De-
partment 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.*

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 de-
teriorates, 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.>’

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 in-
formal, 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, unem-
ployment 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 ter-
minology, 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 per-
centage 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.*®

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.>® Of course, one of the main factors driving this discrep-
ancy 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.# 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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extent of inequality. At O, 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.#' 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.#

The Terms and Tools of Economic Policy

The third kind of economic terminology describes the components of eco-
nomic 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 prob-
lems. 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 compa-
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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 ex-
ternality 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.®’
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 abate-
ment (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 microeco-
nomic 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 some-
times 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 de-
mand. 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 im-
port. By intervening to increase demand, the government can shorten a re-
cession.*

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 econ-
omy, 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 cir-
culation 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 Com-
mittee (the seven members of its Board of Governors plus five presidents of
its regional banks), this strategy buys and sells government bonds from com-
mercial 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.*

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 appre-
hensive 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 re-
mains 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 con-
troversial. In essence, when unemployment is low, wages are rising, and work-
ers are becoming more powerful, the Federal Reserve Bank slows the econ-
omy, 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 col-
lects money from taxes and spends it on everything from grants to starving
artists to the latest military hardware. This combination of revenue and ex-
penditure 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 invest-
ment.

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.*

These policy reversals confirm that arguments about taxes divide along
familiar political lines. Whereas conservatives believe that high tax rates pun-
ish 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 in-
creased 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 gov-
ernment 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.#

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.* 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 expen-
ditures can also be classified as discretionary or mandatory spending. Discretion-
ary spending involves monies that must be appropriated annually, as deter-
mined 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
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determine the annual appropriation. Instead, after setting rules for eligibility

and benefit formulas, it pays out money to everyone who meets these stan-

dards.®

We have now defined terms in three categories: the structure of the econ-

omy, words that measure how the economy is performing, and phrases that

describe the government’s economic tools, especially those relating to mon-

etary and fiscal policy. Equipped with this vocabulary, we can now proceed

to the harder question: What, exactly, is the relationship between social wel-

fare 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 market-

place, and contributes to the development of the public infrastructure. Al-

together, 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 ar-
rangements 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.”® 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.’! 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 coun-
tryside, 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.>?

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 technol-
ogies. 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 in-
dustries 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 cob-
bled together the resources to keep a roof over their heads and prevent star-
vation. Nevertheless, this method of managing poverty has substantial polit-
ical 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 Un-
employment Insurance. At other times, however, it decommodifies the con-
sumer 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 decom-
modify 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 govern-
ment toward the task of keeping people healthy, productive, and alive.

The Economy versus Social Welfare?

80

Because the redirection of this wealth has never won complete acceptance,
three major debates continually switl 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 ade-
quate 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 insur-
ance 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 econo-
mists 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.5

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 Eco-
nomic Advisors, claimed that Social Security recipients would be better off
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on their own.’* 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 un-
expected injury?

The second common criticism about the relationship between social wel-
fare 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 effi-
ciency.”” In theory, greater equality means either that production costs more
or that fewer goods are produced. To remedy inequality under these circum-
stances, 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 in-
crease 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 main-
taining 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 unpro-
ductive tasks of guard labor.>

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 hy-
pothesis, 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.*’

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.’® 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 sub-
sidizes 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 de-
mands a growing public sector with a bigger government. You cannot have
one without the other.”

That did not stop some people from trying. As a result, from the mid-
1970s to the beginning of the twenty-first century, a powerful political move-
ment sought to downsize government. This movement fought regulations on
corporate accounting and the environment, contracted out government func-
tions 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 infor-
mation 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. Pro-
ponents 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.®

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.¢!

Still, these gains were not widely shared. The same five hundred corpo-
rations 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. Dur-
ing 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.®?

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 through-
out 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 think-
ing 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 corpo-
rations 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.®

Trade Unions

84

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.® 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.® 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 Orga-
nizations (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 work-
ers 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.%

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 mea-
sure 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 min-
imum 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.
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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.*’

The Proliferation of Low-Wage Work

86

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 per-
cent of Latino men, and 52 percent of Latina women fitting this category.®
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 part-
time 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 part-
time 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.®

The proliferation of this work says much about the changing relationship
between employer and employee. Although employers have always hired peo-
ple for the work they do, they once assumed—through the provision of ben-
efits—some long-term responsibility for the person. Now, however, 58 percent
of full-time workers but just 41 percent of temporary workers get health cov-
erage from their employer.”® In keeping with the individualist ethic underlying
the U.S. economy, those who are not in full-time jobs are increasingly re-
sponsible for their own health care.

These five indicators—downsizing, reduced trade union membership, the de-
cline 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 be-
tween 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.”

The Economy and Social Welfare 87



88

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.”

The Enron saga goes to the heart of public policy in the United States.
Before California deregulated energy, Enron executives asserted that deregu-
lation 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.” Similarly, in 2001, Con-
necticut 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.™

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 gov-
ernor 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.’

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 ac-
countants 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.”” 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.”

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 re-
sponsibility 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 move-
ment 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.”

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 develop-
ment of the public infrastructure, social welfare initiatives have little inde-
pendence 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 move-
ments of people.
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The Politics of Social Welfare Policy

90

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 inter-
action 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 ex-
ecutive 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 dem-
onstration 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 ex-
ecutive (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 orga-



nizations operate at every level, as do the political parties—Republican, Dem-
ocratic, 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 coali-
tions 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 con-
stitution, twenty-one permit voters to enact legislative statutes, and twenty-
four permit referenda, through which the voters can pass judgment on an act
of the state legislature.!

An African American political
rally from the late nineteenth
century.
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The nonelectoral activities are equally diverse. Lobbying, petitions, dem-
onstrations, strikes, and boycotts are essential parts of the political process,
and all have been used to advance social welfare legislation. In this legisla-
tion, 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 po-
litical science to help us understand how we should think about this question.
It begins with discussions of decision-making theories, conceptions of de-
mocracy, 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

92

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.

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.?

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 Il, 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 upper-
class accent.” 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.®

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 main-
tained that even this admission did not fundamentally invalidate their the-
ory.5

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 prin-
ciples 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.?

Public choice theory rests on two key premises. First, it rejects any sug-
gestion 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 con-
servative implications, because it means that no policy can help the poor if
it makes a single wealthy person less affluent.?

Public choice theory clearly has its biases, and these biases make it vul-
nerable 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 max-
imizing 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 gov-
ernment 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.’

A second variety of elite theory is more explicitly Marxist. Instead of
focusing on the background or institutional affiliations of this elite, this the-
ory 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 respon-
sive to the economically dominant class. This responsiveness does not nec-
essarily mean that it will always side with business. Indeed, sometimes, taking
a longer-range perspective, it is better for social, economic, and political sta-
bility if the government overrides business concerns and enacts some social
reforms. On balance, however, a capitalist state ultimately depends on a prof-
itable capitalist economy. If the state acts too vigorously against business
interests, businesses will stop investing, the economy will slow, and the gov-
ernment 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.”®

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 equilib-
rium. Elite theory, especially its Marxist variant, is often homeostatic: it as-
sumes 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 min-
imizing the benefits of progressive change, this theory can create a false all-
or-nothing alternative: either capitalism is replaced, or every kind of inter-
mediate social reform simply bolsters its position. Most social workers
committed to social change reject the idea that these are the only two pos-
sible outcomes.

