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Introduction   
Devoted to the Common Good?

President Barack Obama inherited an economic crisis as severe 
as any we have known since the Great Depression, and many 

have likened his task to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s. Indeed, the appeal 
to the 1930s and FDR’s heroic rescue of the nation has been invoked 
many times as a model for the challenge Obama faces. From the 
West Wing “brain trust” of the Obama administration to the invest-
ment in public employment, there are many parallels to the Depres-
sion experience. Yet the present crisis takes place against a backdrop 
of rampant inequality and a legacy of political polarization that make 
any social compact of the kind expressed in the New Deal harder to 
jump-start.

Social critics often remark on the declining commitment to the 
common good in our era. The wealthy, who have benefited dispro-
portionately from the economic growth of the last forty years, have 
pulled so far away from the middle—not to mention the bottom—
that they no longer consider themselves bound by the social contract. 
During the long period of conservative dominance, the commit-
ments of citizens toward one another eroded in the face of the more 
resonant message of individual accountability and self-advantage. 
Confidence in the efficacy of government all but disappeared.

From this vantage point, commentators tell us, the past appears 
more appealing. The New Deal and the Great Society stand out 
as periods when we made good on the idea that citizens should 
be sworn to the common good and the protection of the needy. As  
Michael Tomasky put the matter in The American Prospect,
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For many years—during their years of dominance and success, 
the period of the New Deal up through the first part of the Great  
Society—the Democrats practiced a brand of liberalism quite dif-
ferent from today’s. Yes, it certainly sought to expand both rights 
and prosperity. But it did something more: The liberalism was 
built around the idea—the philosophical principle—that citizens 
should be called upon to look beyond their own self-interest and 
work for a great common interest.1

The New Deal, Tomasky tells us, “engaged and ennobled people.” 
It gave us Social Security, rural electrification, federal mortgage in-
surance, and public works ranging from a federal highway system 
to thousands of new schools. That same expansive and inclusive 
spirit later animated American generosity on an international scale 
through the Marshall Plan. John F. Kennedy asked “for sacrifice for 
the common good.” Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society sprang from the 
same civic republican roots. Tomasky urges us to reconnect with this 
great tradition to reinvigorate the country, an admonition addressed 
especially to the Democratic Party.

But is it correct to think of the New Deal era as a time when the 
public determined that we owe one another a lot? Or was it a case of 
policy triumphing over public sentiment and of social policies that 
were more generous than popular? Our analysis, presented at length 
in chapter one, is that Roosevelt encountered a great deal of resis-
tance toward many aspects of the New Deal. Much of the backlash 
developed as the fiscal bite of the New Deal became clearer and, 
ironically, as some of its boldest programs reduced unemployment, 
leading some to question the need to continue government spending 
on such a large scale. But even at the outset, before we had the opin-
ion polls of the kind that reveal the public’s reservations, letters to the 
president and the first lady make it clear that the American people 
were divided about the promise of the New Deal. Far from being 
sympathetic to the poor, much popular opinion held that the unem-
ployed were the authors of their own misfortune, that recipients of 
government benefits were cheaters and loafers who would have little 
trouble finding work if they really wanted it. Attempts to rescue them 
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through federal programs were creating helpless, dependent masses 
that would never stand on their own two feet. While many, perhaps 
even the majority, were desperate for FDR’s intervention, others, of-
ten in elite and powerful circles, were adamantly opposed on ideo-
logical and moral grounds. FDR prevailed over these critics, but the 
struggle forced him to compromise in ways that excited even more 
criticism and denied benefits to millions of Americans, who had to 
wait decades before their legitimate claims were recognized.

And what of Johnson’s Great Society: did the initial support for 
government investment in employment and training, nutrition, hous-
ing, and health care for the poor last? Or did Johnson sustain man-
dates despite growing public opposition? In chapter two we argue  
that as long as programs for the needy were understood to benefit  
the deserving poor—widows and their children—their public image 
was mildly positive.2 But the moment those worthies were removed 
and public programs were directed toward the able-bodied—never- 
married mothers, abandoned wives, and above all minorities— 
public support evaporated, and hostility toward the undeserving fes-
tered.3 To some degree it was always there. Yet in a period of growing 
affluence, neither the cost of the programs nor the ways in which 
they stretched public patience for a “brother’s keeper” role for gov-
ernment were particularly visible. Johnson faced more indifference 
than opposition, at least in the beginning. But a groundswell of pub-
lic frustration eventually reached his White House as well, inspired 
by a belief in the centrality of the work ethic and the corollary that 
those who stand outside the labor market deserve their poverty.

That negative impulse was strengthened by the urban riots of the 
1960s and the rise of the black power movement, which raised the 
visibility of African American grievances against a society riddled 
with discrimination and inequality, and coincided with—perhaps 
fueled—a backlash against much of what the Great Society stood 
for. Nonetheless, Johnson persevered, and as a result, today we have 
Medicaid and Medicare, Head Start, food stamps, and a variety of 
other manifestations of his social activism. That legislative record 
inspires today’s progressives to regard the 1960s as a period of civic 
renewal, and rightly so. But the War on Poverty was not spurred by 
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public opinion; it was forged by a leader willing to move out ahead of 
his constituents. When the opposition grew, LBJ was willing to swim 
against the stream. One could say the same—and we do—about 
Richard Nixon, hardly a hero of the Left. Yet Nixon’s domestic policy 
contained surprisingly progressive elements that were almost entirely 
rejected by the public at large and left a legacy from which those at 
the bottom have actually benefited more than we often credit.

Is this divide between leaders and their constituents evident only 
in periods we remember as progressive? Fast-forward to the 1980s 
and ’90s and the triumph of the conservative revolution, and we 
meet the disjunction once again. Presidents Reagan, George H. W. 
Bush, and George W. Bush were bent on reversing the legacy of 
the New Deal, rolling back government efforts at social engineering 
wherever possible.

Given the sustained period of conservative activism, we might imagÂ�
ine enthusiastic and growing public support for a limited conception 
of government intervention on behalf of the weakest members of 
society. Our analysis in chapter three suggests otherwise, for the con-
servative electoral victories took place against a backdrop of rising in-
equality, runaway CEO salaries, and, beginning in the early 1980s, a 
tidal wave of outsourcing and downsizing that shook the middle class 
badly.4 Blue-collar workers felt the brunt of deindustrialization first, 
but by the early 1980s it was the white-collar managers who began to 
see their prospects wash away.

Popular sentiment was ambivalent about some of the most fervent 
convictions of conservative politicians. Their victories at the ballot 
box diverted attention from the quiet increase in public support for 
policies that dampened inequality and protected the less fortunate. 
The economic meltdown that gathered force in late 2008 exacer-
bated growing vulnerabilities among educated, experienced workers. 
We argue that instability among working families, including those 
that are relatively well off, is now so great and the prospects for the 
next generation are so uncertain that a kind of tolerance for, if not 
an embrace of, government support for the poor has replaced the 
harder-hearted temperament of the 1930s and 1960s. Indeed, Barack 
Obama’s election is explained, at least in part, by the desire for greater 
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protection from the unchecked power of the market as championed 
by many conservatives.

In this book, we argue that in these three periods of our history, 
political leaders often moved boldly into a policy vacuum or forged on 
against growing antagonism. They pushed and pulled legislators into 
creating and then sustaining the progressive history of the 1930s and 
1960s we now—mistakenly—see as a sea change in popular political 
culture. Indeed, one of the reasons why presidential speeches given by 
Roosevelt and Johnson stand as among the most powerful and mov-
ing in American history is because they were trying to catalyze or re-
capture popular sentiment in the “brother’s keeper” direction when it 
was in danger of listing the opposite way. Similarly, from the 1980s to 
the election of Barack Obama, the rhetorical rejection of “Washing-
ton,” the identification of government as the source of our economic 
problems rather than as part of the solution, was sustained even as the 
public moved—modestly, to be sure—in the other direction.

To illustrate the disconnect between the brother’s keeper senti-
ments we remember and the reality of limits to public endorsement 
of government activism on behalf of the less fortunate, we turn to 
opinion polls and letters to leaders for each of the three key periods: 
the New Deal Era of the 1930s and the early 1940s, the Great So-
ciety and Johnson’s War on Poverty, and the “second gilded age” of 
the 1980s and 1990s, when income inequality grew rapidly and an 
ascendant conservative movement unraveled many of the programs 
and policies born and nurtured in the previous two eras.

In the 1930s, a series of surveys was undertaken by magazines like 
Forbes and Fortune to gauge public views of the Depression and to 
assess the public’s reactions to the New Deal. The first public opin-
ion firms, led by Roper and Gallup, joined in this effort to measure 
public sympathy (or antipathy) toward FDR’s plans. These polls were 
well known to the Roosevelt administration and, as we note in chap-
ter one, were critical to the president’s understanding of just how 
far, how radically, he could push the federal government to respond 
to the economic crisis. But they have been little analyzed by schol-
ars, despite the wealth of information they contain on the public’s 
view of relief programs, Social Security, medical care, and the like, 
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because they were not gathered according to modern standards of  
sampling.5

Thanks to methodological interventions developed by MIT po-
litical scientist Adam Berinsky, we are able to correct for their de-
fects now and hence can mine many of these polls to understand 
more accurately what ordinary Americans thought about the causes 
of poverty and unemployment, what they believed the government 
should or should not do about the maelstrom of the Depression, and 
whether or not the particular circumstances of their own lives or the 
condition of their communities mattered in shaping their views.6 
Were communities that were particularly hard hit by shuttered facto-
ries and grim breadlines more sympathetic to the developing welfare 
state? Or did they turn a hard face to the needy, believing that federal 
benefits would coddle the poor and turn them into lifelong depen-
dents, unable to fend for themselves? What about those who were on 
relief themselves? How different were their views from those of their 
more fortunate neighbors or the readers of Fortune magazine? The 
400-plus opinion polls of the New Deal era give us some purchase 
on the answers. 

But numbers tell only part of the story. For more textured insight, 
we turn to the voluminous correspondence that men and women all 
over the country sent to FDR, Eleanor Roosevelt, and the agencies 
that ministered to the poor and the unemployed. In the dark days of 
the thirties, people who had virtually nothing to their names—the 
millions of Joads drifting away from failing farms, the desperate blue-
collar men shuffling around outside the shuttered factories—were 
eager to let their leaders know what they thought. The Roosevelt 
archives in Hyde Park contain thousands of letters imploring the 
president and the First Lady to preserve or jettison the core programs 
of the New Deal.7 We do not pretend to offer a random sample of 
these letters. We do make every effort to represent the variety of views 
locked away in the presidential archives and the letters written to 
Boake Carter, a Philadelphia radio announcer whose original claim 
to fame was his coverage of the Lindberg baby kidnapping but who 
devoted much of his broadcasting career to denouncing the New 
Deal.8 



Devoted to the Common Good?â•…â•› �

We take a similar approach to the 1960s, the second expansive pe-
riod of government efforts to eradicate poverty. The opinion polls we 
analyze, coupled with letters contained in the Johnson and Nixon 
archives, continue a conversation about who is deserving that began 
thirty years earlier, in the depths of the Depression, and continued 
at high decibels as the Great Society developed and the debate over 
Nixon’s ideas for the negative income tax became part of the policy 
lexicon.

Finally, we turn to the General Social Survey and the National 
Election Studies for the 1980s and 1990s to understand how the 
people have diverged from their elected leaders in the context of gal-
loping inequality, increasingly unstable employment for the middle 
class (as well as those below), and dimming prospects for intergen-
erational mobility.

To be sure, public opinion is not the only source of pressure on 
presidential leadership. Elites with special access, organized interest 
groups, social movements that gathered the allegiance of the down-
trodden, marches on Washington—all of these other ways of express-
ing the public mindset surely played an important role in shaping 
policymakers’ ultimate decisions. In this book, we focus attention on 
what opinion polls and letters to political leaders can tell us about 
the limits and contours of American attitudes toward government 
intervention on behalf of the poor. All of the presidents we consider 
here tracked the findings of opinion surveys, even in FDR’s era, 
when the practice of polling was in its infancy. It is beyond our mis-
sion—though a worthy question—to determine how leaders weighed 
the force of public opinion as measured in polls against the more 
dramatic and visible evidence of popular movements and marches.

What we hope to do instead is focus on what the surveys tell us 
about mass attitudes.9 In all three periods, the public exhibited far 
more mixed and contentious attitudes about activist government 
than the politicians they returned to office. This does not mean the 
leaders were totally indifferent to the popular will. On the contrary, 
the advisers in Roosevelt’s Brain Trust tempered their ambitious res-
cue plans because they understood that the public rejected many of 
their ideas. Roosevelt himself was no fan of the dole. He had doubts 



� â•… Introduction

about boosting federal spending in the form supported by adherents 
of Keynesian economics, and his decision to slam on the brakes in 
1937 in order to balance the budget provoked a brutal increase in 
unemployment. Administrator Harry Hopkins, head of various emer-
gency relief programs and ultimately secretary of commerce, always 
believed in public employment as the answer to desperation, but he 
had to defend it in the face of mounting deficits that might have 
been partially ameliorated by a less expensive but wildly unpopular 
cash relief. Americans were more enthusiastic about federal employ-
ment programs than about the dole, but, as we show in chapter one, 
opposition to most forms of government help for the indigent was 
surprisingly strong, even in the states hardest hit by the calamity of 
the Depression.

Lyndon Johnson was as committed as Bobby Kennedy to the erad-
ication of poverty. But while Kennedy appealed to the shame of Ap-
palachian shacks in the richest nation on earth, Johnson spoke about 
the role of government in addressing educational preparation for the 
poor, to enable them to find a place in the working world. Work was 
the mantra, and in invoking it, LBJ was speaking to the popular be-
lief in the sanctity of employment as an indirect means of addressing 
the poverty problem. Even so, as our analysis in chapter two shows, 
while Johnson benefited from a level of public indifference at the 
beginning of his term (into which he could insert the Great Society), 
he encountered growing opposition as time wore on. The achieve-
ments for which we remember the Great Society, particularly Medi-
care and Medicaid, not only failed to catalyze a groundswell of sup-
port, they faced declining public support over time.

Unlike Harry Hopkins, who followed up a similar commitment 
to the eradication of the deep poverty of the Depression with pub-
lic jobs, Johnson did almost nothing to create employment, instead 
wrapping the Great Society around the objective of increasing edu-
cational opportunity and removing racial barriers to fair competition. 
These were worthy objectives, to be sure, but they were defined by a 
goal of fair play in education and labor markets, not by the creation 
of a universal social welfare system.10 And even these less radical ob-
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jectives were a hard sell in a country that was often ambivalent about 
the goals of the Great Society.

Where Richard Nixon advocated the negative income tax, which 
was a redistributive plan, Ronald Reagan’s fondest wish was to strip 
government to its barest bones and foster Darwinian self-reliance as 
the answer to poverty. George W. Bush took this spirit further, enact-
ing massive tax cuts for the rich and running up staggering deficits 
in line with what Reagan’s budget director David Stockman argued 
would “starve the beast” and force an end to social programs of all 
kinds, including those for the poor. Though the public returned Bush  
to office, the opinion polls we examine in chapter three make it clear  
they did not swallow his vision whole. Conservative electoral tri-
umphs of recent decades did not respond to public outcry to reverse  
direction; instead, they tried to create an ardor for dismantling  
government. To the extent that the proof lies in the ballot box, they 
succeeded—at least temporarily. But when we look for deep tracks 
in public opinion, the evidence is either meager or nonexistent that 
welfare state retrenchment and unfettered individualism were conso-
nant with American attitudes.

In short, in the 1930s and 1960s, government officials created pro-
grams that encountered resistance in the court of public opinion and 
persevered in laying a foundation for the American welfare state that, 
although weak when compared with the social democracies of Eu-
rope, became an essential source of protection against the vagaries of 
the market. Leaders were politically courageous in the face of public 
sentiment that could have completely derailed the development or 
the persistence of the safety net.

In the 1980s and 1990s, conservatives were again bucking a tide, 
but one that was much harder to discern because the transformations 
wrought by globalization, declining union density, and skill-biased 
technological change produced a jarring set of realities whose causes 
and consequences are hotly debated even today. What the public reg-
istered in the polls, as we present in the third chapter, was a growing 
discontent with the runaway rich and a desire to sustain rather than 
dismantle the protections built during the New Deal and reinforced 
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by the Great Society. This may be the best explanation for the elec-
tion outcome of 2008, in which the conservative revolution seems to 
have come a cropper. If so, it will follow in the footsteps of other pe-
riods of extreme inequality, such as the Gilded Age of the late nine-
teenth century, in which political economies run amok ultimately 
provoked the election of progressive leaders promising change.

The essence of leadership is not registering the popular will and 
transforming it into policy but setting a course and sticking to one’s 
guns in the face of growing resistance. This, we argue, is the real 
story of the New Deal, the Great Society, and the conservative tri-
umph in the age of inequality.



1  Dissent and the New Deal

In the ranks of quite a few of the middle class white collar people and 
upwards, the mental havoc is pretty bad. Nobody really seems to feel 
that he is actually going to get an honest-to-goodness job or work in 
a hurry.

—Julian Claff, writing from Philadelphia

There is an increasing feeling of despair—the feeling that they will 
never get their jobs back. . . . The winter shut-down of so many of 
these [work relief] projects brings men into headquarters begging that 
the county road work be continued through this winter.

—Martha B. Bruere and Ernestine Ball,  
writing from Schenectady, N.Y.

I think there is a terrible problem here of salvaging human material; 
or letting it permanently rot. . . . Present relief is a kind of hypoder-
mic; it doesn’t take long to realize that this ailment is chronic and 
needs long-time constructive planning to retrain these people and 
re-establish them.

—Martha Gellhorn, writing from South Carolina

The president of the Braddock National Bank said that if relief were 
withdrawn before work comes to the steel towns there would be riot-
ing. I believe there would be in Duquense.

—Hazel Reavis, writing from Braddock-Duquense, Pa.

The morale of the jobless, generally, is bad. . . . It is my conviction that 
any drastic curtailment of relief in Chicago in the face of continued 
unemployment would provoke demonstrations of a violent nature.

—Thomas Steep, writing from Chicago1 
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In March 1935, Franklin D. Roosevelt hired a group of journalists 
to provide him with firsthand impressions of the toll the Great De-

pression was taking on the country and the impact of his New Deal 
programs on the lives of ordinary people. Stationed in small towns 
and big cities in every region of the country, the reporters wrote back 
with these discouraging accounts. Hopelessness, despair, and anger 
threatened to metastasize into widespread disorder.

As historian Irving Bernstein notes in his study of American work-
ers, in the 1920s and 1930s, “unrest, frequently under Communist 
leadership, erupt[ed] into violence and rootless veterans [of the First 
World War] in quest of government handouts.”2 This social disor-
der led many to believe that the United States was on the brink of  
a revolt not unlike the Russian Revolution (then less than twenty 
years in the past). Looking back from the vantage point of the late 
1950s, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. deemed the period leading up to the 
New Deal the “valley of darkness” and argued that the nation was 
prone to a violent upheaval.3 In letters ordinary citizens sent to FDR, 
we see why Schlesinger came to this dire prediction. “It is now nearly 
two years since you pledged yourself to an attempt at bettering the 
lot of the ‘forgotten man,’â•›” Mrs. Carl Brenden of Laurel, Montana, 
reminded the president in her letter of 1934:

As far as I can see the “forgotten man” is as forgotten as he ever was 
during the previous administrations. It is becoming increasingly ap-
parent that slow starvation and attendant degradation is to be the 
lot of millions of forgotten men under either of the major parties 
and that we must look to the more radical groups for any relief.4

Why were ordinary people suffering? Views on this question di-
vided the nation. For those on the right, Depression “losers” were 
experiencing the natural consequences of their own moral collapse 
and a decline in the work ethic, and were developing an unholy 
expectation for handouts at taxpayers’ expense. For those at the 
other end of the ideological spectrum, the Depression was caused 
by the excessive, concentrated power of elites who were looking out 
for their own interests, ready to crush the common man if he got 
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in the way. The Left urged Roosevelt to take radical action to curb 
the control of employers and redistribute wealth; the Right looked 
to Roosevelt to let the market exert its discipline. While millions of 
desperate families in the middle deemed the president a secular sav-
ior, and reelected him four times to underline the point, in its day 
the Roosevelt administration was pounded by critics on all sides. The 
dissension comes through in the opinion polls and letters to FDR on 
which we rely here.

Historian Lizbeth Cohen’s study of Chicago’s working class in the 
1930s provides a vivid portrait of the turmoil that spread through-
out the country as the crisis deepened.5 In Making a New Deal, 
she notes that the rising tide of unemployment soon overwhelmed 
the traditional ethnic charities and the institutions of welfare cap-
italism as firms buckled under the pressure of bankruptcy.6 Local 
organizations that had been able to cope with previous downturns 
watched helplessly as their constituents were evicted, the ranks of the 
“Hoover Hobos” swelled, and fathers were thrown out of work, only 
to find themselves dependent on the meager wages of their wives and  
children.7 

The breakdown of the usual mechanisms for coping with ecoÂ�
nomicÂ€downturns gave way to increasing expectations for federal 
asÂ�sistance and spurred the creation of Roosevelt’s New Deal, an un-
precedented intervention by the federal government in labor markets, 
factory production, credit, construction, and housing. Money flowed 
into an alphabet soup of relief agencies that assumed unprecedented 
regulatory authority and organized agencies that did everything from 
build roads and schools to sew clothing and distribute food. In no 
other period of American history did the role of the state grow as fast 
as it did in the dark days of the 1930s.8 

The Federal Emergency Relief Act, enacted in 1933, forked over 
$3.1 billion to states and localities to develop public works during 
the two years it was in operation. The Civil Works Administration 
(CWA) was one of its first programs and, although short-lived, the 
$400 million it spent put more than four million unemployed work-
ers back on the job in the space of nine months. Men employed 
through the largesse of this and related programs, including the  
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Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), understood full well whom 
they had to thank for the opportunity:

Personally, you have made it possible, for me, through the CWA 

to get steady work for nine weeks, through the toughest time in the 
year, when I am practically at wits’ end. I, my family, my immedi-
ate neighbors, stand fully behind your program, the NRA [National 
Recovery Administration], and anything that you may sponsor.9  
(Max Baron, Cleveland, Ohio, Dec. 11, 1933)

Yesterday I celebrated my thirty-second birthday. It was the happi-
est birthday I have had for many years. I had been out of work for 
a long time. But now I have work through the CWA. I have two 
little children to take care of. . . . I am not an educated man but 
you do not think only of that class. You have been a blessing to the 
American people every where.10 (John Binkley, Nashville, Tenn., 
Jan. 31, 1934)

All of the projects you have sponsored have been a blessing to our 
people. The CCC and the NIRA [National Industrial Recovery 
Act] . . . have proven master strokes in keeping the people steady. 
The SERA [State Emergency Relief Administration] project has 
been the most wonderful of all. I know some people have not kept 
faith with you in aiding the people of this nation but that in no way 
detracts from the purpose of real relief.11 (Rovaida T. Murray, San 
Diego, Calif., Mar. 17, 1935)

Others were not quite as appreciative. From the left, FDR was hit 
with the critique that he was too easy on business, too compliant in 
the face of demands to keep the wages of public workers low. Deroga-
tory terms like “wage slavery” were thrown at relief work, which was 
in full swing by the time these letters from 1934 were placed in the 
White House mailbox. “You come along with this works relief bill 
and . . . demand that every man live on $50 a month,” one writer 
from Henrickson, Indiana, complained. Another wrote, 
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There is a widespread public opinion, especially among the 12,000 
unemployed and their dependents that this Administration may go 
the way that Hoover’s battalions went . . . [if it doesn’t do more 
to help the] 30,000,000 people, after five years, are still struggling 
with unemployment, starvation, and industrial bondage.12 (B. A. 
Bonte, Bellevue, Ky., May 8, 1934)

What has, and what is, the administration and a democratic Con-
gress doing to give reemployment to nearly a million men and their 
NOW POVERTY STRICKEN families who have been forced to 
wander in the valley of darkness and despair for going on four 
years?13 (O. Caswell, Kansas City, Mo., Apr. 18, 1934; emphasis in 
original)

Though we remember Roosevelt today as the man who did more 
for the poor and dispossessed than any president before, and argu-
ably anyone since, in his own day leftists and labor liberals often 
complained that Roosevelt’s actions were too little, too late, and too 
tepid:

Your promise to limit immense fortunes and to redistribute the 
wealth—the only common sense solution for unemployment and 
over-production—has not been kept. In fact, it seems that the 
wealth has been further concentrated under your administration.14 
(V. Lowell Bronn, Rochester, Minn., Mar. 8, 1935)

Pardon me for suggesting again that government owned and con-
trolled banks is the solution for the trouble we have and we must 
wipe out those vultures in Wall Street, Pittsburg, and other cen-
ters.15 (S. H. Marsh, San Antonio, Tex., Sept. 29, 1934)

These complaints became more forceful as the expense of New Deal 
employment programs began to bite hard and the federal govern-
ment considered cutting the wages below the $50 mark in the CWA, 
a forerunner of the better-known Works Progress Administration 
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(WPA). The proposed decrease “can mean but one thing,” com-
mented Harry Berg, a member of the Unemployed Industrial Work-
ers of America:

The betrayal of your office, your people, your country, of the oath 
you had made to them during election campaign, mainly, “to re-
member the forgotten man.” . . . We demand that you take instant 
steps to see to it that the Civil Works Program is maintained, no 
further wage cuts or lay offs take place, and that all men laid off 
their jobs be reinstated—that you keep your pledge made to the 
“Forgotten Man”, who has elected you.16 (Cincinnati, Ohio, Feb. 
17, 1934) 

If the Left thought that FDR had done too little, the Right thought 
he had done far too much. Objections ran the gamut from ideologi-
cal allergies to any form of government intrusion into the market to 
the conviction that even well-intentioned interventions ran the risk 
of undermining the work ethic. Laissez-faire advocates argued that 
the market functioned well only when left to its own devices. “Griev-
ous as are the evils of poverty and unemployment,” a Washington, 
D.C., newspaper editorial intoned, “the loss of individual freedom is 
an incomparably greater loss to mankind.” The editorial continued,

The sufferers are now turning in despair to the government and 
asking it to take charge of this vast machine, manage it for their 
benefit, and distribute the rewards among all. This presupposes a 
faith that history has never yet justified in the competence as well 
as in the good intentions of the men and women chosen by gov-
ernment, that is, by political methods, to govern and control the 
national economy.17 (Sentinels of the Republic, Washington, D.C., 
May 8, 1933)

As fiscal conservatives saw it, government simply had no business 
involving itself in the world of commerce. This was partly a question 
of competence: politicians and policymakers, critics argued, simply 
did not know how to run the economy and were bound to make a 
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mess of it. But for conservatives, and indeed for a fairly broad swath 
of public opinion, FDR’s remedies for the Depression would cripple 
the discipline of the market:

No country is stronger than its individual members and what we 
need is more rugged individualism and more real education and 
building up of character. Your continued interference in the func-
tion of natural business and social relations is ridiculous. These 
take care of themselves if left to flow freely along natural lines.18 
(Kenneth de Vos, Detroit, Mich., May 11, 1934)

From this perspective, government had no role to play in stabiliz-
ing an economy in free fall. Whatever momentary good might come  
out of FDR’s interventions, they argued, would be more than over-
whelmed by the long-term harm consequent on meddling, coddling, 
and disturbing the natural mechanisms of market self-correction. 
Two years into the New Deal, Roosevelt’s conservative critics were 
railing against the destruction of the work ethic, even as federal pro-
grams cut unemployment nearly in half. “Don’t you think it’s time 
for a frank admission that your present path leads to destruction of 
what industry, brains, and hard work of the people of the United 
States have built over the last 150 years?” asked Charles Stephens of 
Rochester, New York:

This country was built on individuality, and, true, while there have 
been some abuses, the result after all, speaks for itself. . . . The mo-
rale of our people is being destroyed through gifts by city, state and 
nation.19 (Apr. 4, 1935)

Some of the angriest voices emerged from Americans who were try-
ing to manage on their own through the maelstrom of the Depression  
and believed that FDR’s remedies for other, less self-reliant, families 
were coming at their expense. “The forgotten man,” Roy Eldridge (a 
letter writer from South Ardmore, Pennsylvania) lectured Roosevelt, 
“is NOT the shiftless, indifferent individual, who believes the world 
owe him a living (and is now getting it). The forgotten man in your 
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administration is the thrifty middle class who have striven to make 
this country worth living in—whom you are striving to wipe out of 
existence.”20

Eldridge’s defiance was shared by many Americans who, though 
still employed, were struggling with the pressures of falling wages, 
foreclosures, and debt. The dole, they complained, was an unfair 
gift to the unemployed and undeserving. A letter from Burl Cross, a 
Lansing, Michigan, resident who described himself as a man “who 
wouldn’t ask for relief if he needed it, who has raised his family by 
hard work and by the practice of the good old fashioned principles of 
pay-as-you-go and who has earned every dollar he ever spent, by his 
own efforts,” makes the case to FDR in exactly these terms. “It is my 
considered opinion,” Cross argued, “that you have done more to tear 
down the morale of the American people.” He went on,

You are penalizing over 90% of the people who have had to make 
their own way and earn a living and educate their families, so that 
you can sell all the loafers, ne’er-do-wells and never-would-worker 
type of people that the world owes them a living, with little or no 
effort on their part.21 (July 2, 1936)

These refrains are all too familiar to modern ears, since they 
strongly resemble the complaints hurled at the welfare system and 
the provisions of the 2008 bailout plan to rescue delinquent home 
mortgage holders. Rather than view the down-and-out as worthy peo-
ple temporarily in need of help, those who were fortunate enough 
to hold on to their homes and jobs deemed relief recipients sloth-
ful by definition. “There are hundreds of thousands of people like 
myself who have labored and denied themselves all their lives, who 
are now old, and very often ill,” E. E. Denne of Los Angeles wrote to 
the president:

Most of us would not accept public gratuities—they are the gift 
of providence to the profligate and lazy and foolish for the greater 
part, tho’ to be sure, all these have votes, and no doubt in excess of 
the hard workers and self respectors.22 (Nov. 23, no year)
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Denne was in good company. A resident of Los Angeles wrote to 
Roosevelt to explain that he was at his wits’ end with the all the taxes 
he had to pay, so much so that he wasn’t sure it was worth it for him 
to stay in business. He wasn’t in the mood “to feed all the bums and 
malcontents within our shores.” He was of the view that FDR’s cabi-
net had moved so far to the left that he might as well let the legendary 
muckraker “Upton Sinclair function in their place.”

It isn’t the shrieking guy who never had anything, and who knows 
how to chisel in on the charity rackets that needs help more than 
the self-respecting business and professional man who has tried to 
attain a competence and live up to the best ideals of American 
citizenship, still trying to remain composed and cheerful with ev-
erything crashing about him. He is the consumer that pays and is 
being taxed to utter desperation to maintain the policies of the New 
Deal.23 (Orrin [name illegible], Aug. 30, 1934)

Even if middle-class people could manage for the time being, just 
how long, they wanted to know, could they last if they had to sup-
port the costs of the New Deal? They saw themselves as alone in the 
maelstrom because the rich did not need anyone’s help and the poor 
were soaking up all the government largesse. It was the middle class 
that was fast becoming an endangered species. “To date, we have not 
begged for government aid,” wrote a Texas housewife.

We have managed to stand on our own feet, but how long will we 
last? Our pride is in the dust, our hopes in shreds, what can we do? 
We worked hard, saved a little money, kept the law to the letter and 
where are we? . . . [I am] afraid for the middle class, caught and 
crushed between the upper class, whose wealth is sufficient protec-
tion for them and the lower class, whose helplessness, inefficiency 
and poverty give them government aid.24 (Mrs. George Carsey,  
Dallas, Tex., May 26, 1934)

I think your administration is the most inequitable this country has 
ever known. You pamper poverty and throttle thrift. The industrious,  
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the frugal, the efficient are penalized to promote sloth, waste and 
incompetence. It is all wrong, unfair, unnatural. . . . Your admin-
istration has coddled those whom it was politically expedient to 
conciliate and imposed upon those who, like myself are politically 
unorganized although we probably pay more taxes in the aggre-
gate and have a greater stake in the country than any other class.25  
(Irwin Spear, Boston, Mass., Feb. 10, 1936)

Why . . . don’t you try to help me, and millions more like me, 
you are just helping part of the people. You give those fellows re-
lief [who] never paid any tax to the government. People like me 
you hinder or make it harder all along. . . . You may put to work 
7,000,000 people or more, but . . . you are [pushing] more than 
7,000,000 down in the gutter further, with high sales tax on food 
stuff and higher taxes to meet.26 (John Snyder, Geneva, Ind.,  
Apr. 15, 1935)

Those who were persuaded that a national catastrophe called for 
unusual measures still worried that Roosevelt’s intrusion was far too 
extensive. The government, they argued, was spending too much 
money on relief. As the Depression dragged on, with unemployment 
lines and breadlines wrapping around the block, ordinary Americans 
responded to some of the earliest national opinion polls that wanted 
to know whether they thought the government should reduce its 
spending on relief. The answer was a resounding yes, though some-
what more tempered when respondents were asked if the cuts should 
be leveled in their own community.

As figure 1.1 shows, unemployment levels fluctuated during this 
period, trending down from the peak of 24.9% in 1933 to about 9% 
in 1937 (depending on whether relief workers are included or not). 
When compared with the benchmark of 3.2% in 1929, the entire pe-
riod was marked by catastrophic news in the labor market. The ranks 
of the dispossessed grew from the traditionally indigent to include a 
new kind of poor: formerly stable earners who differed “sharply from 
the chronically dependent relief population of the past” and instead 
represented a “mass of respectable, hard-working family men unable 
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to find work,” many of whom were from the ranks of white-collar 
occupations.27 

Historian Michael Katz argues that the changing demography of 
the truly desperate encouraged the new poor to see their unemploy-
ment as a consequence of factors beyond their control rather than as 
evidence of character defects, and hence to feel that they had a right 
to demand a socialized remedy in the form of government relief.28 
Robert Bremner concurs: “The distinction Roosevelt and the New 
Deal made between the unemployed and the chronic dependents,  
and the special status accorded the ‘employables,’ made for a more 
favorable public attitude toward, and a better self-image among, the 
unemployed.”29 William Brock argues that with the removal of relief 
from local jurisdiction, where the most traditional and negative at-
titudes prevailed, to the comparatively more forgiving arena of the 
federal government, “silently but unmistakably” a more tolerant at-
titude emerged that “helped to transform public attitudes toward 
poverty”:

In 1932, when federal relief came to the top of the political agenda, 
the argument that prevailed was that it should not begin; in 1935, 
the most articulate criticism . . . was that it was being brought to an 
untimely end. . . . The wall between federal and local responsibility 
had been breached, and it would never be rebuilt again.30

Public opinion polls, which commenced in the midst of Roosevelt’s  
first term, present a decidedly more mixed picture. In polls taken 
in 1935, 1937, and 1939, respondents were asked whether govern-
ment should slash federal relief spending. Earlier polls imply a pub-
lic desire to see federal relief spending cut, but these strong responses 
should be viewed with caution, because we are not able to adjust for 
potential sampling problems in these data.31 In the later data, which 
we were able to weight in order to mitigate sampling errors, we see 
a sharply divided public—about half wanted to see relief spending 
slashed. Unemployment levels had fallen steadily but remained 
north of 10%, which meant that hundreds of thousands of American 
families were still reliant on federal relief for support.32 
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In 1935, FDR dismantled the Federal Emergency Relief Adminis-
tration (FERA), then only two years old, and began to transfer much 
of the fiscal responsibility for relief for “unemployables” to the states 
and localities, reserving federal support for public employment. Is 
it possible the negative attitudes toward federal relief in this opin-
ion poll are merely ratifying that decision? Unlikely. Though much 
of the tab for general poor relief was shifted away from the federal 
government, it was still very much in the “relief business” through 
the matching funds it continued to provide for categorical programs 
like Aid to Dependent Children (ADC, the forerunner of today’s 
“welfare”) and Old Age Assistance (the ancestor of Supplemental  
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Source: Gallup 
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Security Income, or SSI). Moreover, it seems a bit far-fetched to 
imagine that the intricacies of intragovernment transfers were clear 
in the public mind.

After all, the modern welfare system is also primarily a state re-
sponsibility, but this is not widely recognized by the average Ameri-
can, who continues to hold consistently strong negative views about 
cash relief, regardless of which level of government is footing the 
bill. As we will see in chapter two, public dismay over mounting ex-
penditures in the welfare system and the desire to see “federal expen-
ditures” forced down continued unabated, even after a state-based 
system had been in place for decades. Finally, it seems implausible 
that as late as 1939, respondents to these polls were still fixated on 
policy decisions made four years earlier.

It is more likely that these critical attitudes were influenced by the  
relative improvements in the economy that preceded the major reces-
sion of 1937–38. The extreme poverty of the early Depression years 
helped break through traditional resistance to government support 
for the poor, but when conditions began to improve slightly, the “old 
belief that most paupers owed their misfortune to defects in character 
and could be justly treated according to the stringent principles of 
the old poor law” resurfaced.33 The fact that the “unemployed coun-
cils” agitated for continuing poor relief and that marches for relief 
happened regularly did not move the general public to embrace the 
kind of welfare rights perspective that grew in popularity among ac-
tivists thirty years later. It bears remembering that even in the depths 
of the Depression, when unemployment crested at 25%, 75% of the 
nation’s workers were still on the job. We would like to think they 
were filled with sympathy for their hapless brethren, and no doubt 
many were. But it was not a universal sentiment.

Cuts were particularly appealing to those individuals and firms 
that were on the brink of collapse, for whom the additional tax bur-
dens required to fuel the New Deal were the last straw:

Continually running the country further into debt, the constant 
threat of inflation, the encouragement of strikes34 . . . the use of fed-
eral money in taking care of the unemployed (without telling the 
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unemployed that this is an absolutely temporary measure and that 
they will have to use their own ingenuity in working out their own 
problems) can only bring this country to the brink of ruin.35 (H. S. 
Adler, Chicago, Aug. 17, 1934)

The middle classes have suffered a great deal. Their homes are 
mortgaged and lost in many cases, their deposits gone, assessed for 
bank failure, dividends cut off, and being taxed to death, also out of 
work, yet they are supposed to keep the country together, support  
the schools and churches, and cannot remain [there] much longer. 
Many have already committed suicide. What has the government 
done to help this class? They do not belong to a union, so nothing 
has been done but to raise their taxes.36 (J.A.R., businessman, New 
York City, no date) 

Not only were the costs considered ruinous in the here and now, 
critics of FDR argued he was yoking the country to a millstone. 
“Just think what you are doing,” wrote an exasperated John Moore of 
Greenfield, Ohio, in September 1934. “[You are] putting the burden 
of debt on generations to come for 1000 years to pay off the debt of 
a waste administrating money to some people whom never worked 
and will never work.”37

The “Narcotic” of Relief

The best way on earth to ruin a person is to give him something for noth-
ing and to encourage him not to work. I am 68 years old and am doing as 
much work as I ever did. . . . Your policies encourage people to be depen-
dent, dishonest [and] deceitful. . . .  If you only knew how your policies 
are wrecking the morals, integrity and character of the people.38

—William Snider, Dublin, Tex., Jan. 10, 1939

Public animosity toward “lazy” nonworkers, living the high life on a 
cash stipend, filled the popular press even as the same newspapers 
carried photographs of endless lines of job seekers queuing in front 
of the few firms that were hiring. In language reminiscent of Ronald 
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Reagan’s “welfare-queen” anecdotes fifty years later, business leaders 
worried about the disappearance of the work ethic. “Many of the 
poor and lazy class do not want work,” argued a New York business-
man in 1936, “and they will not work if offered it.”

They go on relief and get adequate funds, so why work? It is alleged 
that some even got the Red Cross flour and then traded it for gas 
for their cars. To cut it all out will work hardship on some, but the 
rotten spots should be taken out at once.39 (J.A.R., businessman, 
New York City, no date)

The business community was not the only group antagonistic to-
ward relief. Farmers, who suffered massively during the Depression, 
also looked askance at those on public assistance, believing they were 
living the high life while the dreams of rural Americans withered on 
the vine. Resilient to the end, farming families made do with what 
they had and looked on those on relief as profligate. “The fall of 
prices at the close of the war took away our farm and savings,” wrote 
one farmer’s wife to the Committee on Economic Security.

In spite of this, we have managed to send eight of our children 
through high school. . . . I know just what those people on relief 
must have as necessities and what are luxuries. How they could get 
along on half of what they do and still be healthy. How they could 
be clean even if they don’t have money. Near us is a family on re-
lief, the head of which claims he is entitled to help from the state 
because he was hurt on a state truck a year ago. But he was on relief 
then or he wouldn’t have been there. Now he lives on his father-in-
law’s place, and while the sale of their produce came to more than 
my husband’s wages, the relief truck delivers their groceries and 
fuel just the same while we had to spend all we could make, and 
all my children could give us, to live.40 (Mrs. C. B., West McHenry, 
Ill., no date)

The more she scrimped and saved and pulled from the pay packets 
of her own children, the more she resented what she saw as the easy 
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life of the family on the dole. And where was that comfort coming 
from? Her pocket!

We still have a boy in school and a girl in the grades and my 
boy earned his school clothes, his books, and helped us pay 
rent all summer, while their children had vacations. They had 
money for every kind of ingestible food, while we went with only  
the necessities. They drove their car without a license, while  
we walked. They have medical care, even, and order the woman 
around for $44 worth of “vitality shots” while we had to wait un-
til we got well when we were sick. Therefore, we and our chil-
dren, trying to keep from relief, are taxed 3 cents on every dollar 
to keep these people who have all the things we cannot have, and  
when I complained to the authorities, they said, “Why, you haven’t 
been refused relief, have you?” All of our children work, and not 
through luck. But if they have to give us everything they are being 
penalized for being industrious and are paying two sets of relief 
taxes—one for us and one for the neighbors who rest while the 
children work. We object to having “relievers” trying to put us on  
relief.41

No such reservations were expressed about the federal support 
flowing to the heartland courtesy of the Agricultural Adjustment  
Administration (AAA). The AAA was understood as a legitimate way 
to protect the family farm from the downward spiral of prices. But 
relief recipients were another matter, even when they were long-time 
neighbors who had lost their land.42 Public assistance was regarded 
as a cesspool of corruption that would never cure poverty but instead 
would cause it:

As it is carried on, [the relief program] is making paupers faster 
than any method ever devised. The relief roll has steadily increased 
since the new administration came into power. . . . The relief fami-
lies are sure learning fast how to work the racket, and live better 
than the average farmer.43 (Willard Davis, Dover-Foxcroft, Maine, 
Dec. 6, 1934)
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Cash relief came in for particularly heavy criticism. It was the 
devil’s work, threatening to sap the motivation of citizens, an atti-
tude reinforced at the policy level by extremely meager stipends and 
harsh, overbearing forms of surveillance designed to make the ex-
perience of public assistance maximally unpleasant.44 Work relief, 
public employment created to address unemployment, was far more 
acceptable.45 Even the captains of industry (surveyed by Fortune) 
concurred with these policies: 74.5% of business leaders supported 
relief in the form of government-created jobs, while a mere 9% sup-
ported cash relief.46 

FDR was no fan of cash relief either. In his second State of the 
Union address, delivered in January of 1937, he spoke directly to the 
issue, lamenting the impact of this form of “poor support” on the five 
million indigent Americans on public assistance:

A large proportion of these unemployed and their dependents have 
been forced on the relief rolls. The burden on the Federal Govern-
ment has grown with great rapidity. We have here a human as well 
as an economic problem. When humane considerations are con-
cerned, Americans give them precedence. The lessons of history, 
confirmed by the evidence immediately before me, show conclu-
sively that continued dependence upon relief induces a spiritual 
and moral disintegration fundamentally destructive to the national 
fiber. To dole out relief in this way is to administer a narcotic, a 
subtle destroyer of the human spirit. It is inimical to the dictates of 
sound policy. It is in violation of the traditions of America. Work 
must be found for able-bodied but destitute workers. The Federal 
Government must and shall quit this business of relief.47

Roosevelt’s primary concern was the prospect that the dole—or 
charity “baskets,” demeaning public jobs like “cutting grass, raking  
leaves or picking up papers in public parks—would “sap the vitality of  
our people.” The government, he argued, had to be in the business 
of doing more than just “preserving the bodies of the unemployed 
from destitution, but also their self respect, their self reliance, and 
courage and determination.”
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In this conviction, FDR was completely in line with what his own 
staff was telling him about the mood of the country. Reports from 
the Committee on Economic Security (CES) echoed the norma-
tive assumption that work was the measure of worth in American 
society. Cash relief—federal charity—was an insult to its recipients. 
“Socially, unemployment insurance is likewise both sound and just,” 
argued CES staffer Alexander Holzoff:

Obviously, from the standpoint of society, the pauperization and 
demoralization of a large proportion of the population resulting 
from their being dependent on charity, frequently inadequate, 
is highly undesirable. Equally it is unjust to the individuals con-
cerned. There is something basically and fundamentally unjust 
and unfair to say to a person ready, able and willing to earn his 
living by the sweat of his brow, that there is no work for him to 
do, and he must stand in the bread-line in order to keep from star-
vation, or at best undergo the humiliation of going on the relief  
rolls.48

Written not long after the Depression came to an end, Donald  
Howard’s detailed analysis of all major WPA programs noted that if 
cash relief was understood as getting “something for nothing,” work 
relief was at least a reassurance to a skeptical public, including relief 
recipients themselves that the indigent were willing to labor for their 
wages.49

Ordinary people, whose attitudes were captured by Roper and 
Gallup in some of the earliest opinion polls, concurred: only cer-
tain kinds of generosity should be underwritten by the government as 
the instrument for protecting the common good, namely those that 
opened up opportunity to work.

The Roosevelt archives are filled with letters from people who 
hated the dole but favored public employment. Many of the letters 
we discuss here were written some time before the earliest opinion 
polls were available and provided the White House with an early 
warning of the gathering sentiment in the country at large, both 
among those who were managing without government help and 
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those who were desperate. Alvie Atkinson, a work relief administrator 
in Detroit, wrote to the president on behalf of two CWA employees 
to thank him for giving people work rather than unearned cash. 50 “It 
gives me undue pleasure to be the custodian and transmitter of such 
a message,” Atkinson wrote,” for it comes from the hearts of men 
who have been cast down deep in the mire of despair, and . . . it is 
a true expression from those whose hopes and courage are now ris-
ing on the wave of confidence resulting from the daring, conviction 
and action of your very good self, OUR PRESIDENT” (emphasis in 
original).51 

Atkinson’s view, that work was dignity, and restoring dignity was 
the most important task before the president, was embraced by 
many. Indeed, much of the sociological research on the impact of the 
Depression era focused on the crisis of the American family. From 

Support for work relief

Support for cash relief

1935 1937 1938 1939

87%

79%

90% 89%

13%

21%

10% 11%

Figure 1.3. New Deal–Era Support for Work Relief versus Cash Relief, 1935–1939
Note: We were unable to create weights to correct for sampling error in the data pre-
sented, thus all results are subject to sampling error. However, the wide gap between 
support for work relief versus support for cash relief suggests that weights would do very 
little to change the general conclusion.
Source: Gallup
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Komarovsky’s The Unemployed Man and His Family to Bakke’s The 
Unemployed Worker, social analysts worried about the psychological 
deterioration of fathers denied the traditional role of breadwinner 
and the impact on families when mothers and teens assumed the 
role, since they were cheaper to employ and therefore more likely to 
find work.52 Poverty was a serious problem that would hopefully sub-
side in time, but the disintegration of character was potentially per-
manent. Public employment put (meager) money into the pockets of 
families; more important, it restored self-confidence and prevented 
a slide into irreversible alcoholism, despair, and suicide—problems 
that were all too real in the 1930s.

The Public Health Nurses of the Hygienic Institute in La Salle, 
Illinois, wrote to Roosevelt in December 1933 to commend him for 
recognizing the sociological disaster in the making. “Our commu-
nity is made up largely of working people, many only one genera-
tion removed from Europe,” they explained. “The state of mind they 
were in could not continue long without disaster. Through your work 
program you have brought confidence and hope to them and many 
are able to whistle and sing today for the first time in many, many 
months.”53

Two representatives of the Resolution Committee of the Associ-
ated Societies of the Seventh Congressional district of Illinois agreed 
with these sentiments and wrote to FDR on behalf of their own 
members, who were small business owners and working men, home 
owners and pillars of the community.

You our Dear and by all Beloved President [have] our deep grati-
tude. . . . You will overcome all the obstacles from wherever or 
whomever they may be to bring about our forgotten man, woman, 
and child, to give them the opportunity to earn an honest living 
not through charity but by useful and dignified employment in our 
much plentiful country.54 (Adam [name illegible] and John Glab, 
Chicago, Nov. 30, 1933)

From far and wide, the embrace of work relief was strong and  
heartfelt:
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A friend of mine, past middle age, who had aged ten years in the 
last three, walked up to me with a springy step, square shoulders 
and happy eyes. He had EARNED his first CWA paychecks and a 
new faith in the future. Your critics say we cannot SPEND our way 
to prosperity. I say you are spending nothing, you are re-creating 
the manhood of America.55 (Robert [last name illegible], Racine,  
Wisc., Dec. 11, 1933; emphasis in original)

I have followed with grateful appreciation your unerring approach 
to the proposition that the dole per se is quote a subtle destroyer 
of the human spirit—that work must be found for able bodied but 
destitute workers—that we must preserve not only the bodies of 
the unemployed from destitute [destitution?] but also their self re-
spect their self reliance and courage and determination unquote.56  
(Caleb Moore, New York City, Jan. 6, 1935)

[Work relief] is a wonderful opportunity to be of real service to our 
fellow men and in the work I am at present doing I feel it a wonder-
ful thing I am with the playground relief taking care of the children 
while their parents attend school. . . . I am delighted to serve hu-
manity in this field.57 (Rovaida T. Murray, San Diego, Calif., Mar. 
17, 1935)

We should not conclude from these letters, or from the polls that 
show a preference for work relief over the dole, that relief workers 
were thought of as completely legitimate. Not only was the brother’s 
keeper sentiment limited to those who worked for their pay, those 
who found their jobs through the offices of public employment ser-
vices were reminded daily of their second-class status. Seventy-nine 
percent of the respondents to a Gallup poll in 1940 said that WPA 
workers should not have the right to belong to a union; 85% thought 
they should not have the right to strike.58 Seventy-three percent of 
Americans believed WPA workers should, as a matter of law, be paid 
less than workers in private industry.59 Eighty-one percent of Ameri-
cans receiving relief payments voiced support for a Pennsylvania law 
requiring relief recipients to accept any job offered to them by gov-
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ernment, no matter what kind of job it was, on pain of losing all cash 
support.60 

Some sectors of American opinion were allergic to work relief in 
any case. Small businessmen objected on the grounds that it under-
mined the upper hand they had held in the hiring halls. Roosevelt 
put in place a wage system that was to compensate WPA workers at 
the “prevailing wage” in the area. Mindful of the resistance he would 
face if he tried to fatten the pay packets of low-wage workers, particu-
larly African Americans in the South, he countered with something 
close to parity, if less generous to unskilled workers than to those with 
blue- or white-collar skills. Employers often reacted with scorn, since 
what they wanted was to get the most work for the least expense. 
As one businessman wrote to the president, “No doubt there would 
have been a revolt if the poor had not been fed. However, like the 
other projects, there has been abuse in this too.”

Wages which have been paid are excessive, upsetting local em-
ployment conditions. Many, naturally, quit their jobs to get from  
45 cents to $1.20 an hour from the government, and this aggra-
vated the situation still more. Men, we are told, left the farms to 
join the relief.61 (J.A.R., New York City, no date)

Animosity toward WPA projects was just about as strong as the 
disdain for the workers themselves.62 A New York City businessman 
wrote to the popular radio personality Boake Carter to complain, “So 
much of this federal spending on worthless and ungainful projects  
it is tragic, and the people will have to pay with interest. Someone in 
the Post compared it with building the unprofitable pyramids.”

Jason Scott Smith has made the point that attitudes toward  
Depression-era public works projects were greeted by a form of “re-
verse NIMBY-ism.”63 People were far more enthusiastic about public 
works that benefited their own communities than they were about 
projects that helped someone else, “over there.” The prevailing view 
seems to have been inspired by something closer to “what’s in it for 
me?” than the more admirable sentiments we remember as underly-
ing the philosophy and practice of the New Deal.



34 â•… Chapter 1

Historians Linda Gordon and Lizbeth Cohen have both argued 
that attitudes about poverty changed during the Depression because, 
as Gordon explains, “poor people offered their interpretations of the 
problem through social and political activism that helped to rede-
fine the causes of poverty and the criteria for who deserved help,” an 
outburst of sentiment that “cohered to form a pro-welfare political 
culture.”64 This is certainly true in the case of social movement activ-
ists, who did indeed make their viewpoints known.

The trail of public opinion offers a more divided and fluctuating 
perspective, with majorities supporting cuts in federal relief expen-
ditures, but substantial minorities leaning in the opposite direction. 
One thing the proponents and opponents shared, though, was a de-
cided preference for work over cash relief.65 If this is the definition of 
a pro-welfare political culture, in which public employment comes 
to be seen as a legitimate, if not entirely welcome, function of gov-
ernment, then the evolution these historians note is clear as well in 
the tracks of public opinion. Public employment was never accepted 
as equal in respect to worthiness to private sector work, but it was 
understood by millions to be a reasonable government response to an 
economic crisis. That said, it is far from a brother’s keeper sentiment 
if by that we mean a civic obligation to care for all of our citizens, no 
matter how weak, no matter how unfortunate. This version of civic 
obligation means we help those willing to work. As we will see, this 
is a persistent theme in the national culture from the 1930s to the 
present.

Sidelining the Townsend Soldiers

Of all the programs to emerge from the New Deal, Social Security 
is the one we consider most sacred even today. It is often deemed 
the “third rail” of social policy, and woe be unto the politician who 
touches it. New Deal–era polling data suggest that support for the 
elderly was relatively popular, particularly in comparison with other 
relief efforts. Just a few months before the implementation of the So-
cial Security Act, the public was broadly enthusiastic about the idea 
of old-age insurance, with 68% supporting the “compulsory old age 
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insurance plan” funded jointly by employers and workers.66 Indeed, 
the basic idea of old-age insurance as framed by Roosevelt’s Social 
Security program received consistent high marks from the public.67 
However, cash support for the elderly was more controversial than its 
contemporary legacy suggests. Social Security, with its joint respon-
sibility shared among the worker, the employer, and government, 
was one model of several competing for public attention in the early 
years of the Great Depression. That Social Security won out over the 
competing models suggests the limits of public generosity, even in 
the darkest of economic times.

In 1934, one of the worst years of the Depression, a California phy-
sician named Francis Townsend called for a $200 monthly pension 
for each person over the age of sixty. The purpose of the Townsend 
Plan was threefold: it was supposed to support elderly Americans, 
relieve their adult children of the economic burden of their care, 
and stimulate demand by encouraging spending. Townsend pen-
sions were to be financed by a 2% federal sales tax, and (somehow) 
the funds had to be spent every month.

Historians have suggested that the Townsend Plan received the 
enthusiastic support of elderly Americans across the country, many 
of whom had seen their savings and retirement incomes wiped out by 
the Depression.68 Five thousand Townsend Clubs—which counted 
two million members—were established to promote regional and na-
tional conventions, known to many through their anthem “Onward 
Townsend Soldiers.”69 Yet the Townsendites failed to get their plan 
through. When one looks at the results of the 1936 Gallup poll on 
the subject, it is hardly surprising that the legislature failed to act. 
This is as close to total rejection as we ever see in the business of 
opinion polls.

The Social Security Act was passed by Congress in August 1935, 
four months before this poll was conducted. Was the overwhelming 
rejection of the Townsend Plan motivated by the recognition that 
the problem was already under control? That is perfectly plausible, 
but there are reasons to question such an interpretation. First, while 
Social Security was well regarded, the benefits it provided did not be-
come available until 1942, six years into the future. Moreover, Social 
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Security payments were fairly modest: $20 a month as late as 1939. 
The common view at the time was that $40 a month was closer to 
a fair standard for the elderly.70 As a consequence, the Townsend 
movement continued to push for higher benefits after Social Secu-
rity had become the law of the land. 

We should also bear in mind that in 1935, Social Security covered 
a large proportion of the American workforce, but it was still a mi-
nority. Eligibility rested on a number of criteria, including firm size 
(larger than ten) and sectoral membership. Workers had to be part 
of the “interstate commerce” system to be covered. Battles raged for 
decades after its inception over who was and who was not involved 
in interstate commerce. It was not until the 1950s that something ap-
proximating universal coverage for workers became a reality. (Non-

For the
Townsend
Plan (4%)

Against cash relief
to the elderly (96%)

Figure 1.4. Support for the Townsend Plan to Pay Each Elderly Couple $200 a Month, 
January 1936
Note: Raw data are not available for this survey. The data are presented unweighted and 
thus are subject to sampling error. However, the margin by which respondents rejected 
the Townsend Plan provision suggests that weighting would be unlikely to change the 
overall conclusion.
Source: Gallup
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workers are still not covered except as widows of workers.) One might 
imagine a continuing degree of popular support for the Townsend 
Plan, given these worries about eligibility, benefit levels, and the on-
set of coverage, and no doubt its strongest adherents saw the matter 
in exactly these terms. Yet the national opinion polls ran in the other 
direction. 

It is perhaps easier to understand the 1936 polling results when we 
remember how small the median income was in the 1930s. Townsend 
proposed giving the elderly the equivalent of $2,400 yearly at a time 
when the annual income of a full-time public school teacher was 
$1,227, that of an electrical worker was $1,550, and that of a college 
teacher was $3,111. Even Roosevelt’s inner circle was down on the 
idea. Edwin Witte, president of the CES (and often called “the father 
of Social Security”), slammed the Townsend Plan in the press.71

Sociologist Ed Amenta, whose definitive study of the Townsend 
movement provides the best understanding of its contributions to 
the development of our welfare state, argues that it was indirectly 
responsible for the success of Social Security, in part because poli-
ticians could point to succeeding proposals as fiscally conservative 
alternatives.72 Social Security was, from the very beginning, publicly 
described as “self-financing” and limited to the deserving workers, 
as opposed to a tax-eating pension system disbursed to any needy el-
der.73 Though the system was highly redistributive, providing a much 
larger payoff to low-wage workers than to those who contributed 
more at the high end, those details largely escaped the public then 
(and now). Instead, it appeared to be a universal program that made 
uniform demands on workers and provided benefits to all of them. 
FDR’s policy gurus were particularly keen to distinguish Social Se-
curity from a European-style social insurance system. It was to be an 
American plan, with an American reliance on employment, rather 
than an “all-sufficient program for economic security.”74

The Townsend Plan proposed a universal entitlement for the el-
derly, not a conditional program for retired workers. In this regard, 
what Townsend had in mind was more European in style, and was 
denounced for exactly this reason. Samuel Crowther, an economist 
active in the anti-pension movement, argued that “there are young 
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bums as well as old bums, and neither has any claim whatsoever on 
society.” The anti-pension activists denounced the Townsend Plan 
and other movements to create a national pension system as extrem-
ist, the “entering wedge of socialism.”75 Despite the head of steam the 
Townsend soldiers generated among the plan’s devoted followers, by 
the 1950s it was politically irrelevant.76 As Amenta makes clear, its 
legacy lies more in the increase in benefit levels for Social Security 
recipients than in anything else.

The architects of America’s retirement system organized their 
thinking around the rights of workers, not the obligations of citizens 
for the elderly or the indigent. Social Security was not a brother’s 
keeper concept; it was an insurance plan for workers. There were, 
however, exceptions to this somewhat puritanical orientation, in-
cluding Old Age Assistance, which provided poor, elderly Americans 
with a small cash stipend regardless of their work history. Old Age As-
sistance was the largest cash relief program of the time and was quite 
popular, repeatedly receiving approval ratings of 90% or greater in 
Gallup polls conducted during the mid- and late 1930s.

One reason for the popularity of Old Age Assistance in the absence 
of a direct tie to recipients’ work history may be the fact that Social 
Security’s old-age work-based contributory framework did nothing to 
help those who had worked their entire lives but were too poor to 
manage and too old to return to the labor market. For these individu-
als, Old Age Assistance was a lifeline at a time when their working-
age children were likely struggling to get by and therefore unable to 
offer much in the form of private aid. A second explanation is the 
persistent sympathy for various “deserving” groups in America. The 
belief that both children and the elderly deserve more of society’s 
good will than the able-bodied, working-age adult who stands outside 
the labor market is a thread that runs throughout American social 
history.

As Linda Gordon and others have pointed out, “the Social Secu-
rity Act created the contemporary meaning of ‘welfare’ by setting up a 
stratified system of provision in which the social insurance programs 
were superior both in payments and in reputation, while public assis-
tance was inferior . . . [and] deeply stigmatized.”77 Nonworkers were 
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dumped into Old Age Assistance, the “poor man’s social security,” 
ADC, the meager cash relief programs that survived the Depression, 
and the charitable agencies, which did what they could.

Variation and Consistency in Attitudes

Were Americans in communities hardest hit by the Depression more 
sympathetic to the poor and more supportive of government sup-
port for them? Or did they detest relief, regardless of how serious the 
unemployment statistics were in their states? Here we examine the 
relationship between the level of economic distress, race, region, and 
gender as they influenced support for government cutbacks in relief 
spending or the extent to which respondents thought it would be easy 
for those eliminated from the relief roles to find new jobs. 

Regional Sympathies

Respondents in the east-central part of the country—Ohio, Michi-
gan, Indiana, and Illinois—were significantly more likely than those 
in other parts of the country to support cuts in relief spending, as 
were respondents in the southern states. The findings from the South 
are perhaps less surprising, since the region was known for its con-
servatism and its legislators in Washington were among the most vo-
ciferous opponents of the New Deal. The east-central states are per-
haps more surprising, since these are the areas that would eventually 
become industrial union strongholds, typically believed to be more 
supportive of New Deal policies that favored workers and strength-
ened unions’ power (table 1.1).