Definitions of Democracy

In addition to their disagreements about politics and government, U.S. po-
litical 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 opin-
ion. 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 inse-
curity, which requires the provision of social rights such as health care, em-
ployment, education, and housing.

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 elec-
tion of a group of people who determine state policy. Proponents of repre-
sentative democracy reject the participatory variety as impractical for con-
temporary society. They contend that the size and complexity of modern
societies prevent significant participation. In their view, because citizens pos-
sess 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.!

To be truly democratic, however, representative democracy must meet cer-
tain standards. The first of these is popular sovereignty. By popular sover-
eignty, advocates of representative democracy mean that government policies
reflect the popular will, people participate in the political process, high-
quality 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 prereq-
uisites of a fair representative democracy.!?

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 demo-
cratic 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, al-
though 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.'4

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, mem-
bers of the state legislature—not the citizens in the state—chose its two
senators.! 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
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The United States has a federal system of government. In this system, na-
tional, state, and local authorities all share power. Indeed, at the local level,
there are even quasi-governmental bodies for issues like water, power, trans-
portation, 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 infat-
uation that federalism encourages and affirms.'

Federalism derives its authority from the Constitution, which lays out the
responsibilities of different levels of government and seeks to specify the na-
ture of the relationship among them. For example, Article 6 of the Consti-
tution says the federal government retains supremacy in its own sphere, so
that federal laws always take precedence over state legislation. But the Con-
stitution 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 govern-
ment. 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.!?

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 pur-
sued 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.!® 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 Su-
preme 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.'

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 under-
standing of federalism—a dual federalism, with separate spheres for the na-
tional government and the states—requires a limited government. If the na-
tional 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.?°

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 im-
plement welfare reform and evaluate other new social programs.?!

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 exper-
imentation and can foster problem solving.

Yet critics of federalism make some equally persuasive arguments. Feder-
alism, 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 ad-
dress national problems such as poverty and acid rain.?

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 read-
ily 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 socie-
tywide 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.?®

Checks and Balances

100

Under federalism, the separation of powers assigns the law-making, law-
enforcing, 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 govern-
ment 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.?*

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 im-
peach federal judges, and has the authority to change the organizational ju-
risdiction 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 ap-
proval of presidential administrative and judicial nominations, to reject trea-
ties 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.”?
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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 presi-
dent 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 mo-
ments, 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 sci-
entists identify four subpresidencies: foreign policy, economic policy, other
domestic policy functions, and symbolic/moral leadership.?¢

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 con-
ception of the president’s role. At other times, however, when one party
controls Congress and another occupies the White House, fears about polit-
ical 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.?

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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Congress
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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 “reinvent-
ing 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, Ed-
ucation, 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.?® Al-
though 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.

The U.S. Congress is a bicameral (two-house) legislature consisting of a Sen-
ate 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 de-
veloped this structure as a compromise between a vote based solely on pop-
ulation, 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 presti-
gious 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.?

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.*
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The House and Senate rely on different kinds of organization. In the
House, the Speaker of the House is the political leader. Technically a con-
stitutional 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.*!

The House Speaker and the Senate majority leader reign over an increas-
ingly 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. Af-
rican 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 Amer-
icans 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.*

The Judiciary

104

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 ac-
ceptable 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 prin-
ciple 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 deter-
mines 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 audi-
ence. 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 ma-
jority 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 En-
gland—could not win the South, regardless of his brilliance. Stone took Jack-
son’s advice and assigned the task of opinion writing to Justice Stanley Reed,
a Protestant, U.S.-born, Southern Democrat from Kentucky.??

In England, legal authorities believed that parliamentary laws were super-
imposed 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.?*

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 Su-
preme Court extended the principle even further and applied it to state laws.
For much of the Court’s subsequent history, its decisions were usually in-
tended 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.
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put themselves in the position of administering social agencies or monitoring
the subsequent compliance to a ruling on desegregation or financing educa-
tion. 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.*®

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 in-
tended. 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 Consti-
tution 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 Con-
stitution to justify a moderate degree of activism.’® 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 spe-
cialized 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.’” 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 De-
velopment; 16,016 in Labor; and 63,323 in Health and Human Services. By
contrast, the Department of Veterans Affairs employed 223,137 and the De-
partment of Defense totaled 670,568. These numbers suggest that if the fed-
eral 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 cut-
backs (e.g., the Department of Education) constitute a tiny fraction of the
federal government.’

Some of the difficulties this bureaucracy confronts are typical of bureau-
cracies anywhere. From teaching students to eliminating pollution, the tasks
assigned to it are often difficult. There are also problems measuring perfor-
mance. 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 routini-
zation 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 Amer-
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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.”

Any discussion of the federal bureaucracy must acknowledge the relation-
ship of that bureaucracy to the private sector economy in which it functions.
Valuing the private sector, the business community, together with a substan-
tial segment of the broader American public, has either hamstrung public
programs or supported them as occasional exceptions to the ideology of lim-
ited 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 on-
going 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.*

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 rela-
tionship 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.#

U.S. Government: Its Distinctive Characteristics
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Most of us have grown up in the system described above, hear regular refer-
ences 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 Amer-
ican social reform, and finally, the phenomenon of “American exceptional-
ism,” 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 po-
litical 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 on-
going 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 cross-
endorsements (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 con-
gressional district gives the victorious party 100—not 51—percent of Con-
gress), parties appeal to the center, and voters for any minor party risk squan-
dering their vote and electing the politician whose opinions most diverge
from their own.#

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 employ-
ment—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.” We do not have these insti-
tutions. 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 spend-
ing 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.*
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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 cur-
rents 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 be-
tween 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, pro-
moted 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.*

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.* The states, however, had granted voting rights to virtually
all white men by the 1830s. But because mass voting preceded the establish-
ment 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 indus-
trialization, 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.*

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 pri-
maries, which, once they were established in the early 1970s, deprived party
leaders of patronage and power. But there are surely other factors. Civil ser-
vice reform means that the president controls fewer than four thousand ap-
pointments. Moreover, since the communication revolution enabled candi-
dates to raise money without relying on parties, election campaigns can be
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Voting

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.*®

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.” 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.*

Today, the modern Democratic and Republican Parties agree on many
fundamentals, including the role of the private sector, not too much govern-
ment, and the war on terrorism. Although they do fight vigorously about
some social and environmental issues, it would be wrong to mistake the ide-
ological 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 wel-
fare. 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 Cross-
fire, “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.”' 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.

Poor voter turnout reflects a political disengagement that constitutes a second
distinctive feature of the U.S. political system. Just 51 percent of the elec-
torate 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 par-
ticipated 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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voters participated in the 1960 presidential campaign that elected John E
Kennedy.*?

Why have Americans come to hate politics? Journalist E. J. Dionne at-
tributes 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. >

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 imag-
ines a “magical midpoint” on the political spectrum that would make every-
one 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.”
[t is unlikely that compromises coming from this midpoint would truly satisfy
them.**

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 de-
mocracies 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.%

Nevertheless, some political scientists seek to reassure us about our dis-
engagement. 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 ex-
panding 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.’® 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 $10,000.5

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.*
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 con-
tributions 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

The Politics of Social Welfare Policy 113



state party committees. Although campaign finance reformers accepted this
bill because they needed a win after ten years of congressional defeats, suc-
cessful 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.”®

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.®® 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 carry-
ing 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.S' Perhaps that is
why, when too much tension accumulates from this paralysis, another dis-
tinctive U.S. political phenomenon—critical elections—have consistently
broken the logjam.