We might imagine that in regions with higher unemployment 
we would see greater understanding of and sympathy for the plight 
of the unemployed. It is certainly the case that the unemployed 
themselves and unskilled workers (the most likely to be let go) were 
favorably disposed toward relief.78 But in regions where they were 
more numerous, sympathy toward their plight was noticeably less  
vigorous than in regions with fewer employment problems. Respon-
dents in high-unemployment states favored cutting both federal and 
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Table 1.1â•… Attitudes toward Relief by Individual Demographic Characteristics, 
1936

% Approving  
of Government  
Cuts in Relief  

Spending

% Agreeing Relief  
Spending Should  
Be Cut in Own  

Community

% Agreeing  
Persons Taken off 
Relief Jobs Will 

Easily Find Work

Region
New England 51.3 37.9 17.8
Mid-Atlantic 55.1 51.0 22.8
East Central 70.8 64.9 40.7
West Central 55.9 46.9 14.8
South 61.5 50.3 24.4
Rocky Mountains 58.6 56.3 13.3
Pacific 51.2 45.4 16.6

Gender
Men 60.9 54.3 24.7
Women 58.1 49.4 24.1

Age
17–20 years 65.1 61.0 26.5
21–24 years 53.6 43.7 30.1
25–34 years 59.6 51.4 23.5
35–44 years 57.0 49.2 23.8
45–54 years 59.8 52.3 26.3
55 years and over 61.3 55.1 21.5

Occupation
Professional 78.9 66.2 31.6
Business 73.1 64.9 36.0
Skilled Worker 61.6 54.8 24.9
Unskilled Worker 44.5 39.3 19.1
Unemployed 23.2 17.4 8.8

Race
White 60.0 52.2 24.8
Non-white 36.0 35.0 4.3

Note: Data are weighted to correct for sampling error.
Source: Data are from Gallup. Nâ•›=â•›2662. 

local spending on relief, perhaps because the fiscal consequences of 
mass migration to the relief rolls was more salient and threatening 
there than in states with lower unemployment.

Historian James Patterson notes a downturn in popular sympathy 
for the poor by the latter part of the 1930s, as the public began ex-
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pressing concern that relief programs were creating a new, perma-
nently dependent pauper class of people who loafed on the jobs they 
were provided and avoided going off relief even when they could.79 
The visibility of work relief recipients in those states may well have 
stoked the resentment Patterson describes.

We sometimes forget that the Depression hit only sixty-five years 
after the end of the Civil War. Divisions between North and South 
were not fully healed, and the letters to Roosevelt reflect lingering 
regional antagonisms and the conviction, fully shared by FDR and 
his Brain Trust, that the South was an economic millstone around 
the nation’s neck, sorely in need of reform.80 Racial stereotypes were 
mixed in with anti-southern sentiment in a toxic brew that com-
plained loudly about the willingness of minorities to take advantage 
of the system. “Southern ‘colored people’ are all able to work,” ex-
plained Mr. J.R.R. McEwen, from Mountain Lakes, New Jersey. 
“But they seem to be just naturally lazy. . . .

This country was built on hard work, and people were proud of 
their work, but nowadays they want to do the least possible, and if 
they can get it for nothing. . . . We in the North work harder and 
pay the most taxes.81 (Sept. 15, 1935)

Sure every d--- nigger is for you—they never had it so easy—just 
lay around and live on northern money. Sure every foreigner is for 
you—[they are] unnaturalized and on relief.82 (George Davis, [no 
place], Oct. 1, 1936; emphasis in original) 

Race and Exclusion

African Americans were unable to access many of the benefits that 
flowed from the New Deal because they were subject to occupational 
exclusions that restricted their access to its main benefit programs.83 
As political scientist Ira Katznelson notes, farm workers and maids 
constituted 60% of the black labor force in the 1930s and nearly 75% 
of those who were employed in the South. All of them were “ex-
cluded from the legislation that created modern unions, from laws 
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that set minimum wages and regulated the hours of work, and from 
Social Security until the 1950s.”84 In later years, the benefits of the 
GI Bill, particularly those that provided educational and mortgage 
assistance, were denied to black veterans either because they lived 
in neighborhoods deemed too risky for VHA loans or because the 
administration of educational benefits left them at the mercy of lo-
cal decision makers, who were free to discriminate. Congruent with 
Martin Gilens’s findings for the late twentieth century, our analy-
sis confirms that states with higher percentages of nonwhites in the 
1930s also were more likely to favor spending cuts, but only at the 
federal level (the slight preference for cuts at the local level is not 
statistically significant).85

As Jill Quagdagno’s historical sociology of the American welfare 
state makes clear, these features of “progressive” legislation emerged 
out of a compromise between southern legislators, who promised 
to veto the entire package of New Deal reforms, and the Roosevelt 
administration, which was trying to preserve the maximum ben-
efits for those it could help.86 Hence, although we remember the 
New Deal (and later the GI Bill) as federal programs that, in the 
words of President Clinton, “raised the entire nation to a plateau 
of social well-being never before experienced in U.S. history,” the 
reality was more complex. It laid a foundation for occupational 
mobility and personal wealth underneath native-born citizens, 
nonagricultural workers (including African Americans, though not 
very many), and veterans who lived in places with nondiscrimina-
tory benefit administrators. This was but a fraction of the country’s  
minorities.

In the 1930s, though, public opinion ran somewhat contrary to 
public policy. Democrats and Republicans across all regions and in 
all social classes rejected by a wide margin the main forms of oc-
cupational exclusion for every year that we have data. Even in the 
South, a region whose senators were more responsible than anyone 
else for the elimination of black labor from the protections of the 
Fair Labor Standards Act and Social Security, popular sentiment ran 
more than two to one in favor of extending Social Security coverage 
to farmworkers, household help, and “sailors,” members of the mer-
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chant marine, a large and transient labor force responsible for most 
international shipping in the age before air transport. These findings 
suggest that what southern elites wanted dominated the legislation 
that emerged. Ordinary Americans who responded to the opinion 
polls on occupational restrictions did not concur. For them, the de-
serving were fundamentally defined by the broad category of private 
sector workers.

Alien and Undeserving

Immigrants and aliens came in for at least as powerful a drubbing,87 
a sentiment not unique to our own era.88 “Aliens on relief” were met 
with open hostility.89 In 1935, 67% of Americans agreed that they 
“should be returned to their own countries.”90 Two years later, 61% 
agreed that “people on relief who are not citizens of the United States 
or who have not yet applied for citizenship should be sent out of the 
country.”91 In 1939, 70% of Americans believed that “needy people 
living in this country who are not citizens and have not applied for 
citizenship” should not be given relief.92 

For Against

1937 1939 1943

77%
81%

77%

24%
19%

23%

Figure 1.5. Early Support for Expanding Social Security Eligibility to Include  
Household Help, Sailors, and Domestic Workers, 1937–1943
Note: All data have been weighted to adjust for sampling error.
Source: Gallup



Against
28%

For
72%

Figure 1.6. Support for Deporting Non-Citizens Receiving Relief, 1935
Note: Raw data are not available for this survey. The data are presented unweighted and 
thus are subject to sampling error. However, the margin by which respondents supported 
the deportation of non-citizens suggests that weighting the data would not change the 
substantive conclusion.
Source: Gallup

Yes, noncitizens
should be eligible

for relief (30%)

No, noncitizens
shouldn’t be eligible

for relief (70%)

Figure 1.7. Support for Denying Relief to Non-Citizens, 1939
Note: Data are weighted to correct for sampling errors.
Source: Gallup
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Yet, oddly enough, our analysis shows that states that had a greater 
proportion of non-citizen residents were more supportive of relief, 
and were less likely to support cuts in spending, than states that 
had fewer immigrants/aliens (table 1.2). Respondents might not 
have wanted immigrants to claim federal paychecks or handouts, 
but in areas with lots of them, support for federal largesse in gen-
eral was not lacking. This hardly means that resident aliens were 
embraced, only that they were not the subject of greater hostility 
in the regions where they were more concentrated. That said, the 
whole country was inhospitable to the foreign-born and became 
even more so as the Depression deepened. Aliens were rejected 
not only because they undercut the wages of American workers but 
also because, in the view of some of Roosevelt’s correspondents, 
they would support the federal machine that provided them with 
patronage jobs and rob the legitimate voter of the power to disci-
pline FDR and his minions. “Has it occurred to you that millions 
not on relief who refuse to bend the knee and humbly obey the dicta 
you hand down?” asked Mr. J. Robert Smith of West Hempstead,  
Long Island.

Do you recall the fate of that great “purger” of the French Revo-
lution, Robespierre? Well, the voters of these United States still 
possess the right to change the complexion of Congress every two 
years and can politically “purge” most effectively. We mean to do 
this without the aid of bought Negro reliefers, WPA-ers, subsidized 
non-producers, pampered Alien and Labor Union hangers-on, or 
that misguided coterie surrounding you who have so amiably and 
so senselessly squandered our billions. We prefer to link up with the 
yearly increment of American-born new voters who will remember 
their heritage and keep it clean.93 (Aug. 15, 1938)

Threatening Roosevelt’s hold on power was a favorite (if inef-
fectual) pastime of many writers angry over the ability of other, less  
deserving voters to sway the course of elections. It was the middle 
class, they asserted, that should write the course of history:
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It is the middle class in our country which elects a president. Not 
that of the ultra wealthy or moron class. Nevertheless it is with but 
few exceptions that we are getting a raw deal. The Moron, the lazy 
and the natural pan-handler is profiting thru crackpot and confisca-
tory legislation. If it is this class to which you refer as the forgotten 

Table 1.2â•… State Attitudes toward Relief, as Predicted by State Demographics and 
Economic Characteristics (ßs)

Mean % of State  
Approving of  
Cuts in Relief  

Spending

Mean % of State  
Agreeing That 

Relief Spending  
Should Be Cut in  
Own Community

Mean % of State  
Agreeing That 

Persons Taken off 
Relief Jobs Will 

Have Hard Time 
Finding Work

Household Type

% Farm Households
–0.04 0.12 *** 0.59 ***

(–0.03) (–0.04) (–0.03)

% Homeowners
0.37 *** 0.10 ** 0.02
(–0.06) (–0.04) (–0.04)

Mean Home Value 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 ***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Race and Citizenship

% Non-White
0.40 *** 0.25 *** –0.29 ***
(–0.03) (–0.04) (–0.03)

% Non-Citizen –0.70 *** –1.43 *** 1.24 ***
(–0.08) (–0.09) (–0.09)

Economics

% Unemployed
1.86 *** 2.67 *** –1.66 ***
(–0.27) (–0.29) (–0.27)

Mean Income
–0.40 ** 0.16 1.59 ***
(–0.18) (–0.20) (–0.19)

Notes: Coefficients are ßs from OLS regressions that include all independent variables 
as predictors.
Standard errors in (parentheses): * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** signifi-
cant at 1%. 
Data are weighted to correct for sampling error.
Source: Data are from Gallup Poll #1936-0060 and from the authors’ calculations based 
on the 1930 United States 
Census Microdata (IPUMS 1930). Nâ•›=â•›2659. 
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man, they first became so by forgetting themselves and their re-
sponsibilities.94 (Leon Brown, Niantic, Conn., Oct. 31, 1934)

In the 1930s, the American middle class—defined as white-collar 
or managerial employees, college educated, home-owning, or virtu-
ally any other reasonable metric by popular standards—was a very 
small group. They were outnumbered and outvoted by the industrial 
working class and rural Americans. Nonetheless, the idea that the 
middle class was the honorable core of American culture had some 
symbolic traction, even if it lacked clout.

It is perhaps understandable that public opinion toward non- 
citizens on the dole would be negative.95 But the hostility extended to 
workers as well, even as unemployment fell in the wake of war time 
shortages. “My travels take me all over this country,” a listener wrote 
to Boake Carter. “Here and in the Middle West I find many foreign-
ers, who are not American citizens and who do not pay taxes, holding 
down good jobs.” He continued,

They do not vote. Not far from here, a friend of mine who has 
been “checking up” finds foreigners—many of them—on our relief 
rolls. This is very unfair. Those persons should be taxed heavily, or, 
better still, sent to their foreign homes.96 (W.H.M., archaeologist, 
Phillips Academy, Andover, Mass., 1934)

I am an old man, a factory worker in one of our largest furniture 
factories and one of the first ever to make furniture in America. The 
company started, more than seventy years ago, the policy of keeping 
all of its old help. Many of them are foreign born, but many of them 
have refused to become naturalized citizens. During our annual wel-
fare and Red Cross drives, this element of foreign extraction refused 
bluntly and decisively to give one cent to charity to aid the poor of our 
city. Many of them are well-to-do, but let them be laid off for a day  
or two and they are the first to ask for help without a blush. Those  
that pay toward the welfare have to take care of these grafters.97 
(F.W.H., furniture factory worker, Grand Rapids, Mich., 1935)
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Roosevelt got an earful along the same lines:

We have in this country a great number of unemployed, likewise 
a great number of aliens, here legally and illegally. It is a particu-
lar fact that from personal observation, I find that these aliens are  
in most cases employed . . . Immigrants today are competitors in 
all lines of work and business with our citizens and are the source 
of most of the communistic activity and crime. . . . I believe and 
recommend that immigration should be restricted, for a period at 
least.98 (P. A. Adams, Portland, Ore., Feb. 16, 1935)

A 1942 National Opinion Research Center (NORC) survey con-
firmed these anecdotes: 79% of Americans believed that “people 
working where [the respondent]99 was working should have to be cit-
izens.”100 Sixty-six percent of Americans believed all workers in war 
industries should be U.S. citizens.101

Mexican migrants were targeted with particular zeal.102 In coopÂ�
eration with the Mexican government, between 1929 and 1931 auÂ�
thorities in the United States undertook the mass repatriation of 
Mexican immigrants and their American-born children. Most came 
from the Southwest (especially Texas and California), but the upper 
Midwestern states also sent thousands of Mexicans “home” as well.103 

In Los Angeles County, federal immigration officials and the federal 
Emergency Committee for Employment chartered special trains to 
send Mexicans and Mexican Americans south of the border.

The Roosevelt archives include many letters that implore the pres-
ident to take action of just this kind. Ejecting the foreign-born would 
go a long way toward curing unemployment and raising wages, he 
was reminded. “Mexicans and Canadian aliens have been swarming 
into California for several years as ‘visitors,’â•›” remarked L. R. Atkins 
from the border town of San Diego, California.

They immediately secure work in preference to American Citi-
zens for this important reason: the average employer will employ  
aliens because they will for half of what an American citizen calls a 



Dissent and the New Dealâ•…â•› 49

living wage. . . . [T]he un-employment question will not be solved 
unless Immigration is closed down for a number of years and all 
aliens deported and a “red-blooded he-man” replace that “ping-
pong player” Miss Perkins as the Secretary of Labor.104 (June 15, 
1934) 

Gendering the New Deal

Alice Kessler-Harris, Linda Gordon, Gwendolyn Mink, and Theda 
Skocpol, among others, have written on the gendered nature of the 
welfare state.105 By tying benefits such as old-age pensions and un-
employment benefits to jobs, the New Deal “affirmed the status of 
recipients as independent and upstanding citizens and delineated 
the secondary position of those without good jobs or any at all.”106 
Those without “good jobs” included transients; those without jobs at 
all were overwhelmingly women.

While the New Deal provided cash relief for some women—
mother’s pensions and widows’ allowances, for example—others were 
completely excluded.107 Never-married women with and without 
children or parents to support, divorced, or deserted women heads-
of-household, and intact African American and other poor families 
whose male heads could not find jobs or earn sufficient wages to 
support their families were excluded from economic citizenship. In-
deed, the draft language of the Full Employment Act denied women 
the right to earn a living, as Americans with “full-time housekeeping 
responsibilities” were explicitly excluded from the act’s promise of 
“sufficient employment opportunities.” 108

Although women themselves were far more “relief friendly”—that 
is, less likely than men to favor reducing relief spending at either the 
federal or the local level—their generosity was not reciprocated. Pub-
lic opinion was squarely behind exclusions based on gender. Gallup 
polls completed in 1936 and 1938 and Roper polls conducted in the 
1940s show consistent public endorsement of the notion that married 
women should not work if their husbands could support them. As is 
well known, the unemployment levels of married men during the 
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Depression and after demobilization of the troops at the conclusion 
of the Second World War spawned a “women out of the workplace” 
movement and a surge of domesticity.

Antagonism toward working women did not derive from a general 
hostility to women. Indeed, when it came to protecting mothers—as 
opposed to female workers—Americans were inclined to be gener-
ous. For example, the public overwhelmingly supported the idea that 

Yes, women with husbands capable of supporting them should be allowed to work

Depends on the situation

No, they should not be allowed to work

1936 1938 1939 1945

22%

78%

18%

82%

13%

24%

60%

29%

71%

Figure 1.8. Support for Allowing Married Women to Join the Workforce, 1936–1945
Note: The 1939 data have been weighted to adjust for sampling error. Raw data are un-
available for 1936, 1938, and 1945; therefore, the numbers presented are simple cross-
tabulations as reported by Gallup. Weighting had no significant impact on the 1939 
results, which suggests that sampling error is not driving the findings.
Source: Gallup
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pregnant mothers should receive medical care. But mothers as work-
ers were no more welcome than illegal aliens.

The Legacy of Inclusion

While we have drawn attention to the public’s restrictive definition 
of the common good, we must also note that the progressive charac-
ter of the New Deal, flawed as it may appear from a contemporary 
vantage point, was remarkably expansive for its time. The idea that 
ordinary working men were entitled to a limited workday, that private 
sector workers had a right to seek union representation, that men 
who lost their jobs should be insured against the loss of income, that 
the government had a responsibility to provide public employment, 
that the right to unionize had to be protected, and that an insurance 

Against
19%

For
81%

Figure 1.9.  Support for Giving Mothers Government-Provided Medical Care at Child-
birth, 1937 
Note: Raw data are not available for this survey. The data are presented unweighted and 
thus are subject to sampling error. However, the margin by which respondents support 
government-provided medical care for new mothers suggests that weighting the data 
would not change the substantive conclusion.
Source: Gallup
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system should shield workers from poverty in their sunset years was a 
remarkable accomplishment.

The last act of the New Deal, the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act 
of 1944 (otherwise known as the GI Bill), created an entitlement to 
a college education at government expense and low-cost mortgages 
underwritten by federal funds. These were unprecedented opportu-
nities for working-class white men, who would have had far less hope 
of either higher education or home ownership before its provisions 
took effect.109

We should not minimize these accomplishments. They do repre-
sent an expanded commitment to civic inclusion. At the same time, 
the boundaries erected around the safety net in the 1930s and the 
mobility-enhancing policies of the 1940s were real enough. The 
“body civic” was a restricted set of people, defined by work status, 
birthplace, race, and gender. If this were just an outcome of policy 
decisions that were somehow enacted without the approval, tacit 
or explicit, of ordinary Americans, we could chalk this up to elite 
interests and legislative compromise. Public opinion data tell us 
otherwise. With some exceptions, public sentiment was often harsh 
toward the poor, and the public’s sympathies were limited to those 
who could be put to work. 110 Those who found work courtesy of the 
government were not to be accorded equal respect or rights.

Why was FDR returned to office four times if the public was so 
divided over civic responsibilities toward the indigent? The president 
never camouflaged what he stood for or what he intended to do. 
He openly campaigned on a platform of wealth redistribution—es-
pecially in 1936, with his “soak the rich” tax—and his track record 
of unprecedented federal intervention into the realm of private en-
terprise. His efforts to increase government support for the poor were 
hardly a secret.

First, we must recognize that public opposition crystallized mainly 
around funding for “relief,” which was popularly understood to mean 
cash handouts to the able-bodied could-be worker. This was never a 
winning strategy, since the public consistently believed that the indi-
gent were malingering, could find work if they really wanted to, and 
didn’t deserve the hard-earned tax dollars of the 75% of the country 
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that was still employed and facing eroding wages. Roosevelt himself 
shared the public’s distaste for cash relief and put more resources 
into public employment to cure poverty than any president before or 
since. While the president had more respect for the status and rights 
of WPA workers than the general public, he met his constituents 
halfway by emphasizing work over cash, even when the latter was 
cheaper to administer. And they responded favorably to this policy 
direction.

Indeed, given the consistency of public support for work over cash 
welfare, a theme we will meet again in the next chapter, we might 
ask instead why in ensuing decades, federal job creation efforts were 
all but abandoned.111 Unless we want to think of the Second World 
War and subsequent conflicts that swelled the ranks of the military 
(public workers by another name), it has taken a downturn of the 
dimensions confronted by the Obama administration to revive much 
interest in New Deal–style public employment as a remedy for deep 
recession.

Some of the credit for FDR’s policies surely belongs to the social 
movements and interest groups that pressured the White House and 
Congress throughout the Depression era. Perhaps the most famous 
of these was the Bonus Army, which represented veterans of the First 
World War who were not yet eligible for their pensions. In May 1932, 
17,000 veterans traveled across the country from Portland, Oregon, 
to Washington, D.C., under the banner of the “Bonus Expedition-
ary Force,” and camped out on the doorstep of Congress, demand-
ing that the funds promised to them in 1924 be paid immediately, 
not in 1945 as originally scheduled. The House of Representatives 
capitulated to their demands, but the Senate refused, and the plan 
went down to defeat just in time to see several thousand disgruntled 
veterans riot. The spectacle of General Douglas MacArthur ordering 
federal troops to attack these aging veterans left an indelible public 
impression.

Organized labor, leaders of minority groups, and local govern-
ment officials steadily and forcefully lobbied FDR. The Communist 
Party, then an active political force, sponsored marches and picketed 
local relief offices. Pressure groups were everywhere; some of them 
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wrote the letters we have quoted in this chapter. In our own time, 
every decimal place of public opinion is calibrated, and even ordi-
nary citizens are familiar with the idea of the “margin of error” in 
polling data. But in the 1930s and early 1940s, when the science of 
public opinion was in its infancy, it is reasonable to assume a more 
significant influence deriving from social movements than we might 
credit today. Public opinion was not irrelevant, but it did not receive 
the kind of popular treatment that we know all too well today. To the 
extent that FDR’s policies evolved in favor of the interests of pressure 
groups, he was able to garner support at the ballot box. 

Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels offer a different answer to 
the question of Roosevelt’s electoral success.112 They argue that there 
was no dramatic ideological shift during the Depression in favor of 
FDR’s policies. We remember the era for its pathbreaking legislation 
and infer from it a dramatic reorientation of the American politi-
cal mindset. Instead, they suggest that “short-term income gains and 
losses . . . cumulated willy-nilly into a durable Democratic major-
ity in the electorate.” In essence, those in office felt the electoral 
bite when bad economic news landed on their heads and they were 
tossed out, regardless of their ideological priors.

Looking around the world that was the 1930s, Achen and Bartels  
show that voters ejected “whoever was in office at the time” in Brit-
ain, Austria, Sweden, Canada, Ireland, and Weimar Germany. Col-
lectively these governments represented political stripes ranging from 
liberal to conservative, even reactionary. Those that presided over 
economic recoveries were returned to office; those unlucky enough 
to oversee continuous recessions were tossed out. This model sug-
gests that voters were looking for “what worked,” and that the eco-
nomic recovery that developed between 1933 and 1937 was perhaps 
more responsible for Roosevelt’s lasting popularity than was a dra-
matic shift in the depth of the social contract. This would help to ac-
count for Roosevelt’s narrower election victories in 1940 and 1944. If 
the sea change had been so thoroughgoing, we might have expected 
him to repeat the cakewalk of 1936, when FDR won more than 60% 
of the vote.113 His victory was decisive but not as commanding as his 
earlier triumphs.
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While there is much to commend the Achen-Bartels argument, it 
is also important to note that FDR attained a degree of secular saint-
hood that has never been matched by any other American president. 
Whatever the public opinion polls tell us about reservations over 
New Deal policies, one cannot ignore the role that deep and abiding 
affection for and gratitude toward the man played in his electoral 
victories. It is quite possible that his 1936 victory was guaranteed by 
the realpolitik that followed from the improvement in the economy. 
His next three victories, although achieved by smaller margins, rep-
resented the force of his public image and the confidence the public 
had in this hero, even when there was discontent with some of his 
policies.

Indeed, Roosevelt possessed those qualities of leadership that en-
abled him to sustain the momentum for the creation of the modern 
welfare state despite a public that could be surprisingly mean-spirited  
toward those who were down and out. To be sure, he curtailed as-
pects of the original New Deal in deference to those sentiments. And 
he maintained work relief even as many balanced-budget enthusiasts 
argued that cuts were needed or cash relief should be substituted be-
cause it was cheaper. FDR was no slave to public opinion but instead 
was a leader, if one with one eye on his detractors.

Whatever conclusion we might reach about the reasons for FDR’s 
remarkable and durable staying power, the country as a whole was 
ambivalent about what was owed to its weakest and most vulnerable 
citizens. Even in our darkest hours, Americans did not share the sen-
timents of their European cousins, who were busy constructing far 
more generous welfare states based on citizenship rather than work 
status. If the findings of the opinion polls from 1935 onward and the 
letters to the White House for periods before and after can be taken 
as snapshots of American attitudes of the time, it was a variant of 
“helping those who help themselves,” and even that was tempered 
by the conviction that the sooner the state retired from this role, the 
better.



2  Warring over the War on Poverty

Even the most inspired political speeches of our own time pale in 
comparison to the grace and power of Lyndon Johnson’s land-

mark addresses on the Great Society. Though Johnson is remem-
bered more for the debacle that was Vietnam, his secular sermons 
on the eradication of poverty are every bit as stirring as those of 
Roosevelt or Martin Luther King Jr. The specter of racial inequality 
and destitution in the midst of prosperity undercut American claims 
to moral superiority during the cold war. A nation of unparalleled 
wealth could not face the world, particularly not the world behind 
the Iron Curtain, without acknowledging the stark divisions that the 
Reverend King, Bobby Kennedy, and Michael Harrington brought 
to public attention.

The Great Society attempted to enable the nation’s dispossessed 
to access the skills they needed to compete in the marketplace, and it 
knocked down discriminatory barriers to education, job markets, and 
political participation.1 Poor health, a product of poverty exacerbated 
by inadequate medical care, had to be redressed, and Medicaid for 
the poor and Medicare for retirees were both part of the package.

Bold as it was, though, the War on Poverty did not fundamentally 
attack the structure of inequality; it was not an income redistribution 
scheme but rather an investment in “human capital.” As historian 
Michael Katz and others have argued, Johnson sought to provide the 
toolkit individuals needed to compete, but he did not ask society to 
rearrange the economic hierarchies that created poverty in the first 
place.2

Richard Nixon is remembered neither for his oratory nor for 
his commitment to redressing the problem of poverty. Yet Nixon’s  
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domestic policy legacy is more important than we often credit. As his-
torian Joshua Freeman has noted, federal social spending, adjusted 
for inflation, rose at an annual rate of nearly 10% under Nixon, com-
pared to just under 8% during the Kennedy-Johnson years. For this 
reason, Freeman suggests, “the Nixon administration represented the 
last great moment of liberal rule.”3 The centerpiece of his domes-
tic policy, the Family Assistance Plan (FAP), which was closer to a  
Nordic-style income subsidy program than anything we have seen 
since, was a critical contribution. While the FAP failed to win the 
approval of Congress and was never passed into law, other legisla-
tive victories indirectly inspired by the plan, including the Earned 
Income Tax Credit, have become effective instruments for attacking 
poverty at the federal level.

Neither Johnson nor Nixon was led to these ideas by a huge public 
push for reform. Of course, loud voices in the political choir urged 
action on racial injustice and economic inequality. Civil rights lead-
ers dogged Johnson’s heels and urged the president to be proactive, 
arguing that programs providing economic opportunity and human 
capital investment would help to realize racial equality. Indeed, 
though celebrated for his determined leadership of the civil rights 
movement, Martin Luther King Jr. was as committed to economic 
justice throughout his life as he was to any other principle. In 1972, 
George McGovern leaned on Nixon from the left with his own pro-
posal for a guaranteed minimum income, a “demogrant” that would 
have given every American $1,000 annually, regardless of their work 
status.

Spurred by the growing unrest in the nation’s largest cities, these 
political elites were pushing the federal government to address eco-
nomic inequality and racial discrimination. But there is scarce evi-
dence that they had a public wind at their backs either for the War 
on Poverty or for the FAP. Sociologists Clem Brooks and Jeff Manza 
have made the point that public opinion is essential to sustain a major 
social program, but the original impetus for these landmark pieces of 
social policy cannot really be chalked up to such a groundswell.4 

Once launched, Great Society programs aimed at developing  
human capital enjoyed relatively high levels of popular support.  
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For example, the Jobs Corps and Head Start programs were rated 
the “most effective” in a 1967 survey asking respondents to rank 
Great Society programs.5 But it’s not as if Johnson identified pub-
lic concern over the educational problems of poor children or the  
employment gaps among minority youth and then sought to remÂ�
edyÂ€them. Instead, LBJ walked into something of a vacuum in the 
public mind where poverty was concerned and inserted some pro-
gressive ideas precisely where he believed they could do the most 
good.

That opinion vacuum was not total, though. The public did have 
some ideas about what was appropriate as an arena of government 
action and what was not, and its reservations reflect the continuing 
limitations that became evident during FDR’s time. For example, 
support for universal access to employment was weak during the 
Great Society. The National Election Studies (NES) asked some 
version of this question from the late 1950s through the late 1960s: 
“The government in Washington ought to see to it that everybody 
who wants to work can find a job.” In 1960, 59% believed that gov-
ernment ought to see to it that every person had a good job. By 1964, 
that figure was down to only 31%, where it remained in 1968. Ameri-
cans were increasingly likely to agree that “government ought to just 
let people get ahead on their own.” In 1960, only 24% offered this 
response. By 1964, 43% wanted government to leave people alone, 
and by 1968, 48% held this opinion. 

One of the lasting achievements of the Great Society, the creation 
of Medicare and Medicaid, was also accomplished despite tepid pub-
lic support for guaranteed access to affordable health care. Between 
1956 and 1968, the NES asked some version of this question: “The 
government ought to help people get doctors and hospital care at 
low cost.” Support for this premise peaked in 1962, when 62% of all 
Americans agreed. By 1964, when Johnson was hard at work put-
ting health insurance for the poor and the elderly into law, overall 
support had dwindled to 50%. While some would argue that this  
is a large figure, the tide of public opinion was moving in the wrong 
direction for the president’s initiatives. Even among Democrats, who 
were typically far more supportive of Johnson’s Great Society objec-
tives than Republicans, support for a government-backed health in-
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surance scheme for the poor was losing ground. The trajectory of 
public opinion was not encouraging from the perspective of those 
who believed in LBJ’s objectives.

Moreover, public support for a Medicare-style program dimin-
ished over the same period of time that Johnson worked to enact his 
capstone accomplishments. In March 1962, 55% of those surveyed 
by Gallup supported the idea of a program providing the elderly with 
medical insurance financed via an increase in Social Security taxes, 
as opposed to an alternative whereby individuals simply purchased 
health care policies in the private market. A few months later, in May 
1962, support for a public program guaranteeing the elderly access 
to medical insurance had slipped below 50%. By 1965, just 46% of 
those surveyed by Gallup wanted the public program as compared to 
the private alternative.

This decline in support was not due to a lack of interest in the 
issue. The percentage of Americans in these surveys responding 
that they had “no opinion” on the matter of government’s role in 
health care stayed constant at about 20%. The shift in opinion rep-
resents a popular decline in support for a government guarantee of 
access to health care. The opposition of powerful interest groups, 
ranging from the American Medical Association to the National As-
sociation of Manufacturers, helped to frame the debate as a choice  

“The government in Washington ought to see to it that
 everybody who wants to work can find a job.”
“The government ought to just let people get ahead on
 their own.”

31%
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59%
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Figure 2.1. Support for Government-Guaranteed Jobs, 1960–1968
Source: National Election Studies
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between socialized medicine—which would require “high taxes, loss 
of freedom and bureaucratic problems”—and the American way of 
health care.6 Decades later, the Clinton administration ran into the 
same brick wall of opponents and the same framing as they tried to 
create a more universal health care entitlement. Their effort went 
nowhere.

Johnson, by contrast, pushed forward with the most significant ex-
pansion of federal responsibility for health care in our history, not to 
mention landmark programs like Head Start, and Nixon proposed 
an income support plan that was far more progressive than anything 
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Figure 2.2.  Support for Government’s Role in Health Care Affordability, 1956–1968
Note: Respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement: 
“Government out to help people get doctors and hospital care at low cost.”
Source: National Election Studies
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seen before (and in many ways since). Both presidents moved ahead 
of public attitudes that were not as expansive as the progressive as-
sumptions underlying their signature policies. The policies rarely 
survived intact (and in the case of the FAP, failed to pass Congress at 
all),7 but both presidents soldiered on and left a legacy behind that 
we rely on to this day.

The Great Society: Opportunity, Not Security

Though it was not really acceptable to talk about poverty through the 
1950s, an increasing awareness of the persistence of poverty amidst 
plenty—notably in the writings of Galbraith, McCarthy, and espe-
cially Harrington—prompted the Kennedy and Johnson administra-
tions to propose an array of antipoverty programs.8

Johnson introduced his landmark initiative in May 1964, at a Uni-
versity of Michigan commencement address. Still reeling from the 
loss of President Kennedy, both Johnson and the audience before 
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Figure 2.3.  Support for an Expansion of Social Security to Include Health Care for the 
Elderly, 1962–1965
Note: Respondents were asked whether they preferred providing health insurance for the 
elderly by allowing them to buy private plans or whether government should finance a 
program through Social Security.
Source: National Election Studies
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him were in need of inspiration, a signature initiative that would 
help to turn the page. Only two years earlier, Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
March on Washington had underlined the inextricable link between 
racial injustice and economic inequality. The urban riots that rocked 
the country’s sense of complacency had not yet erupted.9 Johnson 
implored the graduating seniors to join in a noble quest to transform 
the trajectory of Americans at the bottom of the economic pyramid. 
“For better or worse,” he noted, “your generation has been appointed 
by history to deal with those problems and to lead America toward a 
new age.”

You have the chance never before afforded to any people in any 
age. . . . So will you join in the battle to give every citizen the full 
equality which God enjoins and the law requires whatever his be-
lief, or race, or the color of his skin? Will you join in the battle to 
give every citizen an escape from the crushing weight of poverty?
â•… . . . There are those timid souls who say this battle cannot be 
won; that we are condemned to a soulless wealth. I do not agree. 
We have the power to shape the civilizations that we want. But I 
will need your will, your labor, your hearts, if we are to build that 
kind of society.10

Johnson’s acceptance speech at the Democratic convention in 
1965 reinforced the same message: in a time of unprecedented afflu-
ence, no American should be poor:

We are in the midst of the largest and longest period of peacetime 
prosperity in our history. . . . But prosperity for most has not brought 
prosperity to all. And those who have received the bounty of this 
land . . . must not now turn from the needs of their neighbors.11

While the new Medicare and Medicaid programs were redistribu-
tive (and generous, by American standards), they fell far short of the 
universal health care systems, generous family allowances, universal 
and free higher education, and highly redistributive tax codes of the 
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European social democracies. Most of the programs that constituted 
the War on Poverty emphasized instead state investment in human 
capital, coupled with a legal assault on discriminatory practices. 
This outcome was a consequence of a battle between two opposing 
perspectives, outlined cogently by political scientist Judith Russell.12  
Fiscal Keynesians, led by Walter Heller, believed that appropriate 
economic policy would stimulate growth and that this, combined 
with appropriate human capital investment and anti-discrimination 
enforcement, would permit the persistently poor (who were dispro-
portionately black) to claim their fair share. Structuralists, like Willard  
Wirtz in the Labor Department, disagreed and advocated a more 
interventionist policy of job creation. The latter lost and the former 
won. Hence, what we owe one another—Johnson explained in this 
speech and elsewhere—is not equality of outcomes or economic se-
curity through federal job programs or free health care for all but 
rather the chance to reach one’s full potential.

Johnson formally introduced the War on Poverty to Congress in 
his 1964 State of the Union address with a set of arguments intended 
to make it clear that this effort would count as a success when every 
American had the tools, not necessarily the goods.13 “This budget 
and this year’s legislative program,” the president explained, “are 
designed to help each and every American citizen fulfill his basic 
hopes.” And what were those hopes?

. . . a fair chance to make good; his hopes for fair play from the law; 
his hope for a full-time job on full-time pay; his hope for a decent 
home for his family in a decent community; his hopes for a good 
school for his children with good teachers; his hopes for security 
when faced with sickness or unemployment or old age.
â•… Our task is to help replace . . . despair with opportunity. This 
administration, here and now, declares unconditional war on pov-
erty.Â€.Â€.Â€. It will not be a short or easy struggle, no single weapon or 
strategy will suffice, but we shall not rest until that war is won. The 
richest Nation on earth can afford to win it. We cannot afford to  
lose it.14
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Johnson’s emphasis on capabilities was critical to his argument for 
the Civil Right Acts of 1964. 15 In a televised address in entitled 
“America’s Promise,” Johnson argued that civil rights alone were not 
enough:

All Americans must have the privileges of citizenship regardless of 
race. . . . But I would like to caution you and remind you that to 
exercise these privileges takes much more than just a legal right. 
It requires a trained mind and a healthy body . . . people cannot 
contribute to the Nation if they are never taught to read or write, 
ifÂ€theirÂ€bodies are stunted from hunger, if their sickness goes unÂ�
tended, if their life is spent in hopeless poverty just drawing a welfare 
check. So we want to open the gates to opportunity. But we are also 
going to give all our people, black and white, the help that they 
need to walk through those gates.16

The War on Poverty had broad appeal within the Democratic ma-
jority coalition because it typified liberal thinking at the time about 
economic growth and wealth distribution. As communications histo-
rian David Zarefsky explains, the War on Poverty was in many ways 
the apex of the liberal reform efforts of the 1960s:

[The War on Poverty clearly embodied] the assumptions of the 
liberal argument: society was benign; “fine tuning” could provide 
opportunities for those left out, without seriously threatening the 
interests of the well-to-do; opportunities would translate into re-
sults; the values of the middle class were shared by the poor; an 
expanding economy made it possible to alleviate poverty without 
redistribution of income or wealth; and the federal government was 
a fit instrument for carrying out those purposes.17

With a focus on “educational opportunity and work preparation,” 
historian Michael Katz argues, the antipoverty agenda “assumed the 
continuation of growth and abundance . . . [and] depended on the 
continued expansion and easy availability of jobs.” The emphasis on 
creating opportunity for the poor was inherently conservative inso-
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far as it promised “to solve every social problem without recourse to 
conflict or redistribution,” and in so doing “divert[ed] attention away 
from the structural barriers to opportunity.”18

The tepid public response to the redistributive parts of Johnson’s 
program, captured in the opinion polls described earlier in this 
chapter, stand in contrast to the somewhat more enthusiastic em-
brace of the human capital agenda. Highly motivated supporters 
wrote to the White House in the weeks and months that followed 
his State of the Union address. “I wish particularly to commend 
your War on Poverty,” wrote George Axtelle from Carbondale,  
Illinois.

“Absurdity” has become a well worn word—too well worn. But if 
it were ever appropriate it is when one considers our enormous 
productivity and our disinherited. . . . Victory in this war will be an 
achievement without rival—“The poor you will always have with 
you.” What an historic achievement to blot out this terrible fact.19 
(May 5, 1964)

New York Herald Tribune Radio Station WVIP, Mount Kisco, 
Westchester County, New York, congratulates you on launching 
the President’s War on Poverty. . . . The overwhelming majority 
of WVIP listeners have responded with complete approval of your 
program in this vital area. Somewhat to our own surprise, we have 
found that poverty exists not only in the depressed areas of Appala-
chia, but also rears its ugly head in the areas of affluent Westches-
ter.20 (Jean Ensign, President and General Manager WVIP Radio, 
to Johnson, Mount Kisco, N.Y., Apr. 20, 1964) 

I have been watching with keen interest the progress of your cam-
paign to wipe out poverty in the United States and wish to com-
mend you for it, as I am sure does every loyal American. We rec-
ognize that it is a long and slow process as it has taken thirty years 
since President Roosevelt declared that one-third of the nation 
was suffering and now it has been reduced to one-fifth.21 (George 
Freedley to Johnson, New York City, June 24, 1964)
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These supporters were ordinary Americans. But like FDR before 
him, President Johnson received many letters from people who had 
professional reasons for their support. Social workers, small-town 
mayors, and teachers with poorly clothed children in their class-
rooms let LBJ know that he was on the right track, and it was about 
time. Johnson himself had been a teacher of poor Hispanic children 
in Texas and knew all too well how poverty could derail educational 
prospects.22 He heard from many people who had a similar vantage 
point. Father John Wagner, executive secretary of the Bishops’ Com-
mittee for the Spanish Speaking in San Antonio, Texas, was witness 
to the desperation of migrant populations settling along the border. 
“I have read and reread your State of the Union message,” Father 
Wagner noted, “and I find it a most challenging and orientated [sic] 
toward a great future.”

It is indeed an indictment against all of us that in the past we have 
permitted such a depression to exist in our affluent society with 
such resigned complacency. No disadvantaged group in the U.S. 
will benefit proportionately as much from this all-out war on pov-
erty as the Spanish-speaking citizen.23 (Jan. 10, 1964)

In The War Against Poverty the Counties of Huerfano, Las Animas 
and Costilla in Colorado have been isolated. These counties, as 
Senator [John] Carroll once said “never emerged from the great 
depression.” We need help desperately if as Americans we are to 
contribute to Our Country, and not always Ask From Our Coun-
try.24 (Ernest Sandoval to Johnson, Walsenburg, Colo., July 21, 
1964) 

The place to begin the whole program is here in South Texas, if 
there were ever a need for retraining and a new chance for life in 
a free country this is true in South Texas. The Latin Americans in 
our region have been exploited until they have no opportunity of 
equal growth. . . . The retraining of the unemployed and unedu-
cated will do more to rebuild our future economy of the individual 
family unit than anything introduced in our federal system of gov-
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ernment since World War II. This is one program that even the 
most conservative minds cannot honestly object to—even the best-
paid Republicans should want to see another human being receive 
the opportunity to feed himself and become a full-time citizen free 
of the need for welfare aid.25 (Bill Lea to Johnson, Alice, Tex., Mar. 
18, 1964)

William Hurst, mayor of Irwin, Pennsylvania, had a “day job” as 
an investigator for the Treasury Department of his state that “[took 
him] into the homes and other places where poverty and most de-
pressing and frightening living conditions [were] very evident”:

This is truly a disgrace to our great Nation. You are to be most 
highly commended for the interest you have shown in people liv-
ing under such terrible conditions. . . . I would like to suggest to 
you, Sir, that exceptional effort be put forth for the youth of the 
Land, looking towards jobs and better all around conditions are op-
portunities. . . .They [youths] are discontented, disillusioned, and 
in many cases quite bitter.26 (Apr. 16, 1964)

His observations were seconded by Kenneth West, a commissioner 
in the Department of Public Welfare in Elmira, New York. “If we 
are ever going to break the cycle of generation after generation of 
poverty-stricken oppressed individuals,” West told the president, “we 
must look at the total picture.”

[We must] devise some way to lift the uneducables and the un-
trainables, too, and their families from the dregs of poverty and 
despair. It is in these areas that government . . . must play a major 
role in getting these groups employed with employment that car-
ries the benefits of private employment and is not labeled a relief 
program.27 (May 8, 1964)

Muckrakers like Michael Harrington had drawn attention to the 
Appalachian region, and Martin Luther King had marched thou-
sands to Washington to turn a spotlight on the distress of the big cities,  
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but many other parts of the nation went unrecognized, though they 
were just as needy. African Americans in small towns, especially in 
the South, suffered under the dual burden of extreme poverty and 
a local power structure that shut the door in the face of black lead-
ers. Jerome Holland, who in 1964 was president of the Hampton 
Institute, a historically black college in Virginia, wrote to Johnson 
to “applaud the administration’s resolve to mobilize the substantial 
resources of this great country to fight against a pernicious enemy—
poverty.” But he urged Johnson not to stop there.

There is one aspect to the war on poverty which is not specifically 
covered. . . . The war on poverty should also be a war against segre-
gation and discrimination. Most of the poverty abroad in the land 
today was spawned by these evils. We must be ever alert lest we 
unwittingly reproduce under new labels those forces which we are 
seeking to destroy. . . . Therefore, although I support the Economic 
Opportunity Act of 1964 in principle, I am urging that federal funds 
not be made available to support undemocratic practices [empha-
sis in original].

Robert Spike, executive director of the Commission on Religion 
and Race for the National Council of Churches of Christ, contacted 
Johnson’s trusted adviser, Bill Moyers, to make sure he understood 
that without a greater emphasis on civil rights, there would be no 
end to poverty.28 “We have been very excited here at the Commission 
by the emphasis in the President’s message on an all-out attack on 
places of poverty in this country,” Spike explained.

This coincides so exactly with a project which is central in our 
work at the moment, namely, an extensive program in community 
organization, literacy training and economic redevelopment in the 
Mississippi Delta. Our extensive involvement in civil rights activi-
ties have led us to the conviction that in certain key areas, the civil 
rights issue is irrevocably tied up with basic human needs for both 
Negroes and whites.
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Young people were considered a particularly urgent target for the 
War on Poverty. They seemed to be drifting, even in a period of peace 
and prosperity. Citizens asked Johnson to find a way to use the War 
on Poverty to pull young people back to the straight and narrow.

I am very pleased with your “War on Poverty” program, but espe-
cially your Job Corps for our youth. Our growing number of young 
people, who cannot find jobs, are deserving of your program. Per-
haps we have gone a bit overboard on science and have neglected 
vocational training.29 (George Kramer, mayor of Waukee, Iowa, to 
Johnson, Mar. 27, 1964)

The spring thaws and ensuing floods that are upon us serve to re-
mind us that there have been no large scale flood control programs 
since FDR and the days of Grand Coulee Dam etc. Couldn’t this 
program be reactivated under President Johnson’s War on Poverty 
program so as to serve two useful social purposes? Couldn’t the 
old CCC [Civilian Conservation Corps] idea be used to retrain 
and train the young people who have not been adequately trained 
in the conventional educational processes?30 (Lou Gross to Walter 
Jenkins, New York City, Mar. 10, 1964)

Of particular concern were young men in the prison system, a 
population we recognize now as especially likely to spend their lives 
in poverty. They were comparatively few in number in the 1960s, rela-
tive to what we see in the nation’s prisons today, but those who worked 
in the criminal justice system alerted Johnson to the importance of 
saving these young people before it was too late. Coke Lambert,  
chaplain of the Harris County Jail in Houston, Texas, reminded the 
president that “approximately three million persons pass through our 
County Jails and City Lock-Ups each year.”

May I respectfully suggest that here would be an excellent place 
to initiate some action in your ‘War on Poverty’ with people who 
should be receptive to some realistic program of rehabilitation.Â€.Â€.Â€.
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[T]he jail is an excellent place to begin to helping many people to 
learn to help themselves and learn to live as good citizens.31 (July 
25, 1964)

This morning I read the text of your Tuesday Message to Congress 
regarding a war on poverty. I was particularly interested in your 
recommendation that Congress create a Job Corps. . . . I would 
suggest that the “National Work-Training Program” include some 
type of disciplinary training. While I am not advocating strict mili-
tary regimentation, our experience in the Department of Correc-
tions—where forty per cent of our 12,000 inmates are under the 
age of twenty-four—indicates that most of these young people have 
never experienced any discipline, either externally or internally 
imposed.32 (George Beto, director, Texas Board of Corrections, to 
Johnson, Huntsville, Tex., Mar. 17, 1964)

Opposition to the Great Society

The Johnson archives are full of letters that endorse the president’s 
ambition to rid a prosperous nation of the scourge of poverty. They 
come from every corner of the country, from obscure rural towns 
and big cities, from the heart of the Deep South to the big cities of 
the Rust Belt. But public opinion polls tell us that the sentiments of 
the public at large were far more mixed, and the archives reflect this 
oppositional trail as well.

Americans had clear favorites among the Great Society programs, 
and the War on Poverty was not one of them. The public was mildly 
supportive of federal provision of medical care for the aged and fund-
ing for education programs, but these aspects of Johnson’s plans were 
far more popular than his “antipoverty” programs, which trailed in at 
only 8%. Indeed, even in the contentious mid-1960s, voting rights for 
Negroes enjoyed more public support than antipoverty programs.

Public sympathy for the poor did not increase with time. As the 
War on Poverty marched on, ever larger segments of the public viewed 
poverty as a result of lack of effort on the part of the poor rather than 
as the consequence of circumstances beyond an individual’s control. 



Cu
tt

in
g 

ex
ci

se
 ta

xe
s

Ai
d 

to
 e

du
ca

tio
n 

Vo
tin

g 
rig

ht
s f

or
 N

eg
ro

es
An

ti-
po

ve
rt

y 
pr

og
ra

m
s

Im
m

ig
ra

tio
n 

re
fo

rm
Co

lle
ge

 sc
ho

la
rs

hi
ps

Fa
rm

 p
ro

gr
am

s
D

ep
ar

tm
en

t o
f U

rb
an

 A
ffa

irs
 

H
ig

hw
ay

 b
ea

ut
y

18%

21%

M
ed

ic
al

 c
ar

e 
fo

r t
he

 a
ge

d

28%

14%

8%

3%3%

2% 2%

1%

Figure 2.4.  The Public’s Policy Priorities, 1965
Note: Categories reflect the original Harris poll phrasing.
Source: Louis Harris & Associates, December 1965



72 â•… Chapter 2

In November 1964, just eleven months after Johnson introduced the 
Great Society to the nation in his State of the Union address, public 
opinion on the cause of poverty was evenly divided between “lack 
of effort” and “circumstances” beyond an individual’s control. Yet 
in the years to follow, increasing numbers blamed the poor for their 
poverty. By April 1968, 41% blamed poverty on a lack of effort by the 
poor, compared to just 28% who saw poverty as the consequences of 
circumstances beyond an individual’s control.

The skeptics were not shy about expressing their views to LBJ, and 
the Johnson archives contain just as many letters from detractors try-
ing to set the president straight as they do supportive commentaries. 
Many of his correspondents were convinced that the poor simply 
could not be helped out of their condition, at least not to the point of 
self-sufficiency. As one Ohio resident put the matter, the president’s 
plan was laudable but based on a fundamental misunderstanding 
of what made people poor in the first place. “You must surely know 
that you cannot eradicate poverty any more than you can eradicate 
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personalities in people,” Robert Culbertson explained from Akron. 
Ethel Brosius wrote in from Houston to Jack Valenti, a special aid 
to President Johnson, agreeing with the thrust of Culbertson’s com-
ments. 33 “With the money the President is planning to spend on this 
particular war,” she complains, “why not a war to revive some our 
earliest virtues?”

Honesty, integrity, thrift, GUTS, independence, desire for and ap-
preciation of freedom, perseverance, “stick-to-itiveness,” efficiency, 
respect for property, and understanding of moral responsibility, eduÂ�
cation, etc. . . . This kind of war would be a positive rather than a negaÂ�
tive approach to the problem, and would certainly be less expen-
sive and much more constructive in the long run.34 (Ethel Brosius  
to Jack Valenti, Houston, Tex., no date; probably early May 1964; 
emphasis in original)

I have read with interest of the anti-poverty program now underway. 
I agree with its objectives; however, if the program is to be a stop-
gap, palliative, giveaway program it will fail because it will merely 
substitute poverty of the spirit for poverty of the wallet.Â€.Â€.Â€. Our 
American creed puts financial independence first: the one who 
fails is looked upon as less a man than he should have been. Thus, 
going on the dole takes away one’s manhood, a traumatic experi-
ence to a self-respecting man the first time it happens.35 (Harold 
Van Coops to Johnson, Albany, Calif., no date, last quarter 1964; 
emphasis in original)

By 1965, criticism of the War on Poverty reached a crescendo on 
the left and the right. Corruption or mismanagement of one kind or 
another was an increasingly common concern. A Gallup poll from 
1965 reported that 48% of respondents believed corruption and po-
litical favoritism in Washington were increasing over time, and 40% 
felt corruption was increasing among state officials.36 Fifty-six per-
cent believed that “there has been too much politics in the antipov-
erty program.”37 Complaints about the misallocation of antiÂ�poverty 
funds; inadequate resources; monies denied or withheld from spe-
cific regions, community members, or their organized representatives  
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by local and state governments; extravagant costs; and even outright 
graft flooded the White House mailroom:

By the time the political favorites, and the crooked politicians get 
through with the appropriation for fighting poverty there will be 
none left for the poor, for whom it was supposed to be. Does the 
President know about these grafty salaries? Who has the authority 
to appoint these crooks and name their salaries?38 (Mr. and Mrs. R. 
Carroll to George Reedy, El Paso, Tex., May 20, 1965)

We, the members of the underground, demand that you recommit 
yourself to the War on Poverty and the Community Action Pro-
gram, in particular. In your State of the Union Message tonight, 
we want you to ask for 1) supplemental appropriations to fully carry 
out the War on Poverty this year 2) increased appropriations for 
the War on Poverty in Fiscal Year, 1968. The War on Poverty must 
be escalated! We, the poor in the world’s richest nation, cannot 
continue to believe in great national ventures such as an Asian 
war or trips to the moon, when we see the low wages we get, the 
poor education provided our children in public schools, and the 
crummy, high-rent housing we live in. You must help us change 
this by supporting a vital Community Action Program.39 (Unsigned 
“open letter” to Johnson, hand-delivered to the White House Mail 
Room by a member of a group picketing outside, Jan. 10, 1967; 
emphasis in original)

Maximum Feasible Obstruction

The organizational structure of the War on Poverty served severalÂ€purÂ�
poses at the same time. It streamed funds into job training, early 
childhood education, and community health care by supporting the 
burgeoning ranks of nonprofit organizations. By directing funds to the 
grass roots, though, Johnson was looking to achieve a second goal: to 
cultivate the leadership of minority communities around the country 
for the Democratic Party, bypassing the urban machines and tradi-
tional power structures that had long had a lock on patronage. “Maxi-
mum feasible participation,” the slogan that was supposed to describe 
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the modus operandi of the Office of Economic Opportunity, spoke 
directly to the aspirations of African American leaders who wanted to 
define the direction of antipoverty programs for themselves.

It did not take long for citizens and leaders to let the president 
know that his plans were being thwarted at every turn. Minority lead-
ers found themselves outmaneuvered by local sheriffs, the white may-
ors of black towns, and well-known racists, who were not about to let 
African Americans take control. Complaints poured in, particularly 
from the Jim Crow South. Baxton Bryant, executive director of the 
Tennessee Council on Human Rights in Nashville, expressed “great 
concern about the future of the Office of Economic Opportunity 
[especially] . . . the Community Action Program”:

With all due respect to our southern federal officials, many of them 
are not showing much enthusiasm for real acceptance of the Negro 
race as fellow human beings. We believe that your eloquent address 
at Howard University in which you advocated not only granting 
equal treatment at present but restitution for past deeds is the blue 
print for a new America.40 (Aug. 24, 1966)

Bryant’s concerns were shared by liberal activists all over the 
South. Congressmen wrote to him to alert him to the way the pro-
gram was being derailed by the power grabs under way in communi-
ties where African Americans could do little to stop it. “[We] urge im-
mediate investigation of [the] appointment of Indianola, Mississippi 
police chief Bryce Alexander to head Sunflower County . . . poverty 
program,” telegraphed Congressmen Augustus Hawkins and Joseph 
Resnick. “Alexander’s record of racist terror against Negroes makes 
his appointment absolutely monstrous and unthinkable.”41 

Roger Bell, a black leader who had been authorized to “take  
the lead and organize a country wide program,” wrote to Lady Bird 
Johnson from Guadalupe, Texas, to protest his removal from the lo-
cal economic opportunity office:

We are afraid the program is being abused in this, and we as Ne-
groes, have been denied to whole key Officers and our voting in the 
Organizing of the War on Poverty Program. . . . When the Whites 
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in High places and Elbert Jandt, Lawyer, saw it was going over and 
money in the program to help the lower level peoples they took 
over and kick me out.42 (Seguin, Tex., June 8, 1965)

Sargent Shriver was bombarded by similar complaints from AfriÂ�
can American leaders in Alabama. “We indignantly protest andÂ€reÂ�
fuse to be humiliated by being subjected to the acceptance of a 
community action committee which by its very composition and the 
manner in which it was formed clearly controverts the philosophy of 
the Economic Opportunity Act and the war against poverty.”

Sir, the basic philosophy of the war against poverty is that communi-
ties by organizing among themselves can obtain the means to help 
themselves to eliminate the causes and conditions of poverty. The 
Sumter County Movement for Human Rights . . . [has] sought to 
organize and proceed to bring social and economic change to the 
majority of our county’s population. . . . The cause of much of the 
Negro community’s poverty has been the pressure and imprint of 
racial segregation and exploitation. [Alabama OEO Director] Mr. 
[Claude] Kirk’s creation, the Area 14 Community Action Commit-
tee, only can maintain the racial discrimination and exploitation of 
the past.43 (Sumter County Movement for Human Rights, c/o Rev-
erend R. H. Upton, to Sargent Shriver, York, Ala., Aug. 8, 1965)

African Americans were not alone in their fury. Latinos in the 
border states also found themselves excluded from leadership roles 
and feared the diversion of funds intended for their communities 
into the hands of Anglos, who would send the money to their own.  
Daniel Castro, a leader in the San Diego area, wrote to Rudy Ramos, 
the director of the Washington, D.C., office of the American GI Fo-
rum, hoping to enlist his help in presenting his protest to the White 
House:

It has been our experience here in San Diego that the Mexican-
American is not even remotely considered for responsible positions 
of employment in the “war on poverty” agencies. The average “An-
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glo” agency Chief or Director, as the case may be, is traditionally 
incapable of thinking of the Mexican-American as top echelon ma-
terial even though we have fully qualified, competent and capable 
people to fill these positions. And to add insult to injury, these “An-
glo” heads of departments could not care less about our problems. 
We are not going to plead any special compensatory consideration 
of our case as the Negro has done. But we are going to demand 
equal opportunity.44 (May 20, 1965)

Native Americans in the Midwest also faced obstacles in claiming 
their rightful place as heads of local economic opportunity agencies:

I am calling your attention to a most serious situation existing in 
Comanche County Oklahoma. . . . Senator Fred R Harris is in-
volved in perpetuating these racist activities by his influence ap-
parently being used to see that all white people are hired in top 
positions in the poverty program here in Comanche County and in 
Cotton County Oklahoma.45 (Lonnie Johnson to Johnson, Lawton, 
Okla., Jan. 11, 1968)

While the Deep South and the border regions of the Southwest 
were particularly problematic places for the federal government to 
reach down and overturn local power structures, the problem was 
not confined to those areas. Californians and New Yorkers also felt 
the brunt of racial exclusion.

We have existed with volunteer leadership from the Negro commu-
nity since June of 1965, while the funding for the project has been 
postponed over and over. During this period numerous projects 
have been funded without delay for a number of public and private 
agencies for several hundred thousand dollars in other cities. . . . 
We believe it to be significant that the only program prepared, led 
and supported by Negro low income leadership in Contra Costa  
county should also be the only program delayed for nearly a year 
and also the only program subject to political conditions.46 (N. El-
dridge to Johnson, Mar. 16, 1966)
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We did not anticipate the pitfalls that are being set before us by 
those vested with power and find it so easy to usurp for reasons most 
obvious, but questionable. . . . We have mobilized and utilized all 
community resources! We have developed, conducted and admin-
istered with maximum feasible participation the poor themselves! 
We have set forth the machinery for motion, for action, and they 
tells us our efforts, our work, our needs are not valid! What authori-
tarian right has the Office of Economic Opportunity to question 
the poor and their eventual uplift? What right does this office have 
to determine the destinies of the residents involved in a poverty cul-
ture? . . . How can they sit there in their tribunal atmosphere and 
decide that the poor need not legal opportunity services; that they 
need not jobs, etc., when they are knowledgeable in this county’s 
failure to provide clinical services for the poor and medically in-
digent. . . . This is no logic! It is a method of madness whereby 
the people are again ‘stripped’ of hope, of respect, of confidence 
in those who constantly assume the right to determine their desti-
nies.Â€.Â€.Â€. Perhaps, we will never dream; perhaps the War on Poverty 
is nothing more than a Shakespearean farce that plays through the 
Mid-Summer on into all seasons.47 (William Larregui to Johnson, 
Apr. 14, 1966)

Race and ethnic divisions were the dominant fault line, but there 
were others as well. Small communities and towns were often mus-
cled out by larger, more politically connected cities in the race to 
capture the federal funding for local nonprofits.

I am now led to believe that the Office of Economic Opportunity 
or at least its San Francisco regional office, is arbitrarily making 
decisions to completely discriminate against small counties. . . . We 
have a large proportion of American Indians and other deprived 
people in our community who would very much benefit from the 
provision of the Economic Opportunity Act, but we find that we 
are told, in effect, that if we want to take advantage of the provisions 
of this act, we have to move our poor people to the city. I hope that 
this disgusting and disgraceful example against America’s newest 
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minority—the rural people of America, who have neither influ-
ence or votes, may receive the consideration it deserves.48 (Paul 
Kreuzenstein to Johnson, Alturas, Calif., May 13, 1966)

Critics on the left took Johnson to task for not putting enough muscle 
behind what they saw as a fundamentally good idea. They blamed 
him for weak implementation that enabled local power structures to 
move in on the funds intended for community empowerment. Even-
tually, their frustrations exploded into the welfare rights movement, 
which demanded a place for recipients, especially African American 
and Latina women, at the federal and state tables where welfare ben-
efits were set.49 

Conservatives, on the other hand, were incensed because they 
thought LBJ’s vision of maximum feasible participation was well on 
its way to being realized, with authority and money flowing to the 
worst left-wing elements, the black nationalists. Only three months 
after Johnson’s speech at the University of Michigan, Harlem went 
up in flames. Not long thereafter, Watts, Newark, and dozens of 
other major and minor cities were convulsed by riots. Between 1965 
and 1968 more than three hundred riots occurred, resulting in two 
hundred deaths and the destruction of several thousand businesses.50 
The taxpaying Right was in no mood to see its hard-earned cash go 
to people who were breaking shop windows, pointing guns at the 
police, and screaming “burn, baby, burn” at small business owners 
located in the ghettos.

The reality was a good deal more complicated. Black activists were 
aware that their own communities had the most to lose from urban 
unrest and were among the most zealous peacemakers, trying to put 
a stop to the mayhem. Others were sympathetic to the frustration, 
if not the methods, of rioters, seeing in these urban explosions the 
unavoidable consequences of years of discrimination and economic 
disenfranchisement. Many believed that lack of opportunity for em-
ployment was at the heart of the racial unrest. Indeed, a nationally-
representative poll by Louis Harris in the fall of 1967 reports that 
a substantial majority believed federal investment in employment 
programs would help stem racial unrest, a path Johnson eschewed.
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More than any other incident, the grant provided by the Office of 
Economic Opportunity to Harlem’s Black Arts Repertory Theater in 
1965 set the stage for a public rebuke of the whole War on Poverty by 
conservative citizens. Founded by poet and playwright LeRoi Jones 
(later Amiri Baraka), the theater received a federal grant that was 
used to support theater pieces endorsing racial separatism, encour-
aging militancy, and calling openly for violent rebellion. When the 
grant was publicized, public reaction was instantaneous and incan-
descent. How could Johnson have spent hard-earned tax dollars on 
this kind of trash, angry citizens wanted to know.