Critical Elections and the Cycles of American Politics
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By definition, a critical election usually involves a significant shift or realign-
ment of interests. There are three criteria for a critical election: (1) by re-
aligning 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.®

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, be-
cause 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. Rich-
ard 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 Rea-
gan 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 gov-
ernment” is not only smaller than most other similar nations, it is also much
more fragmented and ineffective.®®

Morone describes the accumulated tensions that constitute the reform cy-
cle 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 propo-
nents 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.”**

Clearly, this analysis of the social reform cycle has significant implications
for the next critical election. Realigning elections have occurred every thirty-
six 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
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Because the United States is so different from other democracies, political
scientists often group these differences under the concept of American excep-
tionalism. 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 signif-
icant socialist or labor party, faith in the marketplace, the lack of compre-
hensive 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.®

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 differ-
ences 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.®
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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 ca-
pacity for moving the consensus.”? 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 po-
litical 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 pro-
grams 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.®® 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 effi-
cient. Second, for legislation to be enacted, it must link this increased ca-
pacity 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 cross-
class coalitions—most spectacularly, Social Security—that American have
supported and protected.®

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. gov-
ernment 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 ex-
cesses 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.”

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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Mimi Abramovity

Ideological Perspectives and Conflicts

What Is Ideology?

deologies and ideological conflicts have persisted throughout modern

times.! An ideology is a relatively coherent system of ideas (beliefs,
traditions, principles, and myths) about human nature, institutional arrange-
ments, and social processes held by individuals and groups in society. Deriving
from many sources, including common sense, interpretations of daily expe-
riences, 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 circum-
stances. 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 sys-
tems and wider social values, both of which also interact. Not only do in-
dividual 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 ide-
ology 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
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Most people possess some kind of ideology, although they may not have la-
beled their beliefs and values as such. Nonetheless, we use our ideology to
describe and explain events in everyday life. It shapes answers to such ques-
tions 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 af-
firmative action policies fair or unfair?

Our answers to such controversial questions vary with our beliefs and val-
ues, 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. Ide-
ology 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 cul-
ture, 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 be-
comes easy to miss the powerful ideological premises that lie beneath the
surface. Yet these underlying premises shape our values, choices, and behav-
ior—unless and until they are challenged by another way of thinking.
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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.?

The ideological messages conveyed to individuals through mainstream so-
cial 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 in-
equities 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 accommo-
date to the dominant view, many other individuals and groups develop al-
ternative 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 con-
testing 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 move-
ments. 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 ex-
pressions.’

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
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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, lib-
erals, 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 so-
ciety, (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 ide-
ological 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 polit-
ical parties and leaders ideologically: Republicans are conservative and Dem-
ocrats 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 think-
ing 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 pol-
icy has not incorporated the radical or feminist standpoints, these nonmain-
stream perspectives have exerted considerable influence in more liberal pe-
riods, pulling policy debates and outcomes in their direction and fostering
wider social change. With these provisos in mind, the remainder of this chap-
ter explores the ideological debates that shape social welfare provision.

The Ideology of Human Nature

All four political ideologies—conservatism, liberalism, radicalism, and femi-
nism—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 con-
servatism).*

Social conservatives think of human beings as creatures of God who have
lost their way.’ 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 individ-
uals can achieve “perfection” only in the next world. Until then, society must
restrain individuals by bringing them under the moral authority of God, fam-
ily, 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 un-
limited faith in human ability, that is, the ability of individuals to control
their own destiny.® Rather than emphasizing our imperfectibility and inability
to control unruly passions and desires, laissez-faire conservatism embraces the
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Liberalism

Radicalism
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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 po-
tential 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 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.” Like laissez-faire con-
servatism, it holds a positive view of human nature as rational, autonomous,
self-interested, competitive, capable of improvement, and motivated for suc-
cess. 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 de-
nying that individuals are masters of their own fate, the new liberals reluc-
tantly called on society to take greater account of the impact of social con-
ditions on the capacity of individuals to compete for success.

Humanistic liberalism regards individuals as rational and autonomous but
also as altruistic, dependent, and interdependent.® 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 can-
not 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 sees human nature as socially constructed through the historic
interplay of human biology, the physical environment, and human society.’
Whereas other ideologies define human nature in relation to the capacity to
reason, radicalism draws on Marxism to emphasize human labor and our col-
lective involvement in producing our means of subsistence: the food we eat,
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Feminism

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 ma-
terial world so it will satisfy basic needs. Humans produce the means of sub-
sistence in an ongoing process that simultaneously fulfills our needs and trans-
forms 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.”’® 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.”!!
Thus, it is through production that men and women collectively create the
society that in turn shapes them.

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 sub-
ordinate 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.!? 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 differ-
ences should not be used to justify notions of female inferiority or the exclu-
sion of women from mainstream institutions.

Cultural feminism, sometimes referred to as radical feminism, offers two
views of human nature.” One school of thought holds that male/female dif-
ferences and the subordination of women are rooted in nature, particularly
in the biological division of labor. They call for changes in the latter.* 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 ideo-
logically 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."> Agreeing with radicals that human existence and productive ac-
tivity 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 repro-
duction, sexuality, and emotional gratification, among others. Racial hierar-
chies 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 sys-
tems 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
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Social conservatism views human nature as flawed, that is, governed by un-
controllable impulses and selfish needs and not perfectible in this world.!
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 obliga-
tion. 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.'” 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 hu-
man beings as rational, competitive, self-contained, solitary units dedicated
to the pursuit of self-interest.'® 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 in-
dividual automatically adds to the entire wealth of the nation. The sponta-
neous outgrowth of thousands of self-seeking individuals each pursuing his or
her own fortune without regard for the welfare of others automatically en-
hances 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 wel-
fare of all. Smith believed that in “pursuing his [sic] own interest [the indi-
vidual] frequently promotes that of society more effectively than when he
really intends to promote it.”'? In this world of autonomous, detached indi-
viduals, 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 mu-
tual benefit.?

Pragmatic Liberalism

Pragmatic liberalism, like laissez-faire conservatism, regards individuals as ra-
tional beings dedicated to the competitive pursuit of self-interest.?! At the
same time, as noted earlier, pragmatic liberalism broke with laissez-fare con-
servatism due to concerns about the human implications of capitalism, par-
ticularly the fact that some people will enter the race for success with differ-
ences 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 under-
lying principle of liberalism—that all human beings merit equal treatment by
society because they are born free and with the potential to reason—prag-
matic 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 disadvan-
taged 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

Radicalism

128

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.”? 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 mutu-
ality, 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. In-
equality also generates social conflict, which breaks the bonds of commu-
nity and prevents individuals from reaching their full potential.”> Commu-
nity 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 max-
imize one’s potential.

Radicalism contains still another vision of the relationship between the in-
dividual and society, one that flows from its understanding of human nature
as socially constructed through the interaction of human biology, human so-
ciety, and the physical environment.?* The fundamental problem of capital-
ism, 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 re-
sources 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 self-
interest 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.?®

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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Feminism

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.”? 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 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 frame-
work 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.?” 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/ffemale double standards.