I cannot express in strong enough terms how much I protest my 
tax money being spent to produce plays of hate. . . . I would like 
your personal assurance that all Federal money will be withdrawn 
[from the Black Arts Repertory Theater] and all possible effort will 

Not sure
31%

Not effective
13%

Effective
56%

Figure 2.6. Public Works as an Effective Solution to America’s Racial Unrest, 1967
Note: Respondents were asked to respond to the question: “Would a large-scale federal 
work project to give jobs to America’s unemployed be an effective way to resolve the race 
problem in America?”
Source: Louis Harris & Associates 1967 survey, as reported in the Washington Post
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be made to see that such a thing does not happen in the future.51 
(Walter [illegible] to Johnson, Beverly Hills, Calif., Dec. 1, 1965)

What gives? Our government has been foolish in its expenditure 
of funds in many instances, but never have I heard of such a hor-
rible example as [the Black Arts Repertory Theater]. . . . Are you 
in Washington so naïve as to believe that you are an independent 
entity and can hand out doles to suit your own interests? . . . A por-
tion of the income tax we pay is taken from my husband’s Navy 
retirement. Does it make sense that some of this money should go 
to a vile man who not only wants to overthrow our government, 
but as a result of this fiasco, will be teaching impressionable young 
people the art of anarchy?52 (Jean Gettle to Johnson, Tillamook, 
Ore., December 1965)

If the misuse of tax dollars was the major frustration, a second and 
equally powerful objection had to do with encouraging antiwhite 
sentiments among black people. Critics wondered how a program 
premised on the need to eradicate racism could justify supporting an 
arts program dedicated to raising racial tension and hatred of whites.  
Since the story broke in the aftermath of some of the nation’s worst 
race riots, at a time when photographs of injured police were splashed 
across the front pages of the newspapers, it took little imagination to 
link Jones’s plays to the urban nightmare. “I am so disturbed that our 
money, namely, $40,000.00 in federal antipoverty funds is enabling 
LeRoi Jones to foster hate, brutality, and segregation against the very 
white people who are trying to help the Negroes,” wrote Mrs. R. B. 
King from Plainfield, New Jersey.

Kindly answer me as to why our funds are going to this venomous 
type of organization with a mentally twisted leader who is trying to 
tear down our glorious America and not to people who could be 
educated to be decent American citizens.53 (Dec. 2, 1965)

Americans had always expressed only tepid support, at best, for 
Johnson’s Great Society ambitions. The response to the urban unrest 
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of the 1960s exposed the cracks in the foundation of broad public 
support for the Great Society policies and set up the state for decades 
of tension around political elites’ efforts to expand the welfare state.

By 1966, Vietnam was bleeding the national coffers dry; the Great 
Society was forced to retrench. “Because of Vietnam,” Johnson ac-
knowledged, “we cannot do all that we should, or all that we would 
like to do.”54 Indeed, 46% of the American public agreed, and be-
lieved that federal government should redirect funding from the War 
on Poverty toward the conflict in Vietnam.55 Johnson’s final State of 
the Union address, in January 1969, acknowledged that much was 
left undone, but urged the country to hold fast to “commitments 
that all of us have made together that will, if we carry them out, give 
America our best chance to achieve the kind of great society that we 
all want.”56 Included in the targets left unmet were an urban devel-
opment bank to fund the growing need for investment in the inner 
cities, funding for urban home construction, “more adequate” child 
and maternal health care, an increase in social security benefits, cat-
astrophic medical insurance, and funds for job training.

Johnson listed his successes: Medicare, voting rights, federal aid 
to schools, Head Start, environmental protection, federal job train-
ing programs, and the lowest unemployment rate (and the highest 
rate of job growth) in over a decade. They constitute the remark-
able legislative record on which we trade to this day. But they were 
achieved in the face of declining public support for his progressive 
spirit. What began as modest support for the redistributive aspects of 
the Great Society fell off sharply over time. The most durable public 
commitment was to the human capital agenda, which aimed to pro-
vide the least fortunate with more tools to compete for educational  
and occupational opportunity.

Nixon’s Liberal Legacy

In 1969, the year Nixon arrived in the White House, the nation’s 
welfare system was surrounded by a near-complete collapse of public  
confidence. The War on Poverty had bolstered participation in the Aid 
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program, with greater 
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public attention to the program and outreach to eligible families 
bringing a steady stream of needy Americans onto the rolls (table 2.1).  
The general public reacted with a combustible combination of frus-
tration and concern. Seventy-four percent of respondents to a Gallup 
poll conducted in 1969 believed that at least half of those receiving 
welfare could “earn their own way if they really wanted to,” while 84% 
of the respondents to the National Opinion Research Center survey 
taken that year agreed with the view that “there are too many people 
receiving welfare money who should be working.” By 1971, 89%  
believed the welfare rolls were full of those who should be working. 

The hostility toward welfare recipients, and the sense that govern-
ment had bent over backward for the wrong constituency was unmis-
takable. Sixty-two percent believed that the rolls were bloated with 
welfare cheats who “actually earn more on the side without reporting 
it.” Eighty-six percent of respondents to a Yankelovich, Skelly and 
White survey agreed with the statement, “There is more concern 
today for the welfare bum who doesn’t want to work than for the 
hard working person who is struggling to make a living.” And 73% 
endorsed the idea that communities that provided food and clothing 
to individuals on relief should reduce their cash grants to reflect that 
contribution. Martin Gilen’s important book, Why Americans Hate 
Welfare, shows convincingly that the public’s impatience lay not with 
the welfare state in general but rather with one program alone: public  

Table 2.1â•… Public Mistrust of Welfare Recipients during the Nixon Years

At least half of the people on welfare could earn their own way if they 
really wanted to (1969) 74%

There are too many people on welfare who should be working (1969) 84%

There are too many people on welfare who should be working (1971) 89%

Many people getting welfare payments actually earn more on the side 
without reporting it (1971) 62%

There is more concern today for the welfare bum than for the hard- 
working person who is struggling to make a living (1974) 86%

Sources: Gallup, 1969; National Opinion Research Corporation, 1969 and 1971;  
Yankelovitch, Skelly, and White, 1974.
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assistance to the able-bodied, which was popularly understood to be 
a “black” program.57

Even so, Americans seemed unwilling to dismantle a system they 
thoroughly disliked. Most (77%) thought it important that “adequate 
living standards for the needy” be provided through welfare programs 
and by a large measure disagreed with the claim that “money spent 
on welfare is just wasted and doesn’t really help anyone.”58 Progres-
sive views were riddled with reactionary holes since, by a large mar-
gin, Americans thought that welfare made people lazy or that only 
lazy people were on welfare.

While the explicit racial attitudes would appear to account for 
the harsh anti-welfare attitudes of the 1960s, 1970s, and most of all 
the 1980s, the view that relief recipients were morally compromised 
long predated this period. The association of public assistance with 
the undeserving stretches right back to the Depression, when the 
public image of relief was at least as much that of the “Okie,” the 
poor white migrants from the dustbowl, as it was of racial minori-
ties. The harsh reception given to these internal refugees—from the 
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draconian vagrancy laws to the exploitative labor conditions of the 
migrant camps—was coupled with antagonism toward virtually any 
kind of cash relief and only slightly less hostility toward work relief. 
The targets of that animus were poor whites at least as much as, if not 
more than, blacks.59 

Historian William Brock argues that the public expressed “ex-
tremely hostile local attitudes” toward the unemployed, particularly 
transient men in state-run labor camps, during the early Depres-
sion.60 These attitudes were “deeply rooted in tradition,” which 
dictated that “all transients were hobos, scroungers, and would-be 
criminals,” and reflected fears that transients would become at best 
a burden to local treasuries and at worst a danger to local communi-
ties. Historians also emphasize this notion of a qualitative difference 
between an older pauper class and the new unemployed, who came 
from a range of social classes and occupational groups. For example,  
Robert Bremner suggests that “the distinction Roosevelt and the New 
Deal made between the unemployed and the chronic dependents, 
and the special status accorded the ‘employables,’ made for a more 
favorable public attitude toward, and a better self-image among, the 
unemployed.”61 

Nonetheless, the association of welfare with African Americans in 
the Great Society era and the period of Nixon’s presidency intensi-
fied. As Katz argues, “more than any other single development, in 
the late 1950s and early 1960s the massive migration of southern 
blacks to northern cities framed the formulation of both urban and 
antipoverty policy.”62 The concentration and increasing visibility of 
poor blacks in the ghettoes of northern cities weakened the associa-
tion of poverty with rural whites in faraway Appalachia, while the 
liberalization of eligibility restrictions led to a huge increase in the 
people receiving direct federal assistance from the AFDC program 
and a pronounced “changing racial composition” of the welfare rolls 
throughout the 1960s.

Daniel Moynihan’s 1965 Labor Department report, The Negro 
Family, which sought to explain entrenched poverty among black 
urban communities, changed the way the public thought about pov-
erty. The report itself emphasizes both structural and cultural fac-
tors that created powerful disadvantages, but its public reception 
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emphasized the latter to a much greater extent. The “pathology” of 
the matriarchal family took center stage as the root cause of African 
American poverty. The image did not endear the burgeoning poor 
black population of northeastern cities to the white middle and work-
ing classes.63 

At the same time, having won landmark civil rights battles in 1964 
and 1965, the civil rights movement turned its attention to expand-
ing economic rights and, combined with incipient black national-
ism, shifted the movement’s public image from a nonthreatening, 
supplicant, southern one to a potentially violent, demanding, north-
ern one. This impression was made tangible by the urban riots that 
burst onto the public consciousness in Watts in 1965 and then came 
with increasing frequency over the next few years.

Watts was immediately associated with the social pathologies im-
plicated in the Moynihan Report (published just months earlier) by 
the media and in the public eye.64 The Los Angeles riots became the 
first in a chain of events that would push a substantial segment of 
the American electorate to the right.65 The combined effect of the 
Moynihan Report and Watts meant the behavior of the poor—and 
most particularly of the black poor—rather than any privations or in-
justices they endured came to the fore in the minds of many Ameri-
cans when they thought about the issue of poverty.

The news media were largely responsible for the linkage. Overrep-
resentation of African Americans in stories about public assisÂ�tance 
created a tidal wave of race-based animus toward the program. By 
overwhelming majorities, whites who responded to a 1970 Virginia 
Slims poll opined that they would be upset if “[their] community de-
cided to increase the amount of money given to blacks on welfare.”66

The Nixon administration commissioned a set of polls from the 
National Opinion Research Corporation in 1971 designed to assess 
public views of welfare and the results indicate the same pronounced 
distaste for this form of poor relief. Fifty-three percent were in favor 
of reducing the size of welfare payments and making it harder to 
qualify in order to avoid raising taxes. Eight-four percent endorsed 
requiring able-bodied recipients to take “whatever kind of work is 
available.” Nearly the entire universe of respondents (95%) agreed 
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that able-bodied welfare recipients should be cut from the rolls if 
they refused to take a job.

This was the climate within which the Nixon administration tried 
to push through its own reform agenda. The president turned to his 
poverty guru, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, to assess the social climate 
that had increased the “social acceptability of welfare.” Nixon wanted 
to know why the rolls had climbed. Was it that “people [are] more 
willing to accept welfare than in the past? Has some prior restraint, 
some feeling of guilt or shame, or whatever, given way to a more per-
missive [climate]?” Moynihan answered, loudly: “Yes. There seems 
to have been some change in attitude. Welfare would seem to be less 
stigmatizing now than in the past.”

Moynihan acknowledged that this finding “derived as much from 
logic as from research.” Compared to the 1930s, the country had 
seen a “general rise in government support payments of various 
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73%

Figure 2.8.  Support for Cutting Cash Relief, 1964
Respondents were asked to respond to the question:  “What do you think of the idea of 
decreasing cash relief for those receiving clothes and food?”
Source: Louis Harris & Associates, 1964 survey



88 â•… Chapter 2

kinds.” He concluded that the “onset of black militancy . . . and 
the welfare rights movement, and . . . the immense prosperity of 
the 1960s has made the public more permissive generally.” Even so, 
Moynihan argued, the public remained conflicted, “torn between 
the tradition of self-reliant individualism and a generous concern for 
all.” And he emphasized that divisions of opinion by race were over-
hyped. While “[n]egroes have been more ‘permissive’ about welfare 
than whites,” Moynihan noted, polling data indicated an “increas-
ing feeling among both negroes and whites that individual lack of 
initiative is more responsible than outside forces for a person being 
in poverty” and further that “these general public attitudes are found 
among the poor also, including those on welfare.”67

It is ironic, to put it mildly, that the centerpiece of Nixon’s do-
mestic policy was not to dismantle welfare but, if anything, to sig-
nificantly increase its reach to include, for the first time, the nation’s 
working poor. Nixon announced the Family Assistance Plan on Au-
gust 8, 1969, in a televised address to the nation:
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84%

30%

53%

“Remove welfare recipients 
who refuse to work.”

“Make welfare recipients take
whatever work is available.”

“Cut welfare by making
eligibility more difficult.”

Agree Disagree

Figure 2.9.  Welfare Policy Preferences, 1971
Source: Nixon administration–era poll administered by the National Election Studies, 
1971 
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I propose that the federal government build a foundation under 
the income of every American family with dependent children that 
cannot care for itself—wherever in America that family may live.

Nixon’s plan would have guaranteed a base annual income to all fam-
ilies with dependent children, originally set at $1,600 for a family of 
four.68 FAP would replace AFDC, which, Nixon said in his speech, 
must be “done away with completely,” because “It breaks up homes. It 
often penalizes work. It robs recipients of dignity. And it grows.”69

FAP effectively functioned as an income supplement. A negative 
income tax, FAP established a floor on annual earnings at which the 
tax rate would be zero; a family with no annual earnings would be 
taxed at a “negative” rate until the earnings reached the zero-rate 
floor, which would become a minimum guaranteed income. The 
minimum income would vary by size of family, and the negative rate 
would be incrementally reduced so as to encourage the poor to work 
(work would not automatically eliminate benefits; rather, so long as 
earnings remained below the minimum guaranteed income, earn-
ings would supplement benefits and thus increase a family’s annual 
earnings). As Jill Quadagno writes about the FAP guaranteed income 
proposal, “As family earnings rose, benefits would be reduced fifty 
cents for each dollar until they reached zero and the family was sup-
ported entirely by earnings. Thus, a family of four with an employed 
household head would be considerably better off than a welfare fam-
ily, since benefits combined with earnings could reach $3,810. By 
contrast, a family of four with no working members, that is, a welfare 
family, would receive $1,600 a year.”70

Economist Milton Friedman believed the negative income tax 
ought to have been provided across the board, available to anyone 
who fell below a given income threshold regardless of whether or 
not that person was in the labor force.71 Such a program was a simple 
and inexpensive (relative to public employment, for example) way 
of addressing the market failures and individual human capital defi-
ciencies that led to poverty. Friedman’s solution was, however, politi-
cally untenable. The welfare system Nixon inherited was premised 
on the notion that nonworking mothers—rather than intact families, 
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single men, or single working mothers—were the appropriate target 
of AFDC support. The system Nixon wanted to put in its place was 
a departure from this model, but it didn’t fully embrace Friedman’s 
approach either. 

By guaranteeing an annual income to families with dependent 
children, Nixon was proposing to dramatically increase the wel-
fare rolls by including the working poor, including married couples 
whose annual earnings were low enough that they fell below the 
minimum guaranteed income. What the FAP didn’t do was address 
the underlying reasons that poor workers earned so little. Unlike the 
Great Society approach, the FAP did not provide for better educa-
tion, health care, housing, or any other form of investment in the 
well-being of those at the bottom. Nixon’s approach did nothing to 
rearrange the deck of cards that left some groups perpetually on the 
bottom. It simply raised the standard of living at the bottom by pro-
viding more money. 

Although the FAP represented a significant enlargement of gov-
ernment contributions to the well-being of the poor, it would not do 
to emphasize the progressive aspects of the legislation in a climate 
of public reservations. Moynihan, the primary architect of Nixon’s 
welfare reform agenda, later would reflect that “there was as near as 
can be to no political support for a guaranteed income” (emphasis in 
original). “Majority opinion [was] clearly disposed to favor plans for 
dealing with problems of poverty and welfare dependency, so long 
as the stigma of ‘something for nothing’ could be avoided” (emphasis 
added).72

Accordingly, as noted by sociologist Brian Steensland in his his-
tory of guaranteed income policies in the United States, the adminis-
tration tailored its FAP message to maximize popular support in vari-
ous and often conflicting camps, most notably and significantly with 
conservative critics of the existing welfare system.73 Nixon adviser 
John Ehrlichman outlined an “Action Plan” that included target-
ing “key media centers” to brief editorial boards. “The major theme 
to be used in the briefings has got to be that the present system is  
terrible.”74
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Nixon staffer Harry Haldeman made a similar point, and under-
scored the proposal’s insistence on work requirements. “Please be sure 
that all our people who are talking on welfare pick up the President’s 
line and emphasize the point that our purpose is not to get more peo-
ple on welfare, but to get people off welfare, and to make the point 
that we do not believe an able-bodied person who refuses to work 
should be provided with welfare.”75 Speechwriter William Safire rec-
ommended that the administration move away from the term “wel-
fare” and rely instead on “workfare” to try to distinguish Nixon’s ideas 
from the status quo, a rhetorical point Nixon embraced. Accordingly, 
Nixon played up the “conservative rhetoric” when he announced the 
FAP in a nationally televised speech. Sixty times in the thirty-five-
minute speech he spoke the words “work,” “jobs,” or words rooted in 
“work,” and the administration emphasized that the objective of the 
plan’s work incentives was to get rid of a system that rewarded those 
who chose not to work and encouraged dependency.

Public opinion polls reflect the immense popularity of connect-
ing public assistance with work. Ninety-five percent believed that 
able-bodied welfare recipients who refused work should be booted 
from the rolls, while 79% believed that welfare receipt should be 
connected to mandatory work. The only group about which the pub-
lic expressed any true ambivalence regarding connecting welfare 
with work was mothers of school-aged children: only 49% believed 
mothers should be required to accept a job rather than receive wel-
fare benefits. The prohibition against working motherhood was lifted 
when children were perceived to be at risk.

As Quadagno notes, the FAP fit into Nixon’s and the Republican 
Party’s efforts “to woo an alienated working class by moving racial is-
sues to the periphery” by doing away with the reviled AFDC program 
altogether and replacing it with a race-blind guaranteed income that 
also extended aid to the working poor.76 It would eliminate “equal 
opportunity from the agenda of the welfare state,” and by doing so 
placate those white voters who resented the association of antipoverty 
programs with blacks and civil rights. FAP “reward[ed] the deserving 
working poor” and “resoundingly reaffirmed the Protestant ethic by 
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promising to force those welfare loafers to get a job. . . . Reducing 
inequity between the working poor and the welfare poor,” Quadagno 
notes, “became a euphemism for reducing what whites perceived as 
racial inequity in the tax/benefit ratio.”77

Though the national economy would continue to grow until the 
early 1970s, rising inflation and cost of living by the later 1960s were 
undermining the financial well-being of working people, whose grasp 
on middle-class stability was already tenuous at best. As the purchas-
ing power of the average blue-collar worker fell steadily, historian 
Brendan Sexton notes, such workers received none of the sympathy 
and support of the “welfare-dependent” poor: “Skilled workers are 
the aristocrats of labor; yet the median earnings of male craftsmen 
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“We should require that 
all men on welfare who 
are physically-able must 

take any job that pays 
the going wage.” 

(1964)

“People should be 
required to work for 

their welfare checks.” 
(1971)

“Mothers with school-
aged children should 

be required to take any 
job offered to them, and 
should not be allowed to 

turn down work and 
keep welfare payments.”

(1972)

Figure 2.10.  Support for Work-Based Welfare Policies, 1964–1971
Sources: Gallup, 1964; National Opinion Research Corporation, 1971; Gallup, 1972.
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who were employed full-time in 1968 was only $7,978,” well below 
the $9,076 income the Department of Labor set as a “moderate stan-
dard of living” for a family of four.78 

Even amid the affluence of the 1960s there remained “deep eco-
nomic, social, and geographical segregation between workers and 
the middle class that approaches the distinction between black and 
white.” Journalist Richard Lemon, analyzing a study Gallup did for 
Newsweek in 1969 in an article titled “The Troubled American,” 
noted that for these “middle Americans, money is something that 
must be carefully and constantly watched.” Ballooning tax rates to 
cover federal antipoverty programs that seemed to benefit only the 
minority poor, government-backed efforts to increase black labor 
market participation, and federally imposed integration chafed at 
middle Americans, who were protectively “jealous of their union 
membership,” concerned about investments in their homes, and “re-
sistant to Negro demands which seem to threaten that equity.”79 

Under these conditions, a “workfare” framework seemed the best 
rhetorical bet for the Nixon administration, but its more conserva-
tive members were not persuaded. Policy adviser Martin Anderson 
wrote to Nixon, wary that “Senate leaders continue to oppose FAP 
in its present form and insist on stronger work requirements.” He 
suggested that Nixon “drop the ‘working poor.’ . . . While the work-
ing poor provision of FAP eats up the bulk of the welfare reform 
money, the political returns (except from social science academi-
cians) are apt to be small. . . . I doubt that the average American 
feels strongly about subsidizing the working poor.” Doing this might 
disappoint liberal supporters of the proposal, “but the vast majority 
of Americans are not even fully aware of the ‘working poor’ provision 
of FAP, and, of those who are, I suspect that as many oppose it as  
support it.”80

Nixon speechwriter Pat Buchanan echoed the same sentiments 
in a letter he wrote to Ehrlichman, worrying on paper that Nixon 
was “liable to go down in history . . . as the President who doubled 
the welfare rolls; the man who did more than anyone else to de-
stroy the work ethic in America, by bringing the ‘working poor’ 
into welfare, men and women who were themselves moving into 
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the lower middle class before being dragged back.” Buchanan felt  
that the “working poor” proposal was the most dangerous and that 
without it, “we have something that can go through” Congress. “Has 
any thought been given to . . . providing the incompetent poor with 
services, i.e. Food Stamps, medical stamps, transportation stamps, 
etc. instead of with cold cash, which they are unqualified to spend  
wisely?”81 

We remember Nixon for his appeal to white, “hard-hat,” working-
class men and women fed up with the notion that they should bank-
roll the nonworking poor and rioting minorities. Yet his administra-
tion also tried to court moderate black and civil rights groups while 
trying to beat back vocal critics on the left, especially activists in the 
welfare rights movement.82 Soon after the FAP was proposed, the ad-
ministration was debating how to respond to “hysterical charges” that 
welfare rights advocate George Wiley had made against the plan,83 
dispatching the “Family Assistance Working Group . . . through the 
South knocking these statements down. They have suggested that 
[civil rights leader] James Farmer also begin speaking on behalf of 
the welfare program, and he will soon do so.”84

By mid-January, Moynihan was meeting with “the leadership 
Conference on Civil Rights to discuss Family Assistance,” which “in-
cluded representatives of fifty or so organizations.” He reported back 
on his success: “It was certainly the friendliest meeting I have had 
with any such group in the past year. . . . One group after another 
declared its support for Family Assistance,” and the Urban League 
promised to begin a public relations campaign in support of the 
plan.85 

In his history of the FAP, Steensland argues that the African Amer-
ican community offered only lukewarm support for the proposal.86 
Whitney Young, the Urban League leader actively courted by  
Moynihan, did indeed issue a statement in support of the FAP, but 
it offered only reserved support, and called for additional funds for 
the program. George Wiley, leader of the National Welfare Rights 
Organization (NWRO), remained vocally opposed to the FAP; the 
NWRO’s organizing slogan became “Zap FAP!” The NWRO’s objec-
tion to FAP was confusing on its face, given the organization’s long-
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standing demand for a guaranteed minimum income for all Ameri-
cans. However, as Steensland explains, NWRO’s rejection stemmed 
from a deep mistrust of Nixon’s motives combined with a belief that 
the floor set by FAP was far too low. Ultimately, then, Nixon’s efforts 
to court African American leaders vis-à-vis the FAP failed.

Nixon understood the national frustration with welfare and the 
desire for reform expressed by the public in the opinion polls that he 
and his staff pored over. The surveys were more than ratified by the 
letters received by the White House, in which the public expressed 
almost uniform dissatisfaction with the existing regime (though for 
different reasons) and a strong endorsements of Nixon’s early pledge 
to reduce aid to the nonworking poor. In some rare cases, criticism 
was so intense that letter writers were calling for the abolition of any 
but the most limited form of public assistance. Generally, though, 
the criticism was directed specifically at the failures of the existing 
system to honestly and effectively distribute aid, combat poverty, and 
“reform” welfare recipients themselves; and at the “unfairness” of a 
redistributive system that in effect took the wages of financially in-
secure working people and gave them to nonworking people in the 
form of a handout.

Bruce Blackmon was a physician and member of the North Caro-
lina welfare board. He wrote to Nixon to let him know that while 
neither he nor the president “ever wants to see a human being who is 
in need go hungry or get cold,” the whole system was out of control 
and had to be reined in:

As we now get into the third generation of welfare recipients in the 
same families, it becomes obvious that the approach taken to date 
has not been successful.” [We need reforms that] stop or greatly re-
duce illegitimate births,” [and] “a change in philosophy from sub-
sidizing status quo and procreation to a philosophy of rehabilita-
tion and a strong positive effort to break the poverty cycle.87 (Buies 
Creek, N.C., Jan. 28, 1969)

The idea that welfare had become a self-perpetuating form of 
dependency animated much of the criticism of federal support for 



96 â•… Chapter 2

the poor. The “tangle of pathology” of which Moynihan spoke in 
his infamous report on the black family was evident to the ordinary 
people who contacted the White House. A letter penned by Mrs. 
Hanson, who wrote to Daniel Moynihan from Junction City, Kansas, 
was fairly typical of what the White House received. She lambasted 
welfare recipients for not looking hard enough for work and for using 
their resources on luxuries that working people denied to themselves: 
“Each day you read hundreds of advertisements in the newspaper of 
employers asking for help,” she notes, “and each day those on welfare 
just sit and accept what is Handed Out to them” (emphasis in origi-
nal). Aside from “some of the aged and of course our children,” she 
thought recipients were generally undeserving and welfare was “used 
for liquor, cars and many other unnecessary things.”88 

A New Mexico woman offers the same grab bag of complaints, 
ranging from the dubious morality of recipients to their unaccept-
able parenting practices and their joy at draining the coffers of hard-
working people. “It is well recognized that you don’t want to violate 
[welfare recipients’] right to be adulterous at the taxpayers expense—
nor their right to rear their children in ways of corruption—quite as 
much as it is wished to violate the rights of working, producing, non-
rioting, non-arsonistic citizens.”

And you—who are much smarter than myself—believe that money 
is the solution to everything—so as long as the workers can be kept 
down enough to take it from them. How much time during the 
workday is allowed by the myriads of social agencies in DC to pol-
ish all the halos worn by all the great humanitarians?

The letter closes with a warning: “I am joining a Tax-Action Group 
and paying for others to join so you might begin to scale down your 
ideas a trifle—we can also rebel and maybe even riot, if we must do 
so to protect our own.”89 

Urban rioters and welfare recipients might both have been col-
ored black in the public imagination, but they were also, like student 
protestors and “great humanitarians,” associated with the liberal po-
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litical establishment that was the target of the conservative, “middle 
American” backlash of the period. Hence, welfare policy was tied to 
affirmative action, another favored target of anti-liberalism. Joseph 
Carbo, from Cornwells Heights, Pennsylvania, wrote to White House 
aide John Ehrlichman to complain about the way special privileges 
for minorities were creating a crisis of under qualification:

Our nation is engaged in a mad struggle to lower all standards for 
the sake of its black minority. Were the millions of non-black im-
migrants to our cities afforded the same consideration? How can 
our country increase its economic productivity to meet foreign 
competition when we are consciously lowering employment and 
educational standards? Will the EEOC tell the Rand Corp. and 
Bell Labs that 10% of its thinkers and scientists must be black?90 
(Feb. 2, 1972)

The ecological moment was dawning in the United States during 
this period, with its attendant concerns about overpopulation and 
the need to control growth to avoid overburdening the planet. In this 
context, the profligacy of welfare recipients arises again and again in 
the White House files.

We are faced with an over-population problem and you are do-
ing everything to encourage people to have more children. . . . It 
seems rather unfair that single persons and people with one or two 
dependents must pay and pay for the large uncontrolled families 
which subsist on welfare and handouts caused mainly by just plain 
too many children.91 (Letter to Moynihan from D. L. Millroy, Hol-
lywood, Fla., Feb. 4, 1969)

Since your [sic] delving for root causes [of poverty, welfare depen-
dency] may I suggest a nationwide vasectomy and hysterectomy 
program. If you can’t feed and care for your offspring—don’t have 
them.92 (Letter to John Ehrlichman from Mrs. Chas Stephens, 
Cleveland, Mo., Oct. 5, 1971)
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Their only talent appears to be an ability to proliferate in num-
bers.”93 (Letter to Ehrlichman from Joseph L. Carbo, Cornwells 
Heights, Penn., Feb. 2, 1972)

They are prolific in production—perhaps because it increases in-
come and problems and sympathy. I note those demanding more 
are those with up to 14 children or more.94 (Mrs. J.F. Landis, Las 
Cruces, N.M., May 20, 1969)

A registered nurse wrote in, “â•›‘Get me on welfare.’ This remark 
I’ve heard for 2 years, coming from unwed pregnant 13 to 18 years 
olds.” She continues, “After delivery, the first question and thought 
is ADC, compounded by the refusal after delivering 2nd & 3rd child 
to accept or try any form of birth control.95 Often these comments 
were joined by derisive attitudes about welfare recipients’ abilities 
as parents. “I too think the welfare plan should be changed,” argued 
Mrs. Sherman in a letter to Congressman Whaley.

I do believe however that the able bodied fathers are the ones that 
should be brought out of the pool halls and taverns and put to 
work.96 (McVeytown, Penn., Oct. 13, 1969)

There are some people who do not have the common sense to 
prevent their children from using lead paint as a meal.97 (Letter 
to Ehrlichman from Joseph L. Carbo, Cornwells Heights, Penn., 
Feb. 2, 1972) 

Many times the children reap no benefits from the Aid to De-
pendent Children or the Welfare that is received.98 (Mrs. John C.  
Hanson, Junction City, Kan., Feb. 5, 1969)

In the meantime the psychiatrists and social workers shed crocodile 
tears over the poor parents who are pressured to the point of no re-
turn by these vicious infants who invaded their homes. 99(Mrs. J.F. 
Landis, Las Cruces, N.M., May 20, 1969)
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A new theme developed in the Nixon era that, for the first time, 
identified the persistence of poverty from mother to daughter and 
father to son as a national scandal. The culprit here was morally mis-
guided parents whose bad habits were aided and abetted by a social 
welfare system that reinforced their most deplorable qualities. Jim 
DeLapa from the Michigan heartland exemplifies this perspective. 
He describes himself as “a hard working, honest, dedicated man with 
a lovely wife and 4 beautiful children” and goes on to explain that 
the system “lends itself to the demoralization of honest people . . . 
leads to the loss of one’s self-esteem and respect, which is further 
complicated by a loss of pride and initiative.”

When we have a significant number of people wanting something 
for nothing (and our numbers seem to be growing by over-whelming  
proportions) then we will have internal strife and decay. . . . Promis-
ing more of the same to the second and third generation welfare 
recipients just compounds the problem. Can’t you see this?

Mr. DeLapa sees a stark contrast between his father’s experience of 
poverty in the 1930s and the comparatively comfortable lives of wel-
fare recipients in his own time. In the Depression, DeLapa relates, the 
going was very rough. But his father survived on his own, without help 
from anyone, and if anything, the hardship had strengthened him.

Yes, old pop was indeed demoralized. But he knew that America 
was the land of opportunity and thru a continuation of hard work 
and dedication of efforts we would somehow “make it.” Yes, we 
survived and without any form of outside help or welfare. This ex-
perience has helped thousands of poor families, like ours, to build 
character and add back-bone to the foundation of this country. It 
was thrust upon us and we were not dependant upon a hand out.100 
(Coloma, Mich., Jan. 5, 1971)

These refrains were most commonly expressed by middle- and 
working-class taxpayers who resented the nonworking poor, but  
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welfare recipients themselves did not disagree. Nixon and Moynihan 
heard from them in the mail as well, and their comments about the 
need to do away with “welfare as we know it” are striking for the way 
they reveal a common culture, bound by the work ethic, regardless of 
individual circumstance. One “graduate or former beneficiary of the 
ADC” wrote to Moynihan, saying, “It goes without saying that many 
improvements have been made in the welfare and ADC systems, but 
nowhere does individual initiative get the recognition it deserves.” 
Reforming the system “would provide some means for rewarding the 
unfortunate individual on relief who has enough initiative and self 
respect to work.”

Unfortunately, the present system of welfare seems to create depen-
dency rather than help an individual to stand on his own two feet. 
Many of us have needed a crutch from time to time but the present 
system seems to consign many to a wheelchair.101 (Letter from R. L. 
Smith, Burlington, Mass., Feb. 5, 1969)

Another letter, written by a member of a community group “com-
posed solely of welfare recipients,” speaks eloquently of “how much 
welfare limits us and kills our ability to do for ourselves. . . . Our 
men have lost their sense of aggression, and being a man who has 
lived with this handicap I know how hard it is for them to compete 
in this competitive society.”102 A similar commentary from a group of 
“lower income people and welfare recipients” in Utah begins with 
a complaint about how people on public assistance are unfairly stig-
matized: “We are getting rather tired of hearing people say how lazy 
and no-account we are,” the group writes.

If we are only allowed to go and work for a wage and be a something 
instead of a nothing the rest of our lives because things went wrong 
for us and we ended up on welfare through circumstances beyond 
our control we could become worthwhile citizens to ourselves, our 
community, our state and most of all our families . . . give us the 
chance we need to better ourselves and help our communities, our 
state, our country, plus help our families to be more worthwhile 
citizens and realize they are better off doing for themselves rather 
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than sitting home letting someone else support them.103 (Letter 
from eleven Utah residents, May 13, 1969)

Given the desire of welfare recipients to be self-reliant, and the 
widespread sentiment that “anything is better than the welfare mess 
we are in at present,”104 it is no wonder that Nixon’s FAP did not 
survive to the end of the legislative process. Instead, opposition to 
the guaranteed income idea mounted steadily. Opinion was divided 
even within Nixon’s inner circle. While Moynihan was a major pro-
ponent (and draftsman) of the plan, Arthur Burns, chairman of the 
Federal Reserve, was its most vociferous critic. In late April he sent 
Nixon the results of a Gallup poll that asked respondents whether 
they would “favor or oppose” a guaranteed income plan of “at least 
$3,200 a year.” Opposition was strong and growing from June 1968 to 
January 1969 overall, for whites and across all but the lowest income 
bracket.105 

But for most Americans, the very idea of a guaranteed income 
floor was an anathema. By the summer of 1972, fully 73% of the 
public opposed the idea. Earlier surveys suggest that the most popu-
lar reason for objecting to guaranteed income, endorsed by 53% of 
respondents who explained their opposition, was that it would “de-
stroy initiative,” while others thought the program smacked of either 
socialism (7%) or communism (2%). 

The guarantee represented another work disincentive and discourÂ�
aged ambition and independence. “There certainly are people 
who are in need of temporary assistance,” wrote Eleanor Garrett of 
Huntington, New York,” but guaranteeing people a basic amount 
of income would seem to me to be a sure way of stifling ambition, 
ingenuity and incentive. One of the basic theories of capitalism is 
competition; this stipend would destroy the stimulus that competi-
tion offers.”106 

A woman who identified herself as chairman of the “Welfare Study 
Committee of the Macomb County Homeowners and Taxpayers As-
sociation,” writing on behalf of the same, said:

We do not agree with a $5,400 guaranteed annual income for wel-
fare families, which was recently proposed. This is more than $100 
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weekly and tax free, which is more than the average working person 
brings home. We feel we are working for what we have and welfare 
recipients are not entitled to the same, if they do not work for it.107 
(Doris L. Picard to Nixon, Warren, Mich., June 12, 1969)

At times, Nixon’s advisors were chided for the president’s naïve be-
lief in the character of workers who would be eligible for FAP funds. 
He was being duped into thinking that recipients were honorable 
people who just needed a little boost. Instead, they would take him to 
the cleaners. Eugene Tinker, a resident of Jamaica, in the borough of 
Queens, New York, wrote to John Ehrlichman and urged him to set 
President Nixon straight on the kind of people he was trying to help 
with the FAP plan.

Mr. Ehrlichman, the President has been led to believe that the 
indigent, the slothful (and other types) will gradually react with the 
same sincerity which he has always experienced. They will not re-
spect the concept as now proposed! Instead, the way is being paved 
for a destructive series of future “give-aways” that no society can 
support! . . . Millions of the “below-par” adults simply do not un-
derstand or share the President’s sincerity of purpose. They simply  
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Source: Gallup, 1965

WANT . . . without qualifying for increased earnings. Many of 
them think very little . . . nor are they trying to learn. (Mar. 31, 
1970; emphasis in the original)108

One woman wrote, “a guaranteed annual income for heads of fami-
lies in need is the most preposterous thought to come along in this 
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decade. . . . I’m tired of working for someone else’s ‘free ride,’ then 
being penalized thru taxes for not asking anyone for anything. Guar-
anteed income—NO. A job that contributes guaranteed income if 
you produce—YES.”109 

Citizens criticized the guaranteed income plan for increasing the 
welfare rolls at a time when it already seemed to many that the rolls 

N
o 

ad
va

nt
ag

es

W
ou

ld
 im

pr
ov

e 
st

an
da

rd
s o

f l
iv

in
g

49%

G
en

er
al

ly
 a

 g
oo

d 
id

ea

6%
8%

Be
tt

er
 th

an
 S

oc
ia

l S
ec

ur
ity

4%

W
ou

ld
 h

el
p 

th
e 

po
or

10%

Figure 2.13.  Perceived Advantages of a Guaranteed Minimum Income, 1965
Source: Gallup, 1965



Warring over the War on Povertyâ•…â•› 105

were filled to overflowing and becoming and unbearable burden 
to taxpayers and local governments. Others argued that the money 
would be wasted. “In a way it isn’t fair to the welfare recipient to 
give cash because . . . most are childlike, having no discipline and 
no ability to manage money. Even with an enormous daily income 
the children of these people would still be hungry. Annual income 
in cash would be like pouring water into a sieve, producing good for 
no one. . . . From daily observations at the grass-root level, the annual 
cash income for welfare recipients would be a boondoggle of the first 
water—complete waste.”110

The guaranteed income plan was also criticized roundly in com-
munications sent to the White House from the business community, 
particularly those from trade groups like the Chamber of Commerce 
(one of the loudest and most frequent critics of the FAP) and some 
small-business owners who shared the Burgher mentality about the 
poor of middle-class letter writers. 

Businessmen were particularly wary of Nixon’s plan to incorporate 
the “working poor.” They pointed to the now familiar concerns that 
it would discourage the work ethic and exacerbate dependency on 
handouts. “They have their cigarette and drink money and NEED 
no more work than that,” explained John Fandrick, owner of Fandrick 
Farm Supply. “Instead of supplementing this lifestyle, he wanted re-
form that would “let able earn their bread. . . . These people need 
work, but as long as some one will feed them without it, they won’t 
work, except for incidentals.”111

The president of Western Maintenance Company was “astounded 
and disturbed by a proposal recently brought to our attention, un-
der which federal money would be provided to supplement the in-
come of fathers who work but don’t earn enough to support their  
families.”

We firmly believe that this sort of thing would be one more step 
in the wrong direction—that we have had too much of this sort of 
thing too long—and that it is time to allow free enterprise to see 
what it can do about some of the nation’s economic problems. . . . 
[I]t would be a great error to take away from any man the opportu-
nity to work out the solutions to his own problems—we believe that 



106 â•… Chapter 2

adversity can bring out the best qualities in mankind.112 (William K.  
Phillips to Moynihan, Santa Barbara, Calif., May 20, 1969)

Another concerned businessman who was a member of his lo-
cal Chamber of Commerce wrote “to support that kind of program 
which will benefit deserving welfare recipients without overtaxing 
those who are called upon to finance said program. We recognize 
that one serious condition raising havoc with today’s socio-economic 
structure is the difficulty in teaching the ‘work concept’ to many 
on the welfare rolls.” The Chamber recommends “welfare reform 
which would make it mandatory that welfare recipients who are able  
to, perform an act of work for earning this financial assistance” and 
does not support “a ‘Guaranteed Income’ welfare program because it 
tends to destroy the individual’s incentive to improve his capabilities 
as a worker.”113 

Buried in the avalanche of correspondence from small-business 
owners around the country is a batch of letters that arrived in May 
1969 in what appears to have been a coordinated letter-writing cam-
paign orchestrated by a trade group representing building service 
contractors. The contractors revealed their real objection: that pro-
viding a guaranteed income for the working poor would remove the 
incentive for them to take a second job to make ends meet. These 
firms relied on a “moonlighting” labor force, and anything that re-
moved the urgency to work a second shift would hit them in the 
pocketbook.

The president of the National Association of Building Service 
Contractors wrote to say that while his industry supported efforts 
to “alleviate the economic hardship of low-income families,” it was 
equally important to “keep the economy virile by offering opportuni-
ties for workers to support themselves in dignity.” An income supple-
ment would “kill work incentives and cause severe economic reper-
cussions—an inflation spiral, the crippling of industries such as our 
own where the companies are dependent upon ‘moonlighters’ for 
their source of labor. . . . Why wouldn’t a subsidy be more appealing 
to this group than expending the energy to work for extra money to 
supply family needs?”114
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In the weeks that followed, affiliated groups and firms wrote simi-
lar letters to the White House. The president of the Association of 
Contract Cleaners of St. Louis wrote that “if this proposal to sub-
sidize fathers who work full-time but don’t earn enough to support 
their families would be passed, it would severely cripple the contract 
cleaning industry. . . . This proposed subsidy would destroy the in-
centive to work to supplement incomes derived from full-time day 
jobs.”115 

The secretary of Work-Master, Inc., wrote, “such a subsidy would 
tend to destroy the incentive and ambition of the individual on which 
these programs are supposed to capitalize and develop.” Doing so 
“would severely reduce the incentive to work on an extra job; cripple 
the building service industry; and lastly, but far from being least in 
importance, derogate the pride and self-respect now held by indi-
viduals at a time when much money is being expended elsewhere to 
assist them in bettering their lot.”116 

Arch Booth, executive vice-president of the Chamber of Com-
merce, explained the chamber’s opposition in a letter to Nixon. “As 
to the 3,000,000 families with fully-employed fathers, which would 
be added to the welfare rolls, we believe that they, too, should be 
given opportunities to equip themselves for better paying jobs. But 
we do not believe that adding them to the welfare rolls is a solution 
to the basic welfare problem. . . . We believe that work incentives 
and personal initiative would be weakened by such a program. . . . 
We believe that in its total effect, this part of the program—paying 
welfare to fully-employed father families—would impair the nation’s 
productivity.”117

In their classic Regulating the Poor, Frances Fox Piven and Richard  
Cloward made the point many years ago that the restrictive and ex-
pansive cycles of welfare reform should be stood as accordion-like 
instruments of social control over the “reserve army of the unem-
ployed.” They argued that when “mass unemployment leads to out-
breaks of turmoil, relief programs are ordinarily initiated or expanded 
to absorb and control enough of the unemployed to restore order; 
then, as turbulence subsides, the relief system contracts, expelling 
those who are needed to populate the labor market.”118 The state 
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closes the doors of social policy when capitalists need to drive those 
at the bottom into the labor force and opens them (marginally, per-
haps) when labor markets are loose. The history of the FAP offers 
a complex amendment to their argument. At 3.6%, the unemploy-
ment rate was low when the White House put the FAP forward to 
Congress, but the political pressures building up behind the AFDC 
system were reaching a crescendo. Nixon intended to pull the poor 
into the labor market by increasing the incentives for work, while 
punishing those who remained on the dole.

At the same time, the FAP promised greater economic stability 
and a higher standard of living to the poor than anything proposed 
before. For firms that depended on this labor as primary employers, 
FAP was a huge subsidy and hence increased the prospect of a cap-
tive labor force at the taxpayer’s expense. But as the letters in this 
section demonstrate, FAP lifted the pressure poor workers were un-
der to tie themselves to a secondary labor market of “overtime jobs.” 
The employers who relied on this second shift knew they would be 
in trouble and did what they could to block the plan. These two 
segments of the employer world were at odds with each other, and 
neither was particularly enthusiastic about the extension of wage sub-
sidies to the working poor, much as they both applauded the work 
requirements of the FAP that fit, to a “T,” the restrictive cycle first 
outlined in Regulating the Poor.

In the end, the FAP passed the House twice but was removed from 
the welfare reform bill that finally passed the Senate in October 1972. 
The plan was a casualty of the struggle between liberals’ desire for an 
affordable standard of living and “fair” work requirements and con-
servatives’ fears of budget-busting programs, with the final no vote 
representing an unlikely coalition of conservative, liberal, and reac-
tionary senators. Nonetheless, the idea survives in a somewhat more 
limited form in the Earned Income Tax Credit, which was proposed 
by Senator Russell Long in 1975 and made permanent in 1978.119 
We do not mean to suggest that the EITC is a lineal descendant of 
the ill-fated FAP. But as Brian Steensland has pointed out, the effort 
to place an income floor under working families though a substantial 
tax rebate (effectively a wage subsidy) bears a family resemblance to 
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FAP, though it is clearly far more targeted in that it is available to 
working families only, rather than the broad coverage envisioned by 
Nixon.120 Hence, even when political leaders face a headwind that 
defeats them, as was clearly the case here, their efforts may soften up 
the country for progressive measures in the years to come, merely by 
raising the issue and advancing solution. 

The Continuity of Ambivalence

If we remember both the 1930s and the 1960s as periods of progres-
sive change, measured by dramatic increases in state support of those 
at the bottom of the social structure, we must temper the memory 
by recognizing how unevenly they were greeted by citizens. Despite 
the desperate conditions of the Great Depression, we see significant 
pushback even in states where the unemployment rate was cata-
strophically high.

The Johnson era was a period of tremendous prosperity; hence, 
widespread hardship was not the impetus for the Great Society. In-
stead, shame at the condition of the poor in the midst of wealth mo-
tivated a new crusade. The general public did not particularly share 
in the embarrassment. Indeed, ending poverty ranked relatively low 
in the public’s sense of important changes they wanted to see in the 
world—just 9% saw ridding the world of poverty as the most impor-
tant goal, compared to 31% who wanted to “get all men to believe 
in God.” It was the elite policymakers who rose to the challenge and 
urged the country to follow.

Rising welfare rolls spurred the Nixon administration to action. 
If their goals had been the simple reduction of the fiscal burden on 
the state and the taxpayer, the Nixonites could have embarked on a 
path more like the one followed years later by the Clinton adminis-
tration, which created time limits to public assistance. That is not 
what Nixon was after; his FAP would have provided a (low) guaran-
teed minimum income to all Americans, indefinitely. Although his 
plan did not survive the legislative process, it introduced the idea of a 
negative income tax into the public sphere. Today, the EITC reflects 
the essence of this negative income tax idea—albeit for a particular 
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subset of low income families—in its delivery of a wage subsidy to 
poor workers. 

The continuity with the 1930s is clear enough: Americans were 
more readily willing to extend government’s helping hand to the poor 
who were in the labor market than to the able-bodied standing out-
side it. We are, in this sense, the keeper of some brothers, but hardly 
all. And judging from the opinion polls of the time, American sym-
pathies for the working poor extended to wage subsidies of the kind 
that are provided through the EITC, and not far enough to guarantee 
a reasonable standard of living, which is what Nixon was after.



3  Economic Anxiety  
in the New Gilded Age

Income inequality is on the rise. The rich are getting better at passing 
their advantages on to their kids. Lifestyle and values gaps are widen-
ing between the educated and uneducated. So the big issue is: Will 
Americans demand new policies to reverse these trends—to redistrib-
ute wealth, to provide greater economic security? Are we about to see 
a mass populist movement in this country?

—New York Times columnist David Brooks1

As I’ve often said, this [income inequality] is not the type of thing 
which a democratic society—a capitalist democratic society—can re-
ally accept without addressing.

—Former chairman of the Federal Reserve Alan Greenspan2

There’s no American Dream anymore.
—Jean Reynolds, age 513

Jean Reynolds works full-time as a certified nursing assistant and 
supports three children and four grandchildren on her $1,200 per 

month salary. Despite spending her days working in health care, Jean 
has no health insurance. One of her daughters is terminally ill, and 
the Reynolds family faces eviction as Jean must decide between pay-
ing the rent and purchasing her daughter’s prescription medication. 
Jean works hard, and she sees little payoff for her efforts. The Ameri-
can dream—the belief that hard work leads to a secure, comfortable 
life—has slipped from her grasp, even though she has played by the 
rules.
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Steven Schwarzman, a cofounder of the private equity firm the 
Blackstone Group, is an “unabashed economic royalist” who lives 
in a $30 million New York City apartment once inhabited by John 
D. Rockefeller. Yet, like Jean Reynolds, he worries about the state of 
the American economy. “The middle class in the U.S. hasn’t done as 
well over the last twenty years as people at the high end, and I think 
part of the compact in America is everybody has got to do better.” 
Both conservative David Brooks and liberal Paul Krugman have wor-
ried about the future of the U.S. economy on the opinion pages of 
the New York Times. Former Federal Reserve chair Alan Greenspan, 
the voice of conventional wisdom, has expressed concern, as has cur-
rent Federal Reserve chair Ben Bernanke.4 

What happened over the past thirty years to unify the concerns of 
such disparate voices? The rise of the conservative movement and 
the political dominance of the Republican Party led some to believe 
that the country’s national mood has shifted “right.” For instance, 
one election post-mortem in the New York Times declared, “It is im-
possible to read President Bush’s re-election with larger Republican 
majorities in both houses of Congress as anything other than the 
clearest confirmation yet that this is a center-right country—divided 
yes, but with an undisputed majority united behind his leadership.”5

Yet the opinions expressed by Jean Reynolds, Alan Greenspan, 
and others are not unique. As we shall see in this chapter, decades of 
conservative politics and policy have pushed Americans to a breaking 
point. A recent survey from the Pew Research Center for the People 
and the Press reports that “a growing share of the public has come to 
agree with the view that American society is divided into two groups, 
the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots.’” In 1988, just 26% saw a divided na-
tion. By 2007, nearly half (48%) believed that America is a divided 
society. The number of Americans who see themselves as among the 
have-nots has doubled over the past two decades, from 17% in 1988 
to 34% in 2008. Basic notions of fairness and collective responsibility 
have been violated.6

What does this broken social compact mean for American attiÂ�
tudesÂ€toward social welfare policies? The nation is hungry for rem-
edies, because the current economic landscape is viewed as tilting 
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heavily in favor of the wealthy at the expense of the working per-
son. Even before the economic collapse of late 2008, support for a 
government safety net was at its highest point in many years, with 
roughly seven in ten Americans (69%) believing the government has 
a responsibility “to take care of people who can’t take care of them-
selves.” By a wide margin, Americans believe the government should 
guarantee “every citizen enough to eat and a place to sleep,” and the 
proportion who share this conviction has increased markedly since 
the mid-1990s, when survey researchers began asking about it. In 
2007, 54% believed the government should expand aid for the needy 
“even if it means going deeper in debt,” a sharp increase over the 
41% who held that view in 1994. And while a strong majority (69%) 
still believes that “poor people have become too dependent on gov-
ernment assistance programs,” that figure has declined sharply over 
time, down from a peak of 85% in the mid-1990s.

To be sure, Americans are not marching in the streets demand-
ing a Scandinavian-style social welfare system. We continue to place 
sharp limits on government intervention in the economy and still 
draw bright lines between the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor, 
just as our forebears did in the 1930s. Yet public opinion data suggest 
that the status quo has strained everyday Americans’ tolerance for 
inequality and instability. Although the political party in power for 
most of the last twenty-five years rejected this perspective, Americans 
are more likely now than in the past to want government to do some-
thing to close these gaps.

Rising Inequality: The New Gilded Age

Television shows and movies have long glorified the glamorous lives 
of the superrich, yet most Americans have only a hazy grasp of in-
come distribution in the United States. News anchor Charlie Gibson 
provided a case in point when he suggested that a family of two profes-
sors at a New Hampshire college would be “in the $200,000 range.”7 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the median salary for a 
post-secondary educator was just over $56,000 in 2006, meaning that 
the “typical” family with two professors would be earning $112,000, 
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just over half what Mr. Gibson suggested. That puts them well ahead 
of the average American family, that is, those in the middle fifth of 
the income distribution, where annual incomes are pegged at about 
$48,000.8 The average income of those in the bottom fifth is just over 
$11,000. An entirely different set of numbers tells the story of the top 
earners. Median income for individuals in the top 5% of the distribu-
tion was about $189,000; the top 1% pockets $385,000. And way up 
in the stratosphere, where we find the top 0.1%, annual income was 
a whopping $2,500,000.9
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Over the last three decades, the American economy has become 
both vastly richer and vastly more unequal, as the spoils of economic 
growth buoyed the fortunes of those at the top while doing relatively 
little for the remainder of the nation. Rising tides lifted the yachts, 
but did very little for the rowboats. True, after-tax income grew for 
everyone. But the rate of change was a steep incline for those at the 
top and barely noticeable for those in the bottom half. Between 1979 
and 2006, middle-class incomes grew by 21%, but those in the high-
est quintile saw an 80% increase. And when we look at the superrich, 
people in the top 1% of income earners, we see a whopping 228% 
increase in annual income. These differences are starkest when we 
think of them in dollar terms. At the bottom of the income distribu-
tion, families saw an extra $900 over the course of 27 years. The 
middle pocketed $8,700. The top 1% reaped a huge windfall of 
$745,000.

Rising inequality has not always been a prominent feature of the 
American economy. Indeed, economic inequality fell during the 
1930s and 1940s in what economists Claudia Goldin and Robert 
Margo have termed “the Great Compression.”10 Wages narrowed by 
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education, job experience, region, and occupation. The post-war era 
of shared prosperity saw economic growth fairly evenly distributed 
in U.S. society. From the late 1940s through the mid-1970s, the real 
incomes of working poor families11 and affluent families12 both grew 
by 98%. Income growth was slightly higher for middle-class families 
and slightly lower for those in the 95th percentile, but every income 
group experienced real income growth of between 2.4% and 2.7% 
per year.

Prominent economists thought that growth, coupled with decreas-
ing economic disparities, was a hallmark of advanced postindustrial 
societies. Perhaps most famous was Simon Kuznets, who introduced 
the concept of the Kuznets curve, an inverted U-shaped curve re-
sulting from plotting inequality against income per capita. Kuznets 
hypothesized that as countries transitioned from an agrarian econ-
omy to an industrial economy, both per capita income and income 
inequality would grow. The transition from an industrial to a postÂ�
industrialÂ€economy was supposed to be accompanied by growth in per 
capita income and a decline in inequality, due to rising educational 
opportunity and increased government efforts at redistribution.

Kuznets’s theory flopped. Instead of shared prosperity, rising eco-
nomic inequality has become an enduring feature of the contempo-
rary American economy. Wage and income inequality have contin-
ued to grow through both economic expansions and contractions. If 
each quintile represents a rung on a ladder, the space between each 
rung has grown farther and farther apart since the 1970s.

Perhaps even more striking, the space between the rungs at the 
very top of the ladder has spread out. Economists Emmanuel Saez 
and Thomas Piketty’s careful examination of incomes at the top of the 
distribution suggests that real incomes for those in the top 0.01th per-
centile have grown dramatically faster even than those very privileged 
people just a bit below them on the ladder. Between 1926 and 2006, 
incomes for those in the 99.99th percentile grew by nearly 360%, 
compared to “just” 279% for those in the 95th percentile. This “grow-
ing apart” began in the 1970s, accelerated in the 1980s, and, with the 
exception of a relatively small blip due to the bursting of the technol-
ogy bubble in the early 2000s, has continued apace to date.13
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The Forbes 400, a list of America’s wealthiest 400 individuals, pro-
vides an apt example of the skyrocketing fortunes of the über-rich. 
According to a New York Times story on the subject, twenty years 
ago there were fourteen American billionaires on the list. Today, the 
Forbes 400 includes 374 known billionaires. In 2005, the 400 richest 
people in America were worth more than the gross domestic product 
of Canada, and more than the combined gross domestic product of 
Switzerland, Poland, Norway, and Greece.

Further evidence of the income explosion at the top of the ladder 
comes from studies of CEO pay. Economists Carola Frydman and 
Raven Saks looked at the earnings of top executives from the 1930s 
through the present.14 They discovered that after three decades of 
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modest growth following the Second World War, executive compen-
sation shot through the roof beginning in the 1980s. Between 1995 
and 1999, CEO pay reached an average growth rate of more then 
10% a year, and the exponential growth in pay continued following 
the collapse of the stock market boom in the early 2000s. In 2005, 
a CEO earned 262 times the pay of the average worker. In other 
words, the average CEO earned more in one workday than the aver-
age worker earned in a year.

New York Times business reporter Louis Uchitelle refers to the 
contemporary era as “the New Gilded Age,” an apt description for a 
period characterized by a dense concentration of wealth at the top.15 
Only twice before over the last century has 5% of the national in-
come gone to those in the upper one one-hundredth of a percent 
of the income distribution—in 1915, when the original Gilded Age 
was coming to a close, and in the late 1920s, before the stock market 
crash. Both of those periods closed with the election of progressive 
governments (Woodrow Wilson in 1912 and Roosevelt in the 1930s), 
which should give us a hint about how hard it has been historically 
for Americans to swallow these vast gaps.

Evaluating the New Gilded Age:  

Public Opinion on Inequality

The rise in economic inequality in the United States presents a puzzle 
for students of the American economy. What explains this tectonic 
shift in the distribution of income? Most accounts fit well within the 
classic economic framework of supply and demand. For instance, an 
early consensus formed around the idea of “skills-biased technologi-
cal change” as the leading culprit.16 Wages make up the vast majority 
of most American families’ total incomes; therefore, explaining in-
equality of that kind could go quite a way toward explaining the gap 
in total family incomes between the rich and the rest. The argument 
behind skills-biased technological change is straightforward: techno-
logical advances led to a rise in the demand for skilled workers, thus 
the wage premium for skilled workers grew more quickly than did 
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the wage premium for less skilled workers. The result is a labor mar-
ket characterized by highly unequal wages.

Ten years later, however, this argument looked less promising, 
as inequality among workers with similar educational backgrounds, 
and therefore similar skill sets, continued to grow. A variety of other 
common explanations foundered as well. For instance, globaliza-
tion might explain part of the decline in the median wage, but it 
does little to explain the explosive growth in CEO pay. Econo-
mists Robert H. Frank and Phillip Cook’s compelling “winner-
take-all” theory argued that when millions have an interest in the 
winner’s performance, a large reward goes to that winner.17 As the 
market becomes oversaturated with aspiring superstars, the inevi-
table multitude of losers are left with little reward for their effort. 
The “winner-take-all” theory might explain Michael Jordan’s sal-
ary, but what of all the billionaires who can’t dunk? Economists 
began rummaging in new toolboxes for explanations of another  
kind.

Perhaps, some thought, social norms could explain the run-up in 
inequality. Conventional wisdom suggested that the “Greatest Gen-
eration,” Americans who came of age during the halcyon days follow-
ing the end of the Second World War, held strong norms of equality 
and fairness. If these norms eroded, the excesses of the 1980s and 
1990s could be explained by the coming of age of a new generation 
of Americans with little regard for economic justice. The explanation 
appealed to many, including Nobel Laureate and New York Times  
columnist Paul Krugman, who penned a cover story for the paper’s 
Sunday magazine wondering whether social norms weren’t at the 
heart of the inequality explosion:

Some—by no means all—economists trying to understand growing 
inequality have begun to take seriously a hypothesis that would have 
been considered irredeemably fuzzy-minded not long ago. This 
view stresses the role of social norms in setting limits to inequality. 
According to this view, the New Deal had a more profound impact 
on American society than even its most ardent admirers have sug-
gested: it imposed norms of relative equality in pay that persisted 
for more than 30 years, creating the broadly middle-class society we 
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came to take for granted. But those norms began to unravel in the 
1970’s and have done so at an accelerating pace.18

Is Krugman right? Have the social norms bolstering the society 
that produced the New Deal and the Great Society unraveled over 
the last thirty years? The victories of the Republican Party, beginning 
with Ronald Reagan and continuing (with the interruption of the 
middle-of-the-road Clinton White House) through two Bush presi-
dencies, might lead us to believe Krugman has got something there. 
Yet as we shall see shortly, public opinion data suggest otherwise. 
The broad social compact attributed to the New Deal and Great So-
ciety is perhaps more accurately described as the product of present-
day nostalgia than as empirical fact. Americans are willing to live 
with substantial economic inequality, particularly when compared 
with other advanced economies. Yet tolerance for inequality has not 
increased apace with the widening gap in the income distribution. 
Instead, we find that American’s tolerance for inequality has actually 
diminished over time.

Join the Rich, Don’t Soak Them?

In 2006, the Economist magazine featured a story on economic in-
equality in America. Despite the increasing gap between the rich 
and the poor, the authors argued, Americans were not particularly 
ruffled. They explained:

Americans do not go in for envy. The gap between rich and poor is 
bigger than in any other advanced country, but most people are un-
concerned. Whereas Europeans fret about the way the economic 
pie is divided, Americans want to join the rich, not soak them. 
Eight out of ten, more than anywhere else, believe that though you 
may start poor, if you work hard, you can make pots of money. It is 
a central part of the American Dream.19

The magazine’s observation that Americans want to “join the rich, 
not soak them” is echoed by social scientists. For instance, after re-
viewing American attitudes toward the wealthy, political scientists 



Percent disagreeing with the statement "Income differences are too large."

Inequality (Gini coefficient)

Norway Sweden Austria Germany France Canada Australia Spain United 
Kingdom

United States

14%

11%

5%

10%

5%

14%

12%

3%

6%

12%

0.25 0.25
0.26 0.26

0.29
0.30

0.33
0.34 0.35

0.37

Figure 3.4. Differing Acceptance of Income Inequality among Western Nations, 1999
Note: The Gini coefficient is a measure of income inequality ranging from 0 (perfect equality) to 1 (perfect inequality).
Source: International Social Survey Project and Luxembourg Income Study, 1999



Anxiety in the New Gilded Ageâ•…â•› 123

Everett Carl Ladd and Karlyn Bowman conclude, “In general, . . . 
while many Americans are ambivalent about great wealth, few are 
hostile to it. This goes far to explain why disparities in wealth in this 
country have generated so little political heat.”20 Political scientist 
Andrew Hacker comes to a similar conclusion: “There is little evi-
dence that Americans of modest means spend much time or energy 
feeling resentful toward the rich. If anything, it appears that taxpay-
ers vent more anger toward families receiving public assistance than 
they do worrying about the perquisites of those with wealth.”21

Indeed, recent survey data confirm that Americans are less con-
cerned with inequality than are comparable European nations,Â€particuÂ�
larly in light of the high levels of actual income inequality. In figure 
3.4, income inequality is captured by the Gini coefficient, a com-
monly used measure of dispersion ranging from 0 (perfect equality, 
where everyone has exactly the same income) to 1 (perfect inequality,  
where one person has all of the income and everyone else has zero inÂ�
come). Inequality in the United States is the highest of all of the counÂ�
tries compared, at 0.37, as compared to a low of 0.25 in Norway.