Cultural feminism highlights the impact of patriarchal domination in all
spheres of life.2 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 orga-
nizing 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 moth-
erhood 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 hu-
man productive activity.?® 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 fem-
inism, 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 develop-
ment 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.*
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,>" the be-
havior of the individual in the market expresses actual need. That is, indi-
viduals 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.”> 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 under-
standing 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 indi-
vidual’s interaction with the market to define need. However, because prag-
matic 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.”
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 sub-
standard 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.”**

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.”** The Beveridge Plan implemented
in Britain after World War I 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.”*® 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 pur-
sue their own growth.?

Radicalism: Need as a Collectively Determined Civic Standard
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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 marginal-
ized 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.*®

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” what-
ever 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.* Technological innovations such as the automo-
bile, home computer, and cellular phone have produced “needs” unheard of
before the new devices came on the market.
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In addition to inducing people to buy what they may not need, radicalism
holds that profit-driven consumerism also allows important needs to go un-
met. 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 hous-
ing. 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.®°

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 so-
ciety 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.*

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 mem-
bers. Because most social welfare policies also assume that the need for care
should be met within the family, public sector care services remain under-
developed. 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).#

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.”® Care is a universal aspect of human life. Echoing hu-
manitarian 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 down-
playing the need for care.* 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
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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, talk-
ing 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
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At some point during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, mod-
ern 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 govern-
ment—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 pro-
duction undercuts family maintenance.

The second and main system for distributing goods and services is the
market.” 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 im-
portance of this uneven outcome and how society should respond to it. Con-
servatism holds that most needs can and should be met through market pur-
chases. They believe that the need for goods and services stimulates people
to work hard and to compete more vigorously for economic success (see sec-
tion 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.* 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 govern-
ments 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 con-
servativism 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 elimi-
nate, welfare rolls.*?

At the same time, social conservatives deplore active government in other
arenas. They believe that the welfare state rewards lifestyles and social prac-
tices 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 ar-
dently believe that “big government” condones what God condemns.*® Fur-
ther, they disparage the professionals who work in the welfare state as the

”» o« ”» o«

“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 fam-
ily 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.#
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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 mor-
ally 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 bu-
reaucracy. Instead of turning to Washington to solve problems, Amer-
icans would turn to each other.*

Laissez-Faire Conservatism: The Welfare State as a Necessary Evil
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Laissez-faire conservatives lament America’s departure from the principles of
laissez-faire.! They believe that big government should stay out of the eco-
nomic 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 bu-
reaucracies) interferes with the unrestricted pursuit of self-interest, limits the
ability of individuals to be self-determining, and stifles initiative and inno-
vation. Social programs, in particular, undercut self-reliance, rob people of
initiative, undermine the motivation of workers, weaken the two-parent fam-
ily as a unit of consumption, and in general make people too dependent on
the government.’> 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 pro-
grams 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 Re-
publican 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.””?

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, some-
times these institutions do not function adequately: family life is dis-
rupted, 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 character-
istic, social welfare thus conceived often carries the stigma of the “dole”
or “charity.”*

To ensure that only the truly needy receive government assistance, con-
servatism 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 de-
nying 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 develop-
ment 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.>
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.”>

The report’s call for “a greater degree of moderation in democracy” in-
cluded 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 pri-
vately 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 govern-
ment 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.*
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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, ed-
ucation, 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 con-
sidered a “normal” condition; and the helping agencies achieved “reg-
ular” institutional status.”®

In addition to an institutional welfare state, pragmatic liberalism also en-
dorses government action to redress other market problems, including child
labor, low wages, unsafe working conditions, environmental degradation, im-
pure 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 econo-
mies.

The United States moved away from the residual and toward the insti-
tutional 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 move-
ments 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 consid-
erably 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 cap-
italist 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 inte-
gration 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), polit-
ical 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 ben-
efits 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 integra-
tion.”

Radicalism: From the Welfare State to a Welfare Society
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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 hu-
man needs.® For one, the dominance of the cash nexus, the reliance on
competition, and the need for coercion undercut social solidarity. Further-
more, 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.¢!

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 unambig-
uous 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.®

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 in-
equality 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 limi-
tations of the welfare state. They point out that because most of society’s
economic surplus (revenues over expenditures) typically ends up in the pri-
vate hands of wealthy individuals and major corporations, the government
cannot raise the funds needed to sustain the cost of both creating the con-
ditions 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.® 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.*

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 femi-
nists, 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, au-
tonomy, self-fulfillment, and justice to women. Because liberal feminists ex-
pect 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.5> 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.% 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.®
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.®® At the outset, cultural feminism sparked a movement that em-
phasized 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 paternal-
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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 empha-
sized the empowerment of women.®® 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 re-
straining order. The rape laws of many states now prohibit cross-examination
of the victim about her prior sexual history and no longer require corrobo-
ration 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 dis-
cipline 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.”
It holds that the welfare state, governed by the requirements of both capi-
talism 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 ben-
efits 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 lib-
eral 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 tra-
ditional 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 moth-
ers.’

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 genera-
tion. 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 wom-
anhood 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 tradi-
tional 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.””? 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 re-
ward 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 sup-
ports 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 arrange-
ment also benefits capitalism because it provides employers with both a re-
serve 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 weak-
ened patriarchal controls in the home. It deprived individual men of their
domestic services and increased women’s economic independence. The wel-
fare 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 “unde-
serving” group into the workforce using low benefits and stiff work rules.”

The controlling functions of the welfare state are well-known. However,
socialist feminists also point to its emancipatory potential. As noted in chap-
ter 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 depen-
dence 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.” They identify the middle-
class 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 de-
mands 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.” 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 pro-
cess interfered with the prevailing means for determining status, obligations,
and duties.”

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 punish-
ment for original sin. According to a theologian who studied the shift from
feudalism to capitalism, “The religious values [placed] upon constant, system-
atic, 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.”” The new work ethic praised hard work, self-
discipline, and the successful pursuit of riches as ways to control unruly pas-
sions 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.”

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 respon-
sibility 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.”

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.” Mal-
thus 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 inven-
tion.”®® 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.®! 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 well-
springs of human happiness, but found that many individuals undervalued
work as a source of satisfaction and worked only under the stress of necessity.%
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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.

STRIVE*»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 employ-
ment?’®

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 working-
age persons to balance the budget or punish welfare cheats. I am hypothesiz-
ing that the lives of large numbers of poor people would be radically changed
for the better.”$ Writing in the mid-1990s, Lawrence Mead, a conservative
scholar who refers to unemployment as “nonwork,” stated, “Whatever out-
ward cause one cites, a mystery at the heart of non-work remains—the pas-
sivity of the seriously poor in seizing the opportunities that apparently exist
for them.” Mead adds, “Seriously poor adults appear to avoid work, not be-
cause of their economic situation, but because of what they believe.”®
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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 reau-
thorization 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 pro-
vided 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
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Conservatism’s understanding of work did not go unchallenged. As early as
the Renaissance (fourteenth to seventeenth centuries), some observers con-
tested 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.®

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. Re-
search 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 peo-
ple’s income and wealth increases, they invest more time in their work.®?

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 prod-
ucts 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 im-
pulses 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.® 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.%
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 respon-
sibility for production decisions, and promoting self-government, participatory
management, and profit sharing. The report also called for government sup-
port for lifetime learning for workers, such as educational programs geared to
worker self-renewal and a six-month sabbatical every seven years for all work-
ers. 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 cur-
rency 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 individ-
uals both to develop their human potential and to transform nature into
useful products that fulfill human needs.”® On a societal level, work is allo-
cated to produce the goods and services needed by people for sustenance,
clothing, shelter, defense, and luxuries. If employment as an income-
producing effort is contrasted with idleness or volunteering, in this broader
meaning work contrasts with leisure or rest.”!

Radicalism regards individuals as naturally work-oriented and work as cen-
tral 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 manip-
ulate 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. %2

The free enterprise system also exploits workers by taking time and activity

Ideological Perspectives and Conflicts 149



away from individuals and using it for the benefit of employers.”> 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. In other words, only part of the
value of the daily labor of workers is returned to them in wages. Such ex-
ploitation creates the basis for class conflict. To ensure that people come to
work every day, capitalist society has had to overcome the built-in disincen-
tives by associating work with economic survival but also personal identity,
wage hierarchies, and competitive consumption.”” 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, exploi-
tation, 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 non-
human world into a means for addressing human needs. The cooperation
involved in such an endeavor encourages people to become and remain in-
terconnected. Indeed, for Marx, the realization of all human potential is pos-
sible 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.?
In brief, work is the basis of human self-development and importantly ben-
eficial for the entire society.

Feminism and Work
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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. Ex-
panding 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

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy



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 fem-
inists 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.*”

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 hier-
archical 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.®® 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, so-
cialist 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 in-
terest 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 arrange-
ments. 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 stay-
at-home moms and women employed only part-time.

The gendered labor market enforces patriarchal relations as well as capi-
talist 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.” 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 fem-
inists 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.!® First, women of color were employed as servants in white house-
holds, relieving white middle-class women of onerous aspects of domestic
labor. Then they were disproportionately employed as service workers in pri-
vate 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 sepa-
ration of work and family. Instead, women’s work outside the home was an
extension of their family responsibilities.

The Ideology of Family
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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 agri-
cultural 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.'®" 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 con-
stitutes 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 pro-
vided 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 ex-
tended 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 compan-
ionship. The family also taught its members discipline, self-restraint, and self-
control.'?
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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 com-
munity affairs, maintaining family discipline) while mothers assume the “ex-
pressive” role (e.g., nurturance and socialization).!® Most conservatives agree,
especially social conservatives. They think that men—mnot 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.!%

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 Ad-
ventures of Ozzie and Harriet celebrated white breadwinning fathers and full-
time homemaker mothers living harmoniously with their children in single-
family suburban houses.'®

Because this gendered pattern was regarded as “natural,” best for the (al-
ways 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 ac-
quiring any stable relationship to male authority, never acquiring any
set of rational expectations about the future—that community asks for
and gets chaos.!%

By the mid-1970s, leading conservatives declared that the family was in
peril. Social conservatives viewed ongoing changes in family structure as ev-
idence 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 I1.

the rise of working wives, single mothers, divorced couples, gay parents, in-
terracial 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, sex-
ually 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 pri-
mary provider and ultimate authority.'%?

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 in-
dividual’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 entrepre-
neurial capitalism on the one hand and democracy on the other.”1%

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 authority!® and by supporting the single-
parent household. When he was president, Ronald Reagan declared, “There
is no question that many well-intentioned Great Society—type programs con-
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tributed to family breakups, welfare dependency, and a large increase in births
out of wedlock.”"° 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 sin-
gle parenthood have now become the conventional “life-style” option
for raising children in many low-income communities.'!

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.”''? 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——pbhysical violence, immediate gratification, and predatory sex. That
is the culture now taking over the black inner city.”!?

To deal with the changing family, social conservatives call on the govern-
ment 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 val-
ues. 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 move-
ment could build on the fact that the overwhelming majority of young
people today still put forth as their major life goal a lasting monoga-
mous, heterosexual relationship which includes the procreation of chil-
dren. It is reasonable to suppose that this goal is so pervasive because
it is based on a deep seated need.!™*

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.'

Liberalism: From “the Family” to “Families”

Liberalism accepts the traditional family and its functions as depicted by Par-
sons. It sees the formation of families as a highly rational choice for meeting
the needs it is intended to address. However, both pragmatic and humani-
tarian liberalism contain a more flexible attitude toward family structure. In
the mid-1970s, if not before, some scholars, influenced by the women’s move-
ment, 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 atti-
tudes 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.!16

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, com-
position, boundaries, sentiments, and activities vary by culture, social con-
ditions, 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 insemi-
nations, and grandparents raising their children’s children.” The news mag-
azine 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 humani-
tarian 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.”''® The stronger family policy recommended by pragmatic lib-
erals 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

158

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 at-
tention to the underlying structures of gender."" 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 stereo-
typing in childhood socialization practices and oppose the sexual double stan-
dard 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 re-
gards the family as patriarchal and predicated on heterosexuality, male au-
thority, compulsory motherhood, and the domination of women by men—
especially women’s identity, body, and sexuality.'?® 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 ar-
rangements oppressive to women.!?!

Unlike liberal feminists, who seek individual rights and equal treatment
with men in the family, cultural feminists affirm women as intrinsically dif-
ferent 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.!??

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.'> 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, shop-
ping, child rearing, personal support, and sexual services, among other ben-
efits. Men also benefit because, by staying home, women are less likely to
compete with them for better jobs in the labor market.'?

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 do-
mestic labor and the ways this household labor benefits both capitalism and
patriarchy.'?®

Like the standard radical tradition from which they come, socialist femi-
nists pay special attention to the role of productive activity in society. How-
ever, 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 house-
keeper, he would cause the GDP to fall because she moved from paid to
unpaid work.'?¢ Therefore, feminists argue, caregiving by women, which af-
fects 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 capi-
talism and patriarchy.’?” 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 nur-
turance 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 compul-
sory 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 com-
petition. 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.!?®

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

"129 and single

less often elsewhere, such as kinship caring, “othermothers,
motherhood. They object when social observers label these family arrange-
ments 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, in-
cluding the work done by women of color in the homes of white women.!*°
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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 com-
munities. It is, however, the measure against which society judges all other
families.”” 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.!*

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.”'*?

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

162

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 discrimina-
tion. 134

Contemporary conservatives have moved from the belief in biological in-
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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 ex-
planations 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.*

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 ac-
counts for ‘black failure’ in America today is not genes and is not discrimi-
nation, but rather cultural dysfunctionalities in the black community. Amer-
ican 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].”’*® In addition to this “civi-
lizational 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.'*?

Based on these arguments, social conservatives call for a return to race-
neutral 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.”’*® This think-
ing 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” discrimi-
nation. 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 melt-
ing pot.!*?

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 at-
tribute racial inequality to individual differences in human capital. The the-
ory holds that all blacks and whites will have equal opportunities so long as
they possess the traits (motivation, behavior, ability, talent, etc.) and re-
sources 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 moti-
vation or other kind of inferiority).