Tolerance for income inequality is measured by respondents’ level 
of agreement with the statement “Income differences in [country] are 
too large.”22 Individuals who either disagree or strongly disagree are 
“inequality-tolerant.” Despite high levels of inequality in the United 
States, 12.4% of the American sample disagrees when asked whether 
inequality is too high in their country. In other words, 12.4% are 
inequality-tolerant. In comparison, in other high-inequality nations, 
inequality tolerance is far lower. In contrast, in Spain, just 3.3% of 
respondents are inequality tolerant. In Austria, a nation character-
ized by relatively low levels of inequality, tolerance for inequality 
is far lower than in the highly unequal United States: just 4.7% of 
Austrians are inequality tolerant. In short, compared to other West-
ern nations, Americans are willing to put up with more economic 
inequality. Even so, an overwhelming majority of us believe income 
differences are too large.

Explanations for Americans’ relative indifference toward economic 
inequality touch on the distinction between equality of opportunity 
and equality of outcomes, a principle that has long served as the 
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basic underpinning of American public opinion toward economic 
inequality. Indeed, Alexis de Toqueville emphasized the distincÂ�
tionÂ€between equality of opportunity and equality of results in his 
nineteenth-century journeys through America.23 Some couch this 
tension in the language of “democracy” versus “capitalism,” whereby 
democracy guarantees equal opportunity and capitalism allows for 
differentiated results. Similarly, political scientist Stanley Feldman 
concludes that Americans use different principles for addressing  
“micro-justice” (individual rewards) versus “macro-justice” (the distriÂ�
bution of rewards).24 

Jennifer Hochschild’s interviews with New Haven residents in the 
1970s put this tension between equality of opportunity and equality 
of outcomes in sharp relief.25 Her respondents were “egalitarian in 
the political domain, [i.e.] they want political and civil rights to be 
distributed equally among all citizens,” but they were more ambigu-
ous when it came to equalizing economic outcomes. Those New  
Haven dwellers supported equality “as long as it is couched in terms 
of . . . investments” in human capital development, thereby equal-
izing the playing field so that all would have the opportunity to suc-
ceed. In short, Hochschild argues, in the economic domain, Ameri-
cans “agree on a principle of differentiation, not equality. . . . They 
define political freedom as strict equality, but economic freedom as 
an equal chance to become unequal.”

Political scientist Larry Bartels comes to much the same conclu-
sion based on an analysis of the National Election Studies from 1984 
to 2004.26 More than 85% of respondents agreed that “our country 
should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an 
equal opportunity to succeed.” As Bartels notes, the questions that 
reference “an equal chance” or “equal treatment” generate favorable 
responses from between one-half and two-thirds of all respondents. 
Those questions referring to “how equal people are” and “pushing 
equal rights” were notably less popular. “These differences suggest a  
consequential distinction in public thinking between equality of op-
portunity and equality of results,” he concludes.

Compared to our European counterparts, Americans care more 
about achievement and opportunity than they do about equality of 
outcome. Even in an era of historically-high levels of economic in-
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equality, American public opinion is relatively tepid when it comes to 
questions of economic justice in terms of outcomes. Give us equal op-
portunity, yes. But equal outcomes? We’re less sure we like that idea.

Change over Time: Have Americans Become  
More Tolerant of Inequality?

At the heart of Krugman’s social norms explanation of rising in-
equality is an argument about cultural change. Perhaps inequality 
has grown because we are more prepared to accept greater levels of  
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Figure 3.5. Support for Equal Opportunity in America
Source: Pooled data from the National Election Studies, 1984–2004
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economic dispersion now than we were in the past. The prior section 
showed that we are more tolerant of inequality than other countries. 
Has that sentiment been increasing? 

Between the 1970s and today, many other norms have shifted 
dramatically. Racial prejudice has sharply diminished, and attitudes 
toward women’s roles in society have also changed dramatically.27 
Younger generations are more accepting of gay citizens. If these 
norms can change, why not those that govern our views of economic 
inequality? Perhaps the gradual passing of the Greatest Generation 
means that a cohort of highly egalitarian individuals is slowly being 
replaced by a cohort of greedy, callous individuals with little regard 
for the basic contours of the American social compact?

Public opinion shows quite the opposite. Indeed, if anything, 
American tolerance for economic inequality has actually decreased 
across time, not increased. Younger cohorts are less tolerant of in-
equality than their grandparents. The idea that the Greatest Genera-
tion is the standard-bearer of equality should be put to rest.

Several major surveys bear out this conclusion.28 NORC’s Gen-
eral Social Survey (GSS) provides our most comprehensive source 
of data on trends in American attitudes toward economic inequality, 
with a set of questions asked in 1987, 1992, and 1999.29 It is unfortu-
nate that the series didn’t begin even earlier, before inequality began 
to grow so rapidly. If it had, we would be able to identify a “baseline” 
against which to compare the historical records that have developed 
since. Still, the time series covers the period in which rising inequal-
ity first became widely acknowledged among academics and other 
experts, probably some time in the early 1990s.

One of these questions, “Are income differences in America too 
large?”, gives us a reasonable handle on American attitudes toward 
inequality. The percentage of Americans who believed income in-
equality was too high increased between 1987 and 1992, a period 
of sharply rising inequality, from 58.5% percent in 1987 to 67.2%.30 
Despite the economic boom of the 1990s, the belief that inequality 
was too high persisted. In simple terms, as the gap between rich and 
poor in American yawned wider, the public became increasingly dis-
satisfied with the inequality they saw around them.
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We can dig a little deeper by relying on another battery of ques-
tions in which respondents are asked how much money particular 
occupations—such as doctors, clerks, a CEO of a multinational cor-
poration, a skilled worker, an unskilled worker, and a cabinet minis-
ter—should be earning. Respondents are then asked to approximate 
how much each of these occupations actually earns. When we put 
these two sets of responses together, we can calculate the gap be-
tween what wages are and what wages should be, with higher values 
representing a stronger relative concern with wage inequality.31 We 
could characterize a person as “concerned” with wage inequality if 
his score is positive and “unconcerned” if his score is negative. Fig-
ures 3.7 and 3.8 illustrate the sharp rise in the proportion of survey 
respondents who are concerned about wage inequality. The line rises 
consistently across the time period examined, as did the proportion 
expressing serious concern with wage inequality.

Yes

No

19% 20%

13%

59%

67%
65%

1987 1992 1999

Figure 3.6. Change in Tolerance for Income Inequality in America, 1987–1999
Note: Respondents were asked to respond to the question: “Are income differences in 
America too large?”
Source: General Social Survey Inequality Modules I, II, and III



128 â•… Chapter 3

Sociologist Leslie McCall has come to the same conclusions.32 
Drawing on GSS analyses, she notes that the percentage of individu-
als who believe inequality continues to exist because it benefits “the 
rich and powerful” doubled between 1987 and 1996, from 14% to 
28%. The increase in those who strongly agree that income differ-
ences are unnecessary for economic prosperity was even sharper, ris-
ing from 6% in 1987 to 26% in 1996.33

None of this lends support to Krugman’s thesis regarding a cul-
tural shift toward greater tolerance for a widening gap between rich 
and poor. Rather than growing more forgiving of income and wage 
disparities, Americans have become increasingly cranky about in-
equality. They are more likely now than in the past to believe that 
income differences are too large, and more likely to report a large 
gap between their ideal distribution of wages and their perceptions of 
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Figure 3.7. Changes in Dissatisfaction with Wage Inequality, 1987–1999
Note: Figure shows the average distance between respondents’ perceived “fair” and “ac-
tual” wages, across occupation. Higher scores on this measure indicate greater dissatisfac-
tion with wage inequality. See the text and accompanying note for a complete description 
of the methodology behind the computation of dissatisfaction with wage inequality. 
Source: General Social Survey Inequality Modules I, II, and III
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the actual distribution of wages. We are less likely to view economic 
inequality as an acceptable correlate of economic prosperity.

Generational Continuity

Public opinion during the New Deal era was not as generous to-
ward the poor as we may like to remember. That may help to explain 
why the cohort change argument holds so little promise: the Great-
est Generation is no more egalitarian than younger birth cohorts. If 
anything, older generations appear to be more tolerant of economic 
inequality than their children or grandchildren. 

While people change their minds about a lot of things as they age, 
we know that when it comes to attitudes toward economic questions, 
opinions tend to crystallize around the age when respondents en-
tered the labor market. We can speak of the “Depression Generation”  

69%

46%

37%

1987 1992 1999

Figure 3.8. Change in Concern with Wage Inequality, 1987–1999
Note: Concern with wage inequality is represented by the average positive score on a 
measure capturing the difference between a respondent’s perception of “actual” and 
“fair” wages across a range of occupations. Respondents scoring a 3 or higher on this 
scale are coded as agreeing that income differences in America were too large. See the 
text and related note for a more detailed explanation of the methodology used to con-
struct this metric.
Source: General Social Survey Inequality Modules I, II and III
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or “Gen X,” because the conditions these cohorts met when they 
tried to slot themselves into the labor market tended to shape their 
expectations and values.34 To get at this kind of generational culture, 
we use a rough approximation of labor market entry at the age of 
eighteen and then divide the GSS sample into five birth cohorts.35 
Cohort 1 includes individuals born between 1905 and 1929, and 
comprises those who came of age during the New Deal/Second 
World War period. Cohort 2, born between 1930 and 1944, includes 
individuals who came of age during the halcyon days following the 
Second World War. Cohort 3, born between 1945 and 1954, turned 
eighteen during the 1960s, a period of tumultuous social change. 
Cohort 4, born between 1955 and 1969, came of age during the eco-
nomic crises of the 1970s, a period characterized by “stagflation” and 
economic hardship. Cohort 5, born between 1970 and 1983, came 
of age after 1988. Today, these Americans are in their mid-twenties to 
late thirties, and hence experienced young adulthood during an era 
of conspicuous consumption and economic prosperity. Each cohort 
is roughly equal in size.

As figure 3.9 illustrates, the difference in attitudes toward income 
inequality does not vary substantially by birth cohort. All five birth 
cohorts express a basic degree of concern with the level of income 
inequality, with mean values of between 3.7 and 3.8. Regardless of 
when they came of age, most Americans are only somewhat con-
cerned with income disparities in the United States. If the explana-
tion for growing inequality lay in the increasing tolerance of new gen-
erations for big gaps between haves and have-nots, we would expect 
to see that the Greatest Generation, those in Cohorts 1 and 2, who 
came of age during the Great Depression, the Second World War,  
and the days of shared prosperity following the war, boast markedly 
more egalitarian ideals than younger birth cohorts. Instead, we see 
that they their share some basic assumptions with their children and 
grandchildren, whose economic experience was quite different.

It is not a simple task to disentangle the impact of generational ex-
perience from the simultaneous effects of age and historical period. 
“Age effects” refers to the relationship between age and attitudes. As 
individuals move through the life cycle, they change their perspec-
tive because their roles in life change. Men and women may become 
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more conservative on economic questions as they take on increas-
ing levels of financial responsibility (for their children or their aging 
parents), and that experience may incline them toward a less gener-
ous attitude toward those outside their family. “Period effects” simply 
refers to the impact of a particular moment in time. For instance, 
the civil rights era of the 1960s had an impact on everyone—young 
and old alike—who was alive to see the dramatic changes it brought 

3.7

3.69

3.75

3.71

3.77

Cohort 5
Born 1970 

or later

Cohort 4
1955–1969

Cohort 3
1945–1954

Cohort 2
1930–1944

Cohort 1
1905–1929

Figure 3.9. Tolerance for Income Inequality, by Birth Cohort
Note: Shown is the average level of agreement that “income differences in America are 
too large.” Answers range from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). Respondents 
scoring a 3 or higher on this scale are coded as agreeing that income differences in Amer-
ica were too large.
Source: General Social Survey Social Inequality Modules I, II, and III (pooled sample 
from 1987 to 1999)
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about. Parsing these three related effects is a challenging task. Age 
effects can always be expressed as some combination of cohort and 
period effects, while period effects can always be expressed as some 
combination of cohort and age effects. 

The absence of substantial variation across birth cohorts’ attitudes 
toward income inequality suggests that generation is unlikely to be 
a powerful explanation for the change in attitudes toward inequality 
between 1987 and 1999. Nonetheless, we use a basic statistical tech-
nique that allows us to compare the relative impact of birth cohort 
and time period, as well as a variety of other factors that might rea-
sonably predict attitudes toward inequality.36 This analysis confirms 
that cohort effects are not significant predictors of attitudes toward 
inequality, and reaffirms the importance of period effects on these 
attitudes. The odds that an American would agree or strongly agree 
that “income differences are too large” in 1992 are 2.5 times greater 
than in 1987. In 1999, the odds of agreement slip to just over one 
time those on 1987. In short, birth cohort has no predictive power, 
and attitudes toward inequality have grown less tolerant across time 
(table 3.1).37

Table 3.1â•… Model Results Comparing the Impact of Birth Cohort and Period on 
Tolerance for Income Inequality

Cohort  
2

Cohort  
3

Cohort  
4

Cohort  
5 1992 1999

OLS Models (ßs)
Income 
Inequality

–0.017 –0.010 –0.075 –0.189 0.427*** 0.163***
(–0.06) (–0.04) (–0.09) (–0.15) (–0.01) (–0.01)

Logit Models  
(Odds Ratios)

Income Inequality:  
Most Concerned

0.805 0.830 0.753 0.542* 2.548*** 1.139***
(–0.22) (–0.15) (–0.25) (–0.20) (–0.08) (–0.02)

Notes: Robust standard errors in (parentheses): * significant at 10%; ** significant at 
5%; *** significant at 1%.
Reference categories are Cohort 1 and 1987. In addition to birth cohort and year, mod-
els control for income, education, subjective social class, gender, labor status (unem-
ployed or self-employed), union membership, and skill-specificity. 
Source: Data are from the General Social Survey Social Inequality Modules I, II, and III.
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Government’s Role in the New Gilded Age

If American public opinion expresses discontent with the current his-
toric high levels of economic inequality, then we might expect sup-
port for a variety of government interventions to have become more 
favorable. Two different kinds of policy intervention could come into 
play. First, redistributive social policies might be viewed more favor-
ably today than in the past. If the rich have more than their fair share 
of resources relative to the poor, redistributive policies such as higher 
levels of taxation for the rich might be more desirable. Second, poli-
cies that address the needs of the lower half of the income distribu-
tion might be viewed more favorably. In an era in which the wealthy 
can easily spend over $7 million on a diamond ring, perhaps Ameri-
cans will look more favorably on policies that provide a modicum of 
support for the least fortunate? 

Conventional wisdom suggests that answer is no. Social scientists 
and historians have argued that a reaction set in after the welfare rolls 
began to climb in the 1960s, which set off a retrenchment: public 
opinion turned against antipoverty policies and the goals of the New 
Deal and Great Society welfare states. Seen against that backdrop, 
the 2001 tax cuts enacted by George W. Bush’s administration might 
be deemed the capstone of an era of opposition to government inter-
vention in American’s economic lives.

This picture is simply wrong. Rather than fundamentally turn-
ing against the welfare state and the concept of redistribution from 
the rich to the poor, core American attitudes toward both poverty- 
prevention and redistribution have remained relatively constant 
across time. What has changed dramatically is the context that sur-
rounds these attitudes. As the consequences of high levels of eco-
nomic inequality have expanded to affect an increasingly larger share 
of the American public, the desire for government policies aimed at 
“fixing” inequality’s harms has expanded.

Journalists Thomas and Mary Edsall’s history of American views 
of the welfare state is relevant here.38 Fractures in the liberal Demo-
cratic coalition between African Americans and the white working 
class were evident by the late 1960s, they tell us, and contributed  



directly to Nixon’s electoral victories in 1968 and 1972. The reces-
sionary 1970s exacerbated these preexisting tensions: “Job displace-
ment, loss of security, new family configurations, changing neighbor-
hoods, dangerous streets, crime, dizzying global transformations, and 
rapidly intensifying competition undermined the capacity of ordinary 
citizens to tolerate modest sacrifices in behalf of the less well off—a 
tolerance essential to the implementation of liberalism.”39 Similarly, 
historian Michael Katz argues that worsening economic conditions 
activated a “psychology of scarcity” that had largely disappeared dur-
ing the extended post-war period of affluence and shared growth. 
“As they examined the sources of their distress, looking for both vil-
lains and ways to cut public spending, ordinary Americans and their 
elected representatives focused on welfare and its beneficiaries,” he 
concludes.40

In Canarsie, an interview-based study of white working- and 
middle-class residents of the Brooklyn neighborhood, sociologist 
Jonathan Reider echoes these findings. “The economy of scarcity is 
emotional as well as political,” he concludes. Canarsie residents ex-
pressed deep resentment toward “those who enjoyed the indulgence 
of dependency,” and their “self-denial often produces an attitude of 
stingy misanthropy.”41 Political sociologist Theda Skocpol argues that 
“universal” social welfare programs enjoy far more popularity with 
the public than do “clientelist programs,” which offer benefits only 
to specific subgroups of the populations. Skocpol attributes the pub-
lic backlash against the antipoverty programs of the 1960s to a feeling 
among the working and middle class that “they have not perceived 
gains to themselves from increased welfare transfers to the poor,” 
while “rising financial burdens” erode their sense of financial secu-
rity. “Universal policies that have spread costs and visibly delivered 
benefits across classes and races,” such as Social Security and Medi-
care, “continued to enjoy popular support well beyond that given to 
programs exclusively targeting the poor.”42 

Taxes were a particularly volatile issue during the 1970s for work-
ing and middle class Americans, whose fragile hold on economic se-
curity inclined them to cast a wary eye at the costs of maintaining an 
expensive social welfare system. Tax revolts undermined support for 
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Democratic liberalism, which increasingly was perceived by many 
as championing an expanding government committed to imposing 
costly redistributive burdens. Opinion polls began to register increas-
ing opposition to taxes and complaints about government benefits 
for social welfare programs that offered no direct benefits to the ma-
jority of taxpayers, and seemed ineffective at alleviating poverty or 
addressing its perceived social and cultural effects.

The consequences for the Democratic Party were decisive. The 
Edsalls conclude that, throughout the 1970s, “a growing block of 
once-solid working class Democratic voters, their party allegiances 
eroded by inflation, wage and work-rule concessions, and the threat 
of unemployment, no longer saw programs directed toward the poor 
as an integral part of the broad Democratic commitment, but as a 
source of personal, social, and economic depletion.”43 

Resentment over taxes also exacerbated the racial tensions that had 
begun to fracture the New Deal Democratic coalition in the 1960s, 
as discussed in the previous chapter. To some traditional Democratic 
voters, “not only was the Democratic party aligned with those have-
not Americans who belonged to disadvantaged ‘groups,’ but the party 
was prepared to impose higher dollar costs on white working men 
and women in order to advance its commitment to targeted minori-
ties,” argues historian Charles Noble. Opposition to welfare spending 
was particularly strong among white southerners and suburbanites, 
who “resented federal taxing, spending, and affirmative action poli-
cies that were perceived to help inner-city blacks at their expense.” 
As economic conditions worsened, they “simply stopped worrying 
about the condition of blacks and started thinking about the impact 
of compulsory, compensatory policies on themselves.”44

Taxes came to represent “the forcible transfer of hard-earned 
money away from those who worked to those who did not . . . a 
forced levy underwriting liberal policies that granted enlarged rights 
to those members of society who excited the most negative feelings 
in the minds of other, often angry, voters.” In short, conclude the Ed-
salls, the Democratic Party had “permitted a situation to evolve that 
encouraged hostility between its taxpaying constituents and non-tax-
paying, poor constituents.”45
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The volatile economic and political circumstances of the 1970s 
opened an opportunity for the newly ascendant representatives of 
the interests of the business community and the affluent to win ap-
proval for a sea change in economic policy . In social critics Frances 
Fox Piven and Richard Cloward’s formulation, the corporate elite 
launched a “new class war” with the aim of reversing the expansion 
of the welfare state and “directly redistributing income upward.”46 
They argue that the central political implications of popular dissatis-
faction with certain social programs, particularly AFDC, as that the 
conservative right could begin rolling them back “without risking 
much political opposition.”47

The end of post-war affluence, coupled with the shock of the first 
OPEC oil crisis, set in motion a series of convulsions. Historian Mi-
chael Katz points out that liberals “lacked a plausible response to the 
intuitively interconnected problems troubling ordinary Americans: 
declining opportunity; increased taxes and welfare spending; crime 
and violence on the streets; and the erosion of family and moral stan-
dards.” The new public psychology “left Americans receptive to a 
war on welfare,” and conservatives took intellectual as well as politi-
cal initiative, mounting an argument against the welfare state that 
attributed to it some measure of responsibility for all of these prob-
lems.48 Rollback of the welfare state became the obvious solution.

Ultimately, however, public opinion did not drive welfare reform 
efforts. Rather, reform drove public opinion. As historian Stephen 
Pimpare argues, “Public antipathy to welfare, or, to be more pre-
cise, the perception of public antipathy to welfare was created . . . 
[b]y think tanks, foundations, and politicians of both parties with the 
help of a complicit (if somewhat unknowing) mass media.”49 Like 
the Victorians of the first Gilded Age, the wealthy elites of the new 
gilded age adapted a “once discredited discourse in which poverty is 
a moral failure, aid to the poor itself causes poverty, and government 
efforts to ameliorate suffering exacerbate it” in order to legitimate 
and win support for drastic reductions in social welfare spending and 
the mildly redistributive domestic policies that characterized the lib-
eral welfare state.
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Pimpare’s arguments are echoed by a range of authors who at-
tribute the rise in popular opposition to the welfare state to a coor-
dinated propaganda campaign mounted by conservative economic, 
political, and intellectual elites. Books published during the Reagan 
years, including Charles Murray’s Losing Ground, Lawrence Mead’s 
Beyond Entitlement, and George Gilder’s Wealth and Poverty, 
helped broadly disseminate arguments that were once whispered 
only in the halls of conservative intellectual think tanks. Katz points 
to “very specific intellectual and political forces” that succeeded in 
“capitalizing on the dissatisfaction of the working and middle class” 
to make possible a “fundamental realignment” of economic policy 
during Reagan’s first administration. “A growing body of intellectual 
justification for both a reduction of domestic social spending and 
the alteration of the tax system to the distribution advantage of those 
in the highest income brackets” become a “vital tool of persuasion” 
for conservative politicians seeking popular support for a major 
shift in economic policy characterized by cuts to the corporate and 
capital gains tax rates and the political ascendance of supply-side  
economics.50 

Anti-welfare sentiment tapped into resonant, almost archetypal at-
titudes about poverty and about poor people, about women, about 
self-sufficiency and the work ethic, and about ethnic or racial ste-
reotypes, and created with them a rationale, a political logic, a phil-
osophical foundation for their preferred policies. Their arguments 
were then repeated so often in an environment in which alternative  
arguments were so rare that the public, quite predictably, followed the 
lead of elites and accepted these arguments as fact. By the mid-1990s, 
the public debate had shifted so dramatically that even the Demo-
cratic Party was willing to do away with the antipoverty apparatus it 
had constructed during the New Deal and Great Society—or at least  
its most unpopular parts, namely AFDC, or “welfare.” From both 
Republicans and the Clinton administration, the dominant -message 
priming attitudes toward welfare reform concerned the evils of the 
system rather than the welfare of children, and AFDC was left almost 
devoid of powerful and vocal defenders within the government.
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The “remoralization of poverty discourse” in the 1990s led to an 
increased support in welfare reforms directed toward deterring indi-
viduals from obtaining aid, as well as those geared toward reinforcing 
the work ethic. Both of these principles would become central to the 
welfare reform legislation enacted in the mid-1990s, which elimi-
nated AFDC in favor of a new program, Temporary Aid to Needy 
Families (TANF), with its strict time limits.

Thus, the conventional wisdom suggests that the new gilded age, 
from 1973 through the present, is characterized by ambivalent popu-
lar attitudes toward welfare spending that elite discourse manipulated 
early in the period, drawing on economic and racial tensions in order 
to ignite a fire of widespread resentment and disapproval for the New 
Deal/Great Society welfare state. The culmination of that effort, with 
President Clinton and the Gingrich Congress’s successful effort to 
“end welfare as we know it,” highlights the sea change in attitudes 
toward the social safety net in America.

A different thread of literature challenges this conventional wis-
dom, arguing instead that basic public attitudes toward the social 
safety net have remained remarkably stable over time. Many of these 
studies focus explicitly on public opinion regarding the American 
welfare state in the mid-1980s, a period when the Reagan adminis-
tration’s retrenchment efforts were in full force. Policy scholars Fay 
Cook and Edith Barrett polled both the general public and members 
of the House of Representatives during this period and concluded 
that “evidence of a true crisis of legitimacy in the American wel-
fare state is sketchy at best.”51 Accounts of the crisis are “anecdotal” 
and rely on media reports, interpretations of the political success of 
Ronald Reagan, and conclusions from opinion surveys asking broad, 
general questions about welfare. Such surveys “often leave the defini-
tion of ‘welfare’ unclear.”

On closer examination, Cook and Barrett conclude that public  
support for the social safety net is “ambiguous,” and “the most striking 
result is how few respondents believe benefits should be decreased 
for any [welfare] programs; in fact, for no program does a major-
ity of respondents favor decreases.” Broad-based programs such as 
Social Security and Medicare receive greater public support than 



Anxiety in the New Gilded Ageâ•…â•› 139

needs-based programs such as AFDC, but views of AFDC are “not as 
negative as they are depicted in popular portrayals,” and there was no 
“universal belief that AFDC recipients are undeserving.” Indeed, the 
general consensus reflected support for “federal guarantees of certain 
social rights, namely the right to medical care, to food, to protection 
from the risks of unemployment, old age, and sickness.”

Based on their analysis of Los Angeles Times polling from the mid-
1980s, political scientists I. A. Lewis and William Schneider reached 
similar conclusions, finding “precious little evidence of ‘a new self-
ishness’ in American culture.”52 Although the public’s “enormous re-
serve of sympathy for the poor and their plight” was tempered some-
what by its “cynicism and even fatalism about government efforts to 
eliminate poverty,” the public seemed to reject the policy retrench-
ment embraced by the Reagan administration and other anti-welfare 
conservatives:

Americans believe that it is proper and necessary for the federal 
government to take action to help the poor, even if its record in this 
area has not been encouraging. . . . People think that a lot of the 
money we have spent on the poor has been wasted or intercepted; 
the poor agree. People also acknowledge that we don’t really know 
how to solve the poverty problem; the poor agree with that. But 
neither of these practical considerations reverses the basic moral 
consensus that it is a primary responsibility of government to fight 
poverty.53 

To that end, the public demonstrated a willingness to pay slightly 
higher taxes, while large majorities supported government action 
on behalf of the poor, and agreed with the notion that government 
ought to spend more rather than less money on poverty programs. 
Some of the moralism of the elite debate was reflected in popular 
opinion—such as individual self-reliance, the questionable morality 
and desert of the poor, and the social and behavioral consequences 
of welfare dependency—but ultimately Lewis and Schneider con-
clude from the polling data that the public believes “people are 
ultimately responsible for their own well-being, but government 
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bears the primary responsibility for helping people when they need  
it.” 54

Popular attitudes toward the federal government, taxes, and domes-
tic spending from 1973 to 1989 are riddled with complaints that too 
much tax money is wasted by government. This crankiness “almost 
disappears” when people were asked what they think government 
ought to be spending money on. Looking across a range of domestic 
issues, Americans wanted “more, not less spending,” find political 
scientists Linda and Stephen Bennett. A “basic stability of opinion 
about federal spending” emerges during the 1970s and 1980s, even 
amidst the changing political climate and the ascendancy of the con-
servative right, suggesting that Americans have “a healthy appetite 
for government spending,” one that remained “unsatiated through-
out the Reagan era.” In short, “Americans demand more from the 
service state than they are willing to pay for.”55

Sociologists Lawrence Bobo and Ryan Smith see the same pattern 
of public opinion: “general stability and almost no sign of abrupt 
change” and “no indication whatsoever of a general tilt away from 
commitment to social welfare policies” over the 1973–1991 period. 
Moreover, “despite discontent with taxes, Americans would support 
having more of their tax dollars go to support social services.”56 So-
ciologist Jeffry Will determined that “the American public perceives 
that poor families with children, in almost all circumstances, are 
deserving of support and that the level of support needed, and ap-
proved, is twice the amount currently provided by government.”57 
When respondents were asked to clarify how much was necessary for 
basic provisions, Will found they held on to the idea of an “income 
floor below which few . . . believe anyone should fall. . . . [T]his floor 
is substantially higher than those levels which are covered by current 
government levels of support.”58 

Taken together, these two strands of the literature—on the one 
hand, the conventional wisdom regarding the erosion of the sup-
port for the welfare state, and on the other, documenting stability 
in American attitudes toward the role of government in providing a 
basic social safety net for the poor—seem completely contradictory. 
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How can they be reconciled? The answer lies in the difference be-
tween specific programs, particularly AFDC, which was demonized 
as wasteful, inefficient, and addictive, and the general underlying val-
ues regarding the social compact between American citizens and the 
government. 

Conventional wisdom focuses heavily on attitudes toward pro-
grammatic preferences and opinion regarding “welfare,” a term we 
and others have argued was heavily racialized in the late 1970s and 
has remained divisive in the decades since. Yet surveys that focus on 
the broad contours of public attitudes toward the social safety net  
illustrate remarkable consistency in American support for govern-
ment intervention to ensure equal opportunity and the provision of 
a basic floor below which no “deserving” American worker should 
fall. Americans have always believed in rewarding hard work, and 
any form of support for the nonworking poor has been politically 
doomed. “Cash relief” during the Great Depression was meager and 
limited to specific populations that were not expected to participate 
in the labor market, especially women and children. The AFDC pro-
gram of the Great Society was crippled by the racial antagonism of 
the 1960s, and that animus toward “welfare” persists today.

Indeed, work remains Americans’ desired means for helping the 
poorest Americans. Political scientist Steven Teles concludes, “there 
is no finding as consistent or as overwhelming in all the survey data I 
have seen as the support the public gives for guaranteed government 
jobs programs and other efforts to expand employment.”59 Work is 
the primary means through which the public desires to help the 
poor; Americans oppose traditional “welfare” because they believe it 
violates the work ethic. Political scientist Kent Weaver’s examination 
of public attitudes toward various provisions of Clinton-era welfare 
reform proposals finds that “the clear public favorite among welfare 
reform proposals is work requirements, which is consistent with the 
new paternalism approach to reform.”60 In light of the strong public 
support for work, the absence of any serious discussion of a public 
employment program between the New Deal and the Obama ad-
ministration’s 2009 economic recovery package is remarkable.



142 â•… Chapter 3

In the Twilight of the New Gilded Age: Recent Evidence  
of Public Support for the Social Safety Net

Little has been written about attitudes toward government’s role in 
providing a social safety net in the decade since the elimination of 
AFDC and the introduction of TANF in 1994. How do Americans  
feel now about rising inequality? What level of support do they feel 
for the government’s role in providing a social safety net?