Irrational Firms

164

A second laissez-faire explanation holds that some employers have a “taste
for discrimination,” but that this preference for hiring white people is irra-
tional because it deprives their business of the profit-enhancing value of
cheaper black labor. Because it is irrational and inefficient, racial discrimi-
nation cannot exist for long in a profit-driven market economy. Racial dis-
crimination is lethal for business because it causes firms to lose the compet-
itive 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 discrim-
inating 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.!4°

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 (be-
liefs, 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 sys-
tem of caste based on race . . . a ‘vertical’ order of domination.”!*! 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 re-
sponses to racial discrimination because legally preventing racial discrimina-
tion does not necessarily alter racial hierarchies. The achievement of racial
equality must be linked to human rights and the equality of result.'** 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.”# It places the issue of racial discrimination into an international
context, encourages nations to consider the basic rights that should be avail-
able 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 with-
out 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 par-
ticipants 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 connec-
tions, 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 guar-
antee 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.!#

Social Construction of Race

166

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 spe-
cies. 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, Jew-
ish American, Italian American, and Latinos have been viewed, at different
times and from different political standpoints, as white and nonwhite.'** That
these meanings have changed over time underscores the notion of social

construction.

Institutional Racism

Radicalism also presumes that institutionalized racism produces racial in-
equality. 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 sub-
ordination. 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 discrim-
ination 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 race-
neutral 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 perpetu-
ation 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.!4¢
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 Un-
employment 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.'#?

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 seg-
regation and the reliance on property taxes to fund education, public edu-
cation continues as one of the most race-stratified institutions in the coun-
try. 48

In sum, according to radicalism, racism begins with the creation and man-
ifestation 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 produc-
tive capacity; (2) ideology—an elaborate system of pseudo-intellectual cate-
gories, stereotypic assumptions, and negative contentions that serve to justify
racialized arrangements; and (3) institutional arrangements—a system of po-
litical, economic, and social structures that ensure white power and privilege
over persons of color.'#

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 discrim-
ination. Although not a radical document, The Report of the National Advisory
Commussion 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 insti-
tutions maintain it, and white society condones it.”!*°

Radicals conclude that legal responses to prejudice and racial discrimina-
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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 profession-
alism has had a strong influence on social work and the delivery of social
services. From the early 1900s to midcentury, social work struggled to deter-
mine 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 em-
phasis 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.!”' The organized profes-
sion argues that complying with these mandates will result in the best service
for people in need. Critics charge that the premises enforce problematic fea-
tures of a capitalist society. These features include social values such as in-
dividualism 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 prob-
lems. 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 ex-
planations 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.!? 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 im-
mediate 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.”'>* 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.'>*

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 con-
trolling 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 tech-
nical 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.!

Professional Culture
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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 man-
dates social workers to remain emotionally neutral to balance the closeness
needed for trust to develop and the distance needed to avoid over-
involvement. 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."”?

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 help-
ing relationship. However, critics frequently fault social work and other pro-
fessions for failing to honor impartiality to the fullest.

The Ethic of Service

The service ideal promotes an ethic of selflessness that mandates social work-
ers 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 prom-
ise—before any payment is made.

Critics argue that the drive to professionalize itself represents undue in-
terest in personal gain. Matt Dumont, a community psychiatrist, sees profes-
sionals as motivated too much by the “personal dread of poverty, the insatia-
ble appetite for wealth, the fascination with esoteric skill and complicated
machinery, and the yearning for status. . . .” He criticizes the concept of pro-
fessionalism, saying it has developed largely to protect and enlarge the status
and prerogatives of the professionals.’® 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 oc-
cupational prestige, security, and financial rewards, and the need for profes-
sionals to gain and retain control over the market for their services competes
with important service ideals.!

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 incompe-
tence. 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 oth-
erwise align themselves with the interests of the state over those of their
clients. Finally, by stressing academic credentials and a monopoly on exper-
tise, licensing defines social workers as an exclusive group. This inevitably
distances social workers from both their clients and other workers.'®

Professionalization and Unionization
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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, work-
ing 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.!°!

Opponents of unionization argue that unionism conflicts with the notion
of professionalism and public service, is unnecessary in nonprofit social agen-
cies, 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 ex-
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panded dramatically.’®> 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 so-
cial 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 conscious-
ness 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.'s?

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 arrange-
ments, sometimes called the empowerment approach.!®* 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 inequal-
ity, and the effect of the wider social context (gender roles, sex discrimination,
etc.) on the psychological and social problems faced by women.!¢%

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 contri-
butions to the field made by women leaders, theorists, scholars, and practi-
tioners.

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 commu-
nities. 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 re-
lationships and social institutions. Feminists do not define social action for
social change as unprofessional. Instead, they call for more.'%
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Social Movements and Social Change
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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 sim-
ilar circumstances.! 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.” This stance is not surprising given that
the social work profession itself arose, in part, from the broader social move-



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 op-
pressed groups who defined a social problem, developed a vision of its reso-
lution, 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.? 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.*

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 land-
mark Social Security Act and assumed responsibility for social welfare pro-
vision.

Factories and offices would be different places today had not workers—
male and female, black, white, and brown, young and old, native and foreign-
born—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 Pov-
erty 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 op-
portunities, 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 move-
ments have had direct and indirect but long-term effects. The movements
politicized individuals, radicalized personal politics, altered the political cul-
ture, 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 fed-
eral 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 be-
havior in the social science literature—have molded our contemporary in-
stitutions 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.> 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.
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 pro-
test among poor and working- and middle-class people, who have also en-
gaged in acts of resistance. Historically, black domestic workers resisted their
working conditions by “pan-toting” (bringing home leftovers and other food-
stuffs), 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.” In the late
1960s, when millions of poor women applied for public assistance, they ef-
fectively 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.® 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 condi-
tions. 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
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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 commit-
ments. 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 Af-
rican 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.’

Recognizing less visible acts of resistance as a force for social change chal-
lenges 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 so-
cial satisfaction to make life more bearable.”® 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.!!
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.”?

Social Protest: Rapid, Short-Lived Actions
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Social protest refers to rapid, short-lived, community-based activities such as
marches, sit-ins, pickets, boycotts, and civil disobedience. In contrast to in-
dividual resistance, protests involve groups of people. Unlike social move-
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ments, discussed below, they do not depend on long-lasting, formal organi-
zational structures.”” 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.'* 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 po-
litical leaders. Often, the only resource available to the poor and the pow-
erless 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 obfus-
cation 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 sys-
tem’s bias toward the haves over the have-nots.!> 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 peo-
ple, mounting frustration, and a breakdown of social controls can alter the
consciousness and behavior of people. As the masses awaken to their griev-
ances, 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 op-
portunities 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 sys-
tem, 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.!® 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 fa-
cilities 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, boy-
cotts, 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.!”?

While touting the successes, Piven and Cloward warn of victory’s double-
edged sword. On the one hand, success brings important reforms and needed
gains. On the other hand, success also confronts movement leaders with pow-
erful incentives to tone down their activities, to adopt less disruptive tactics,
to reintegrate themselves into regular political channels, and to form tradi-
tional movement organizations. To the extent that poor people’s movements
respond to these incentives—and they, along with others, often do—the in-
centives 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.®

Piven and Cloward also insist that building organizations, the more com-
mon 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 organi-
zations 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."”
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Social Movements

Social movements represent another type of collective action in which in-
dividuals 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.”?

The most widely studied type of collective behavior, the modern social
movement, typically involves certain key elements. In addition to the read-
iness among people to get involved noted above, social movements are dis-
tinguished by the presence of formal organizations with an identified mem-
bership 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.?!

The convergence of these social, economic, political, and intellectual cur-
rents 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 distinc-
tive form once modernization (i.e., the development of capitalism) under-
mined the older social forms of collective action, and as people understood
that they could change institutional arrangements through conscious collec-
tive 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 “con-
temporary societies bear the imprint of numerous past social struggles that
have been inscribed in the contours and institutions of the modern world.”??

Social Movements, Contradictions, and Social Change

Social movements do not emerge out of thin air. Rather, they embody con-
flicts arising from tensions or contradictions within wider society. Contradic-
tions 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.?” Business and the state seek to restore order
either by making concessions or by repressing the angered masses. The con-
cessions granted to social protestors and social movements over the years have
contributed significantly to the rise and expansion of the welfare state. Re-
pression 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 me-
diated by social reform, because the reform has been incremental, the un-
derlying tensions remain unresolved. The contradictions that spark mobili-
zation 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 exis-
tence 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 Ad-
visory 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.”?* 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 prom-
ise of equal opportunities by mobilizing their forces for social change.

The Contradiction between the Production for Profit and Social Need
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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 hous-
ing for the poor, planting seeds or turning crops under, conducting research

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy



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 polit-
ically active when conditions violate widely held class or cultural norms about
what the market should provide.?> As a result, the contradiction between
production for profits and social need has periodically generated social move-
ments 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 warm-
ing, 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, reconfig-
ure 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, pro-
viding an economic backup that reduces financial insecurity and enhances
both the bargaining power of individuals and the political influence of social
movements.?® By fueling social movements, social welfare provision has al-
tered the terms of political struggles between people and the state.?”

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 ex-
pands 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 main-
stream 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 stim-
ulate 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 para-
digms, and the failure of theories to explain contemporary events. The varied
and complicated set of explanations discussed below suggests that our under-
standing of the social movement itself is also influenced by the historical
context in which the theory appeared and by the ideology of the times.?8

The Classical Collective Behavior Theories: Social Movements as Deviance
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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 patho-
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logical. If left unattended, this potentially dangerous form of noninstitution-
alized activity could threaten a basically sound, stable, and established way
of life.??

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 move-
ments, especially the burgeoning labor movement, struggled for change that
challenged the domestic status quo. While rejecting some of the more sweep-
ing and overstated portraits of the irrational crowd offered by the earlier
theories, the newer theories retained the view of collective behavior as irra-
tional and deviant until the 1960s, when new activism forced a paradigm

shift.>°

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. Writ-
ing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during a period of
rapid industrialization throughout Europe, Le Bon witnessed many sponta-
neous 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 char-
ismatic 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 men-
tality that allows them to conduct irrational, violent, and barbaric acts that
they never would consider on their own.?!

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.>> 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 di-
rect mobilizing appeals by charismatic leaders. Writing in the early twentieth
century, Freud, like Le Bon, saw collective behavior as a threat to individu-
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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.
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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.?> Others advanced the Freudian anal-
ysis 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” charac-
ter.’* 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 Fiihrer commanded the obe-
dience 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 rigid-
ity, 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.?®

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.*® 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 pa-
rental surrogates such as university administrators, police officers, and other
authorities targeted by activists.’?

Mass Society Theory

Mass society theory regards social movements as an extension of more ele-
mentary 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 con-
trast to later theories that see social change as something that social move-
ments seek to achieve.

Drawing on the classical French theorist Emile Durkheim (1893) and Wil-
liam 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.?® In periods of massive social change these mech-
anisms 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 “riff-
raff” without social ties become vulnerable to manipulation by the fanatic
social movement leaders.” 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 organiza-
tional connection and who were not well-integrated in society.*® 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.*! 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 well-
functioning subsystems, each of which carries out a different but necessary
role in the wider system; and (3) the capacity of societal structures and in-
stitutions 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 incre-
mentally 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, re-
garded 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.*
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 arrange-
ments 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
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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 ide-
ologies (e.g., democracy, socialism, communism, fascism) to narrower, norm-
oriented 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 cat-
alyze 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 antici-
pating 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 noninstitution-
alized 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.#* In essence, the clas-
sical theories rendered movements of the 1960s inferior and invisible. Their
out-of-date premises and explanations triggered a paradigm shift that dra-
matically 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.*

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, tol-
erate pushing the edge of the envelope, though not too far.#

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 be-
havior 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.*

Psychological Rationality
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How to explain the student movements that exploded on hundreds of college
campuses during the 1960s and 1970s? The press, mirroring the older collec-
tive behavior theories, often depicted the student protestors as riffraff or mis-
guided 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 par-
ticipating 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. Sympa-
thetic psychologists saw the students as a new generation struggling for rec-
ognition 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.+

Kenneth Keniston, a well-known psychologist, explained New Left student

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy



activists as anti-authoritarian or rationally defiant because their liberal-
leaning parents had socialized them to be skeptical about authority.*® James
Wood and Richard Flacks also pointed to the continuity between the values
of their parents and those of the student activists.** 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 inde-
pendence, and social responsibility. Moving beyond psychological rationality,
Wood added that the students’ opposition to the Vietnam War, racial dis-
crimination, and educational inequality was rational because it sought to cor-
rect a problematic status quo.*

Other observers conceptualized the student movement as a rational re-
sponse 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 coun-
selors, 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.’!

Social Psychological Rationality

Drawing on Robert Merton’s role theory and Ralph Linton’s concept of ref-
erence groups, the social psychological explanations of collective behavior
focus on the relationship between psychological dispositions and social con-
ditions.’2 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 char-
acteristics and/or living conditions produce a culture of fatalism and passivity.

In contrast, relative deprivation theory asks why working- and middle-
class people do become active. It suggests that social movements emerge in
response to a sense of subjective (i.e., relative) rather than absolute depriva-
tion. 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 com-
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parable group. Collective action is one way people/groups address this per-
ception of relative deprivation.’® 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 expecta-
tions—politicized African Americans, who then joined or backed the in-
creasingly militant civil rights movement.**

Status strain theory—another in the social psychological paradigm—ar-
gues that people join social movements when their symbolic position in so-
ciety 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 over-
simplified nationalist, chauvinist, racist, or fascist solutions to extremely com-
plex 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 re-
sponses to the relative decline of European dominance in the world.>

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 right-
wing 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.*
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 Su-
premacists, and young “skinheads” who seek to protect the white Anglo-
Saxon Protestants or other groups from the growing influence of foreign im-
migrants.>’

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

The Dynamics of Social Welfare Policy



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 re-
sentment of their members, who felt that their culture was under siege and
who responded by negatively stereotyping the “other.” Promising to curb chal-
lenges to core values (“culture wars”) and to solve seemingly intractable prob-
lems (“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 bash-
ing gays today.’®

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.”* If the re-
wards of participation exceed the costs, people will choose to become in-
volved in social movements. Thus, trade unions and professional organiza-
tions provide members-only benefits; the 1960s welfare rights movement used
the selective incentive of assistance in securing special cash benefits to mo-
bilize welfare recipients.®

Without challenging the rationality of social movements, critics have chal-
lenged 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.’' Feminism, espe-
cially 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 be-
lieve that discussions of the need to rely on incentives might disappear if
movement theorists took women’s experience as the prototype of human be-
havior and if they considered that the traits typically associated with
women—connection, empathy, intuition, sharing, nurturance, and interde-
pendence—motivated movement participation.®?

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 rev-
olutions. 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
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Resource Mobilization (RM) theory defines social movements abstractly as
opinions or beliefs that represent participants’ preferences for change in so-
ciety, 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 or-
ganization (SMO). These complex, centralized, formal, highly developed pro-
fessional organizations articulate the goals of the more general social move-
ment and translate them into political action. By making organizations rather
than individual motivation the center of its analysis, RM theory accepts col-
lective behavior as a normal and rational part of the political process rather
than defining it as deviant and irrational. This focus on organizational be-
havior 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 Res-
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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 re-
sources.®

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 technol-
ogies, 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 re-
sources 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.®

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 conven-
tional interest group politics.®> Others complain that this midrange theory
ignores both the smaller questions of individual motivation and social inter-
action and the larger role of social structures.®

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. Po-
litical 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.’

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 pre-
vailing political conditions reveal potential allies, exacerbate the vulnerability
of the authorities, or otherwise create opportunities for collective action.®®

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 vic-
tory swept away the legal grounds of Jim Crow, changed the rules of the game
for African Americans, and contributed enormously to the growth and mil-
itancy of the civil rights movement. In the 1960s, as liberal Democrats be-
came 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.®

The women’s rights and antitobacco movements also used the courts to
change social policy.” 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 indi-
viduals and the cost of health care.

A second type of political opportunity stems from the degree of cohesive-
ness 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 weak-
ened the state, World War I in the case of Russia and World War II in the
case of China.” 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.”

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 con-
stituency.” For example, when business and other antigovernment forces at-
tacked the Roosevelt administration, President Roosevelt, to win favor from
organized labor for his New Deal programs, supported legislation that im-
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proved the climate for union organizing.” 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 anti-
discrimination laws. President Kennedy also needed to hold on to the good-
will 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.” In the 1980s, to maintain the
support of the growing Christian right, President Reagan appointed anti-
abortion judges and limited women’s right to choose.

A fourth political opportunity structure for social movements depends on
the degree of tolerance or repression found in the political climate.”” 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.” 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 mem-
bership 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 de-
manded. 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 pre-
viously unsupported groups. In the 1980s, once conservatives gained the pres-
idency, 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.” This conservative political climate also emboldened reac-
tionary nationalistic and religious movements, such as White Aryan Resis-
tance, the Ku Klux Klan, the neo-Nazi skinheads, right-wing survivalists,
militias, and some fundamentalist religious organizations. These groups be-
lieve 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 elec-
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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 presi-
dency have all left their mark on the political mainstream.

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

198

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 un-
dermined the old social movements, especially the labor movement, and stim-
ulated 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 constit-
uencies.

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 con-
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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 discrimi-
nation, cultural intrusions, bureaucratic domination, unrestrained militarism,
and environmental devastation rather than just conflicts between labor and
capital 8!

The postindustrial trends, especially deindustrialization and fragmentation
of social life, led NSM theory to define politics in cultural terms. NSM the-
orists struggled against a wide range of institutions that shape ideas, symbols,
and meaning, especially the cultural and ideological institutions that domi-
nate and control identities.®> 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.®?

Many NSMs also contest the technological-scientific apparatus, the agen-
cies 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 pro-
cesses, motives, desires), and the biological (structures of the brain, the ge-
netic 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.8

NSM theory’s emphasis on other identity issues lead some observers to
describe its agenda as one of “identity politics.”® 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 ac-
cident of birth, in most cases, and over which individuals have little or no
control. Thus, NSMs struggle to rescue ethnic, racial, gender, and other iden-
tities from their distortion or erasure by dominant culture. This process in-
cludes ridding oneself of the stereotypic ideas and beliefs that oppressed peo-
ple 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 condi-
tion. The gay and lesbian movements struggled to depathologize homosexu-
ality and promote recognition of diversity within the homosexual commu-
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nity.% The collective power of NSMs seeks to undo homophobia, sexism,
racism, and ablism, to gain visibility and dignity for the group,®” 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 move-
ments, deal with identity issues but also with the economic logic of the mar-
ket. 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.®

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 con-
temporary 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.® Critics charge that neither the theories nor the move-
ments are especially new. They argue that the classical collective action the-
ories implicitly dealt with identity, if in negative terms. For example, the
crowd and psychoanalytic schools grounded identity in biological, psycholog-
ical, and social structures and held that primitive instincts or internal psy-
chological 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 col-
lective 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 stereo-
types and to validate black culture and its African roots.®® 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.”! 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 aboli-
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tion, prohibition, reproductive rights, and suffrage movements; that the
youth, civil rights, feminist, and gay rights movements foreshadowed the de-
mand for recognition, dignity, self-worth, and cultural control; and that the
older social movements addressed the politicization of everyday life but with
different targets.”?

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 build-
ing 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 sci-
entists lie deep conflicts rooted in power differentials. In this view, dominant
and subordinate groups structure society and the institutionalized relation-
ships among them. The interests of the unequal groups inevitably clash be-
cause members of the dominant groups benefit materially and psychically from
the prevailing structures, while members of powerless groups suffer the pen-
alties and deprivations that accompany subordination.

Social movements appear when subordinated groups decide that authori-
ties have appropriated an unfair share of societal status, privilege, wealth, or
power. The movements represent the collective expression of discontent as-
sociated with the realities of oppression, marginalization, exploitation, and
exclusion and are more or less necessary phases in long-term processes of
social change.”” 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 con-
flict at the center of his work. Marxism provides a critique of bourgeois so-
ciety, 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 po-
litical 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.**

The structural conflict theories also argue that social structures create the
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conditions that make social movements both necessary and possible. Marx-
ism, 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.”> The historic
shift from a feudal to a market economy uprooted masses of people and ush-
ered 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 mini-
mally in improved working conditions, and excluding unions.” The class
structures also determine the organization of production, the capacity for so-
cial 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 condi-
tions, if not transform capitalist society. The leverage of workers in this strug-
gle rested on the fact that the means of production could not be operated
without them.””

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 con-
scious 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 organi-
zation, leadership, and intellectual activity; in fact, it requires a social move-
ment.”® 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.”
In most instances, workers faced ongoing resistance from employers who pre-
ferred 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 uni-
versal 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 work-
ers, 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 walk-
ing off the job en masse to underscore their demands.!®

The labor movement regained strength when, following the Civil War
(1861-1865), the factory system incorporated more wage earners and exploi-
tation 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.!°!
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."”> 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 Orga-
nizations (CIO), which went on to achieve major victories in the steel, au-
tomobile, 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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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.'” 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 con-
ditions, especially deindustrialization (the shift from manufacturing to service
industries) and globalization (exportation of production abroad) have under-
mined 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 under-
standing 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 hierar-
chical structures of gender and race.!%

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 dom-
ination as independent but interacting structures of power. All three make
social movements both necessary and possible.!®?

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 funda-
mental 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 gen-
dered 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 eco-
nomic circumstances of their families and communities at the “point of con-
sumption.”

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.”’® 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 self-
evident 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.”'® 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.!"® 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 obliga-
tions, which required them to carry out the expectations of women as defined
by their community. Middle-class women rose up to protest that the demo-
cratic 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.""" 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 thei