The GSS once again serves as a most useful source of informa-
tion on this question.61 Instead of eroding, public support for redis-
tribution actually increased somewhat during the 1980s and 1990s. 
The magnitude of the increase is quite small, but significant across 
time, suggesting that, unlike their elected Republican leaders, the 
American public actually was somewhat more receptive to the idea 
of government redistribution as inequality rose. Specifically, the sur-
vey asks, “Do you agree or disagree that it is the responsibility of 
the government to reduce differences between people with high in-
comes and low incomes?” In 1987, just 29% either agreed or strongly 
agreed that government had a responsibility to reduce differences 
between those with high incomes and those with low incomes, while 
47% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the idea of govern-
ment reducing income disparities. By 2000, the share agreeing or 
strongly agreeing that government should reduce income disparities 
had grown to 34%, while the share disagreeing or strongly disagree-
ing had shrunk to 41%.

When survey questions turn to specific spending preferences, how-
ever, the data suggest far more stability than change. Respondents 
were asked whether the government spent “too little,” “too much,” or 
“about the right amount” of money on a variety of domestic priori-
ties. Domestic spending on “welfare” was generally unpopular, with 
few (20%) seeing reason to increase government spending. On the 
other hand, domestic spending on “the poor” was generally viewed 
as less generous than it should be, with a sizable majority (a pooled 
average of 63%) answering that the government spends “too little” on 
the poor. The distinction between “welfare” and “the poor” is clear 
evidence of the stigma associated with public assistance, as is the dip 
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in support for both welfare spending and spending on the poor in 
the survey immediately following the passage of the welfare reforms 
of the mid-1990s. We see little change across time, suggesting that 
the view of the role of government in providing support for the poor 
remains relatively stable.
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Figure 3.10. Changes in Attitudes about Whether Government Has a Responsibility to 
Reduce Income Differences between Rich and Poor, 1987–2000
Source: General Social Survey Role of Government Modules I, II, III, and IV

19961987 2000

“The government spends
too little on welfare.”

“The government spends
too little on the poor.”

22%

67%

56%
64%

16%
21%

Figure 3.11. Public Preferences for Government Spending: The Distinction between 
Spending on “Welfare” versus Spending on “the Poor,” 1987–2000
Source: General Social Survey Role of Government Modules I, III, and IV
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Other social programs are more popular and getting more so. The 
percentage who believe that the government spends “too little” on 
health increased from 66% in 1987 to over 71% in 2000 and on edu-
cation spending from 69% to 76% during the same period. Social 
Security, by now a “sacred” program, was also thought to be under-
funded by an increasing majority (from 57% in 1987 to 61% in 2000). 
When couched in terms of general social spending—rather than spe-
cifically targeted to the “poor,” or toward “welfare”—the American 
public is broadly supportive of social safety net spending. Indeed, 
preferences for social safety net spending have ticked slightly upward 
in recent years, coinciding with the rise in economic inequality.

The enthusiasm for government spending on education reflects a 
basic American belief in the role of government in fostering oppor-
tunity. In keeping with the basic ethos underlying the original ideas 
behind Johnson’s Great Society, Americans offer broad-based sup-
port for putting public resources behind programs that seek to equip 
each individual with a “springboard” for success. In contrast, levels 
of support for government interventions that reduce the disparity be-
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Figure 3.12. Public Preferences for Government Spending on Programs Not Specifically 
Tied to the Poor, 1987–2000
Source: General Social Survey Role of Government Modules I, III, and IV
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tween rich and poor, that is, those fostering redistribution, are far less 
popular. As figure 3.12 shows, Americans were less convinced that 
government should step in and reduce income difference between 
rich and poor over the time period when inequality rose, and the per-
centage expressing support for redistributive government interven-
tion remained only moderate, at 34%. Once again, the Economist 
magazine’s suggestion that Americans want to “join the rich, not soak 
them” appears to hold. Whether this attitude will persist as evidence 
of mismanagement on Wall Street grows and Ponzi schemes of im-
mense dimensions explode in the headlines remains to be seen.

These survey questions frame the question in relative terms: “Do 
you favor more spending?” and hence ask the respondents to think 
about what they prefer compared to the status quo. When we ex-
amine preferences for social safety net spending in absolute terms, a 
remarkable stability is evident over time. This is not the conclusion 
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Figure 3.13. Feelings Thermometer, 1972–2004
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Source: National Election Studies
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we would expect if we were to focus our eyes on the election returns 
over the same time period, for the dominance of conservative politi-
cians who advocated dramatic reduction in social spending is unmis-
takable. They were moving out ahead of their audience, or perhaps 
responding to the more extreme elements of it, rather than pursuing 
policies broadly endorsed.

Did conservatives succeed in bringing their audience along? One 
way we could approach this question is to ask whether, over the time 
period of their electoral victories, public attitudes toward the most 
stigmatized recipients of federal spending changed. The “feelings 
thermometer” provided by the National Election Studies is useful 
in this context. It asked respondents to rate their “feelings” toward a 
variety of groups over the course of the last three decades.

As figure 3.13 illustrates, there is little evidence of change. ”Wel-
fare recipients” are viewed with less warmth than are “the poor,” sug-
gesting a distinction in respondents’ images of the two groups. “The 
poor,” however, are rated surprisingly warmly over time, with ther-
mometer ratings approximately equal to those of the “middle class.” 
Given that the vast majority of Americans consistently state that they 
are members of the middle class, these thermometer readings suggest 
a remarkably degree of empathy toward the poor, and an endurance 
of that empathy across time. If anything, Americans appear to have 
grown warmer toward the poor and welfare recipients in the early 
2000s.

How can we square these incongruous trends? American frustra-
tion with economic inequality seems to have grown, and the desire 
for some form of government intervention seems to have increased 
accordingly. At the same time, the data display an underlying sta-
bility in values with regard to the poor, welfare recipients, and the 
middle class. 

Our answer to this puzzle is simple: the status quo levels of inequal-
ity have pushed Americans beyond their comfort zone. Neither un-
derlying preference for equality nor fundamental desires for govern-
ment intervention have changed dramatically. To the contrary, both 
remain relatively stable. What has changed is the economic context. 
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Economic inequalities have grown so severe that many Americans 
are beyond their breaking point, and are therefore amenable to an 
increased role for government. The social safety net has become so 
frayed that many can see the abyss below, and are looking to govern-
ment for help in reweaving the threads that keep not only the poor 
but also the middle class from falling through the cracks. The “risk 
shift” detailed by political scientist Jacob Hacker describes an Ameri-
can safety net where individuals, rather than institutions, are bearing 
the brunt of major risks—American families bear the burden of pro-
viding income, health, and retirement security for themselves, with 
little help from government or corporations.62 This shift in risk—a 
move to what economist Jared Bernstein calls a “you’re on your own” 
framework—has frustrated the American public.63

After two decades of sustained economic growth when, in the 
words of John F. Kennedy, a “rising tide that lift[ed] all boats,” the 
U.S. economy shifted into a fundamentally different mode, charac-
terized by widening inequalities between the rich and poor. While 
the economic expansions of the 1990s saw a boost for the bottom 
half of the distribution, the gains at the top far outpaced those at the 
bottom, and the distance between the rich and the rest stretched 
ever further. In the economic downturns of the new millennium, 
income inequality has continued to grow. Median income has re-
mained virtually flat, while incomes at the top spiral higher and  
higher.

Despite suggestions that part of the explosion in inequality might 
be attributable to an erosion of social norms around fairness and 
economic justice in the United States, American public opinion re-
flects an enduring commitment to a basic modicum of economic 
fairness. Indeed, tolerance for inequality appears to have decreased 
as inequality has increased, suggesting that the current record-high  
levels of inequality are straining Americans’ sensibilities regarding the  
contours of the social compact.

While specific social welfare programs have been the subject of 
a great deal of controversy over this period of rising economic in-
equality, underlying attitudes regarding government’s role in income 



148 â•… Chapter 3

redistribution and the provision of a basic social safety net illustrate 
remarkable stability. If anything, again, the erosion of government’s 
ability to provide for its citizens seems to have stimulated a slight up-
tick in the desire for spending on social programs, particularly those 
cast in universalist hues rather than those specifically targeting “the 
poor.”



4  Searching for “the Better  
Angels of Our Nature”

That’s the promise of America, the idea that we are responsible for 
ourselves, but that we also rise or fall as one nation, the fundamental 
belief that I am my brother’s keeper, I am my sister’s keeper. That’s 
the promise we need to keep.

—President Barack Obama

It isn’t polls or public opinion of the moment the counts. It is right 
and wrong leadership that makes epochs in the history of the world.

—President Harry S. Truman

The importance of public opinion in political decision making 
has been a subject of debate since ancient Greece. Aristotle ex-

pressed a deep and abiding faith in the wisdom of crowds, arguing 
that while the view of any given individual might be suspect, the 
collective preferences of individuals had special properties of “good-
ness and intelligence.” Plato, on the other hand, foreshadowed Harry 
Truman’s belief in the importance of the measured wisdom of elite 
leaders, arguing that the public was not to be trusted. To Plato, the 
crowd was ill-informed, subject to emotional upheaval, and therefore 
not a sound source of decisions in the public interest.

Policymakers walk the same tightrope today. On the one hand, 
the work of democracy requires an Aristotelian responsiveness to 
mass opinion. Not only do elected officials represent the will of those 
who elected them, but they also are anxious to win reelection and 
know that unpopular decisions may jeopardize their political futures. 
On the other hand, policymaking is not a simple call-and-response  
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between voters and their elected officials. In keeping with platonic 
ideals, political leaders take office with a set of ideals and a bully pul-
pit, and can use that space to move ahead of their constituents in order  
to enact bold policies that might seem politically untenable. Politi-
cians play a circular game of follow-the-leader, alternating between 
following popular opinion and leading in new directions. Today, the 
interconnection between politics and policymaking—between win-
ning elections and charting the course of the nation—are deeply in-
tertwined. Polling caught on during John F. Kennedy’s campaign 
in 1960 and has remained a mainstay of American politics. Indeed, 
some of America’s best-known political insiders are pollsters—Stan 
Greenberg and Mark Penn, to name two.

This book has argued that, in the social welfare sphere, presidents 
have often served as leaders rather than followers. Franklin RooÂ�
sevelt’s New Deal–era social policies were not universally popular, as 
the polling and archival data presented in chapter one make clear. 
Indeed, much of the public was concerned about the massive wel-
fare state created by the New Deal policies, and the lines between 
the deserving and the undeserving were hard and harsh. Similarly, 
the popularity of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programs eroded 
over time, and Richard Nixon’s effort to pass the FAP in the early 
1970s met a wall of opposition. Yet in the two major eras birthing 
the foundation of twentieth-century American social welfare policy, 
presidential administrations often encountered a policy vacuum they 
could fill, or found themselves farther out on a limb than they had 
planned, as opposition to their policies gathered force. Each in their 
own way, Roosevelt, Johnson, and Nixon were mavericks who had 
to buck public skepticism and the worried advice of their closest  
advisers.

The suffering of the Great Depression birthed the New Deal, but 
not without serious dissent from an American public wary of an overly 
generous welfare state. While millions viewed Roosevelt’s policies as 
a lifeboat, critics did not pull their punches against the administra-
tion. From the left, letters poured into the White House decrying the 
administration’s unwillingness to truly take a stand against “Big Busi-
ness,” its failure to implement truly redistributive taxation policies, 
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and its attempts to rein in spending as the price tag of the New Deal 
began to worry FDR’s budget-watchers. From the right, letter writers 
decried the distribution of cash relief, objected to the provision of the 
prevailing wage in WPA work sites, and argued vociferously against 
union rights for public workers. From their perspective, the welfare 
state simply fed the beast that had created the economic downturn in 
the first place. It was the absence of the work ethic and old-fashioned 
initiative that was responsible for growing poverty and joblessness, 
according to these critics. The New Deal was the first step toward 
creeping socialism, and that would not do.

The public much preferred public employment and other pro-
grams emphasizing work to cash payments or traditional “relief.” 
This emphasis on work echoes throughout the twentieth century, 
with Americans consistently favoring welfare programs built on the 
expectation that recipients will be workers, not simply recipients of 
a cash handout. Even so, public workers and others whose work was 
tied to the state relief system were viewed as second class. An over-
whelming majority of the American public believed that WPA work-
ers should be banned from unionizing, and virtually no one believed 
WPA workers deserved the right to strike. Over three-quarters of the 
public believed that WPA workers should, as a matter of law, be paid 
less than similar workers in private industry 

While the American worker formed the backbone of those deserv-
ing full participation in the welfare state, not all workers were created 
equal. Immigrants and “vagrants” were excluded from the rolls and 
viewed with high levels of disdain—residency was a key requirement 
for full participation, and American notions of belonging hinged on 
a place-based attachment that neither “aliens” nor those roaming 
the country in search of better fortunes had earned. Moreover, tra-
ditional gender roles excluded women from most benefits provided 
by the welfare state, as it was built on the firmaments of a worker 
(i.e., a male) who served as a breadwinner and support for his wife 
and children. Support for women and children came in the form of 
mothers’ pensions and widows’ benefits, but many were excluded al-
together—namely, those women who were neither mother nor wife. 
And, despite popular opinion favoring their inclusion, farmhands 
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and domestic workers were excluded from most New Deal policies as 
a result of the political coalition carefully crafted by Roosevelt, who 
relied on southern Democrats favoring the occupational exclusions 
as a backdoor way of pushing African Americans to the sidelines of 
the welfare state.

The New Deal era, then, was a period in which the boundaries 
between deserving and undeserving Americans were underlined, 
and skepticism (or hostility) over the encroachment of a government- 
supported welfare state buzzed beneath the surface of policy victories. 
In some cases, Roosevelt and his team crafted policies that bowed to 
public opinion, as in the heavy emphasis on work in both the public 
relief programs and the development of pension policy. But he didn’t 
always follow the dictates of public attitudes, as we learned when 
we examined opinion polls on occupational exclusions to Social 
Security. FDR moved to placate his southern congressional oppo-
nents at the cost of injecting race-based occupational restrictions into 
Social Security, even though public opinion did not support these  
constraints.

Roosevelt was a hero, though, for he followed his convictions 
in providing an enormous stream of federal funds at a time when 
powerful interests and plenty of citizens questioned the wisdom of a 
safety net. By reworking the relationship between government and 
the economy, Roosevelt stood up not only for the indigent and the 
unemployed but for an activist conception of the state itself.

The New Deal grew out of the depths of the Great Depression; its 
encore was molded from the clay of prosperity. In the glory days of 
the post-war era, poverty was a blight on the American conscience. 
In a time of plenty, most American agreed with the basic premise be-
hind Lyndon B. Johnson’s call to “replace despair with opportunity.” 
Johnson’s key weapons in the War on Poverty were human capital–
building policies, including Head Start and employment-readiness 
programs. The war would be won by giving each individual the tools 
needed to succeed in the booming economy: education and skills. 
These programs remained popular throughout the period, even as 
other elements of the Great Society eroded in popularity as racial 
tensions came to a head.
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What remained fundamentally unpopular was any form of hand-
out; thus, cash relief viewed as divorced from work was viewed with 
high levels of suspicion. As early as the mid-1960s, the level of frus-
tration with the perceived lack of effort on the part of the poor was 
growing. The American public was increasingly likely to view pov-
erty as a result of individual lack of effort rather than as a result of cir-
cumstance. While the evolution of American’s attitudes toward cash 
relief is inextricably tied up with the changing racial demographics 
of America’s cities at the time, the underlying message is clear: those 
who work are deserving of America’s generosity, those who don’t are 
not. Johnson rose above popular opinion, enacting Medicaid to pro-
vide health care for the poor, including those who were out of the 
labor force.

The program was not embraced. A strong majority endorsed a 
government role in medical care to the aged, but many saw little 
need for care for anyone else except the very poorest of the poor. 
The mechanism of delivery was just as controversial. By 1965, when 
Johnson was putting his final touches on his Medicare legislation, 
over half the country supported a private system in which individuals 
would simply purchase old-age insurance through private carriers. 
Medicare, which created a system of health insurance managed by 
the federal government and funded by an increase in Social Security 
taxes on working-age individuals, was not the overwhelming people’s 
choice.

While Johnson’s achievements via the Great Society have been 
the topic of praise, criticism, and public debate in the decades since, 
Nixon’s domestic policy efforts have received far less attention. Yet 
Nixon too was a maverick for his time, a full participant in what 
sociologist Brian Steensland has called the “failed welfare revolu-
tion.”1 With his FAP program, Nixon aimed to provide a minimum 
income floor for all Americans. The concept of a “guaranteed in-
come” emerged from the halls of academia in the 1960s, and Nixon’s 
efforts to embrace it reflect a quixotic blend of, on the one hand, 
radical liberalism, and on the other, traditional conservatism. The 
idea of providing every American with a basic income stipend was far 
more progressive, in some ways, than the New Deal or Great Society 
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programs that preceded it. A guaranteed income would simply put 
cash in the hands of families, without strict requirements aimed at 
coercing behavior or reshaping culture.

In other ways, however, the guaranteed income idea spoke to baÂ�
sic, conservative American ideals. First and foremost, the guaranteed 
income program was grounded in a laissez-faire economics, with a 
hands-off approach to the labor market. Within the basic framework 
of the cash stipend was the assumption that the labor market would 
perennially produce “losers,” poverty was inevitable, and government 
should not play a major role in improving individuals’ labor market 
opportunities with skills or training. Unlike the New Deal and Great 
Society programs, which included explicit workforce development 
components aimed at mitigating poverty by creating opportunity, the 
FAP focused on economic security by placing a financial floor un-
derneath the poor, working or not, with no complementary training 
or skills policies. Second, Nixon worked hard to tie the FAP to the 
idea of work: families who worked but remained poor would receive 
a boost of support. By consistently using the language of “workfare” 
over “welfare,” Nixon’s policies were meant to communicate to a na-
tion frustrated with “lazy” recipients of Great Society largess that his 
policy rewarded those who played by the rules and worked hard.

The guaranteed income concept was a flop with the American 
public. In poll after poll, the public rejected the idea of guaranteeing 
an income floor to American families, and Nixon was unable to ef-
fectively connect the dots between work and welfare in order to win 
over the American people. Nixon’s FAP fizzled in the Senate, as lib-
erals fought for a higher minimum income floor and less strict work 
requirements while conservatives fought the concept of any form of 
a minimum income. 

The legacy of Nixon’s ideas lives on, however, in the form of the 
Earned Income Tax Credit, which Congress enacted with a substanÂ�
tial majority vote during Nixon’s last years in office. The EITC, 
which is essentially the negative income tax that was at the heart of 
the FAP, provides a tax refund to working poor families. Introduced 
as a competing policy idea in the waning days of the debate over FAP, 
the passage of the EITC reflects the high degree of stigma attached to 
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any form of welfare. Elements virtually identical to the EITC existed 
in the FAP legislation, but the link between welfare and the FAP was 
too tight to secure any popular support. By severing the tie between 
welfare and work supports, the EITC was a far more palatable policy 
for both conservatives and the American public.2 It has grown over 
the years into one of the most important poverty-alleviation programs 
for today’s working poor families.

Progressives today often reminisce about the generosity of public 
spirit that allowed Roosevelt to hammer out the New Deal, and the 
openness of heart that allowed Johnson to build the Great Society. 
(Few remember Nixon’s domestic policy achievements, and liberals 
are not often found waxing nostalgic over his administration’s ac-
complishments, thanks to the Watergate debacle.) Yet our examina-
tion of mass opinion via public opinion polls and correspondence 
with the White Houses of both FDR and LBJ suggests quite a differ-
ent story. A key thread that weaves its way between all three of these 
eras of social welfare policy development—the New Deal, the Great 
Society, and even the rise and fall of FAP—is the willingness of elites 
to reach beyond the boundaries of what the public opinion polls in-
dicate Americans are prepared to accept. 

As political scientist John Zaller has noted, elites often follow their 
own preferences rather than hewing tightly to the preferences ex-
pressed by the general public; in this sense, FDR, Johnson, Nixon, 
and George W. Bush were not unusual in forging policies that di-
verged from the preferences expressed by the general public.3 What 
emerges as surprising is the persistent rejection of the “brother’s 
keeper” approach to government largesse, despite a degree of col-
lective nostalgia to the contrary. While elements of Roosevelt’s New 
Deal were greeted with warmth and enthusiasm, others raised ire. 
Similarly, while elements of Johnson’s Great Society and War on Pov-
erty were cheered at first, others, including the critical development 
of Medicare, were greeted with ambivalence. Yet both administra-
tions pushed forward, creating a web of social policies that touched 
on basic points of agreement in society—the deserving poor were 
those who worked, for instance—but often reached beyond what the 
polls suggested the median voter embraced.
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The precise timing of the polls and letters presented throughout 
this account vary. Some reflect opinions prior to the implementation 
of a pathbreaking policy, while others were taken in the aftermath of 
a major policy’s rollout. The consistent message throughout, regard-
less of whether the poll (or letter) was taken (or written) before or 
after a policy was implemented, is a limited tolerance for broadly 
expansive social welfare programs. The story that emerges from this 
evidence is that American attitudes spring from what political sci-
entist James Stimson calls a “policy mood.”4 Stimson suggests that 
public opinion acts like a thermostat: when government policy is 
too liberal for citizens, public opinion demands more conservative 
policies. The public’s embrace of spending cuts in the midst of the 
New Deal and its hostility to expanded public spending on health 
insurance in the throes of the Great Society are thus strong indicators 
that political leaders of the times had gotten out ahead of what the 
public was willing to accept. Extending the thermostat analogy, the 
data suggest that political leaders had turned up the heat too high for 
the general public.

V. O. Key’s concept of “latent opinion” provides a second use-
ful framework for understanding the give and take between political 
elites and public opinion. Key, whose work laid the groundwork for 
decades of research in American politics and political values, de-
fined “latent opinion” as public opinion that might exist at some fu-
ture point in response to a decision maker’s action and may therefore 
result in political damage at the polls.5 As Zaller notes, Key’s concept 
of latent opinion “is not about politicians’ perception of public opin-
ion” but rather about the “actual propensities of public opinion that 
politicians are prudent to heed.”6 Latent opinion can serve as a pow-
erful constraint on political elites’ actions, as politicians may temper 
their actions avoid offending the public at some point in the future. 
For instance, Roosevelt may have gotten out ahead of what the pub-
lic could stomach—in other words, he misread latent opinion—and 
pulled back on relief efforts in 1937 as an effort to recalibrate his im-
age to better fit the public’s desires.

Underlying both Key’s and Stimson’s argument is a second basic 
assumption regarding the nature of public opinion that we view the 
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evidence presented in preceding chapters as supporting as well: the 
general public holds a core of stable preferences, and it does not 
favor the conventional brother’s keeper formula. Across near three-
quarters of a century’s worth of polls and letters we see limited enthu-
siasm for public beneficence.7 

How exactly these administrations were able to usher such contro-
versial programs through Congress and into law is a subject deserving 
a volume of its own, but a few basic theories provide a starting place. 
First and foremost, Roosevelt and Johnson both proved to be masters 
of coalition building. Roosevelt pitted North against South, making 
a variety of compromises in the legislation (including the ultimate 
de facto exclusion of African Americans from the New Deal’s ben-
efits) in order to secure the passage of the New Deal. Robert Caro’s 
biography of Lyndon Johnson’s years in the Senate was titled Master 
of the Senate as a nod to Johnson’s impressive negotiating skills, a 
key element of his success.8 Johnson brought those skills of negotia-
tion and coalition building to bear on his presidency, and in turn 
was a “visionary progressive.” The failure of the FAP in many ways 
represented Nixon’s failure to master Congress, as the Senate coali-
tion behind the FAP fractured and a new united front of liberals and 
conservatives mustered the troops to defeat the policy.

Second, both Roosevelt and Johnson benefited from extraordinary 
times. Roosevelt won office at a time of terrible hardship, and people 
were desperate for something new. As political scientists Christopher 
Achen and Larry Bartels have convincingly shown, FDR took office 
in a year when the main message seemed to be “throw the bastards 
out.”9 Across the globe, countries enduring economic hardship ush-
ered in new administrations, while those with economic recover-
ies returned their existing leaders to office. Neither those who were 
ejected nor those who retained power exhibited any sort of ideologi-
cal consistency. Economic hardship ushered in administrations of all 
stripes: conservative, liberal, reactionary, and fascist leadership. On 
this theory, Roosevelt’s electoral success was due more to his promise 
of something new and the fact that its implementation coincided 
with an economic upturn (albeit one that didn’t end the Depression) 
rather than with a leftward shift in public opinion. The opposite is 
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true for Lyndon Johnson, who took office at a time of unprecedented 
economic prosperity. Johnson leveraged this into progressive welfare 
policy, couching much of his Great Society in terms of creating op-
portunity in a society that was turning away from its divided, racist 
past and refashioning itself into one where all Americans, black or 
white, could have an equal chance.

Third, while Roosevelt, Johnson, and Nixon were “out in front,” 
they made efforts to package or promote their policies in ways that 
resonated with what was culturally acceptable to the American 
people. For all three, these accommodations revolved around a pro-
nounced emphasis on the importance of work. The WPA aimed to 
get needy Americans into jobs in an effort to keep the work ethic 
from flickering out in a time of slack labor markets. Even though 
cash relief was cheaper to administer, Roosevelt limited the dole and 
made it available largely to those who were exempted from the labor 
market—women and children—rather than able-bodied male work-
ers. The Townsend Plan, a simple and straightforward federal pen-
sion, flopped, and hence proposals for Social Security were anchored 
instead in a citizen’s employment history.

Johnson’s War on Poverty avoided the promise of cold hard cash 
to individuals in favor of an emphasis on training that would coax 
nonworking Americans into the labor market. Further, Johnson’s 
Great Society was couched in a different language from that of the 
1930s. Roosevelt’s promises of “economic security” were replaced by 
the language of “opportunity” for economic success. Johnson’s Great 
Society programs aimed to provide a springboard for every American 
that would allow them to achieve great heights—through education 
and training—but spoke little about the need for a basic level of eco-
nomic security.10

When President Clinton succeeded in fulfilling his promise to 
“end welfare as we know it,” he benefited from many of the same 
strategies utilized by Johnson and Roosevelt before him in their suc-
cessful efforts to reform the welfare state. Like Roosevelt and John-
son, Clinton managed Congress well—a particularly impressive 
feat, given the divided government over which he presided. Like 
Roosevelt and Johnson, Clinton couched his reforms in terms that 
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resonated with the American people, with a heavy emphasis on work 
and individual responsibility. Like Roosevelt and Johnson, Clinton 
took advantage of the dissatisfaction with the status quo; polls taken 
in the mid-1990s suggested that Americans preferred virtually any 
reform to the status quo AFDC program that the TANF program 
replaced. Clinton’s reforms spoke directly to Americans’ continued 
lack of patience for policies that they believed offered “something for 
nothing,” or, in the case of AFDC, cash handouts with little asked of 
recipients. By requiring able-bodied welfare recipients to participate 
in some form of job training, Clinton borrowed a page from the suc-
cesses of the EITC and attempted to link relief to work. A key goal of 
the reform, the administration argued, was to “make work pay.”

Unlike Roosevelt’s or Johnson’s programs, however, the Personal 
Responsibility Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) 
shrank the welfare state. Time limits and the exclusion of immi-
grants were reforms that resonated in the polls. Indeed, many have 
argued Clinton had little leverage to eliminate them, owing to the 
conservative Republican Congress he faced. Borrowing a page from 
Nixon’s conservative welfare advisers, Clinton couched his reforms 
in the language of “individual responsibility” and, critics say, offered 
little in the way of programs aimed at addressing persistent structural 
barriers to opportunity.11 Unlike the Great Society’s War on Poverty, 
which aimed to eliminate poverty by providing avenues of opportu-
nity via job training, youth development, and leadership training, 
Clinton-era welfare reform focused on pushing previously “depen-
dent” welfare recipients into work. The booming economic growth 
in the second half of the 1990s translated into a reduction in poverty, 
as well as a reduction in the welfare rolls. Yet the lack of transfor-
mative change and the cost of a limited investment in job training 
have gradually become clear in the 2000s, as the busting of the tech 
bubble and the economic contraction under the Bush administra-
tion pushed 5.7 million individuals back into poverty.12 

In the years since welfare reform, public opinion on welfare, never 
a particularly popular program, has remained relatively stable and 
somewhat more positive than its temporary nadir during the height 
of the public drama over systemic reform in the mid-1990s. What 
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has changed remarkably during the contemporary period is attitudes 
toward inequality. In precisely the period during which inequality 
has grown, Americans’ tolerance for the level of inequality they are 
experiencing has dropped. This sea change in opinion is not, how-
ever, due to some sort of great awakening on the part of the American 
public. We did not wake up a nation of wannabe Nordics demand-
ing mass economic equality and redistribution. Americans are still 
Americans, with a much higher tolerance for economic inequality 
than our counterparts in other Western postindustrial democracies. 
What has changed is the landscape around us. The spoils of eco-
nomic growth are more unequally distributed than ever before, and 
Americans have reached a tipping point. The United States today is 
too unequal for most to tolerate, and the polls illustrate this point.

Record-high economic inequality is not the only stressor trigger-
ing Americans’ collective migraine. Two other key sets of concerns 
suggest that our national economic headache has multiple causes, all 
of which are likely working together to create a great deal of anxiety 
and pain. First, Americans are less sure of their economic footing 
today than in the past. Economic insecurity has trickled down the 
socioeconomic ladder to affect not only the blue-collar workers, who 
have long worried about their ability to continue to stay afloat on rap-
idly shifting economic seas, but also college-educated white-collar 
workers, who believed that their educational investment was a solid 
life jacket for times of economic turbulence. The pace of the devel-
opment of the global labor market means that even the most highly 
educated Americans face the prospect of job displacement, and the 
educational life jacket is looking less and less useful in the face of a 
tsunami of economic change.

Recent polling data provide ample evidence of American’s eco-
nomic anxiety. For example, a nationally-representative survey jointly 
sponsored by the Rockefeller Foundation and Time magazine found 
that 72% of Americans feel less financially secure today than they did 
five years ago. Sixty-six percent say they are not saving enough for 
retirement, and 23% report experiencing a period with no health in-
surance coverage in the past year. Of the 2,000 Americans surveyed, 
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78% agreed that the social contract “has been broken and should be 
rewritten.”13

In the shadow of deindustrialization and global competition from 
nations with inexpensive labor and manufacturing capacity, Ameri-
ca’s blue-collar workers have long expressed deep concern over their 
economic prospects. Yet the expanding reach of the global market-
place, combined with a fraying government safety net, has affected 
a growing share of the labor market, and even those in the “winner’s 
circle” express a creeping sense of malaise. Consumer confidence 
among college-educated workers and management has plummeted 
in recent years. White-collar workers are increasingly likely to report 
financial difficulties, and are far more likely today than in the past to 
report that they are “likely” to lose their job.

Second, the public is deeply worried that upward mobility is no 
longer possible for the American family. Individuals worry about 
their own ability to climb the economic ladder in order to achieve 
and sustain economic security for their families. Perhaps even more 
important, parents are no longer confident their children will be able 
to match their standard of living, much less exceed it. As parents 
face rising income volatility, eroding wealth (especially in the face 
of the recent crisis in the mortgage market and ensuing loss in home 
values), and rising educational costs, their ability to underwrite the 
upward mobility of the next generation is compromised. In exit polls 
following the mid-term elections in the fall of 2006, less than one-
third of those surveyed said that they thought life would be better for 
the next generation.14 

On both of these counts—rising feelings of economic insecurity 
and rising doubts about the prospect of economic mobility in Amer-
ica—Americans are not simply a “nation of whiners,” as Senator Mc-
Cain’s chief economic advisor Phil Graham chided during the 2008 
presidential campaign. Compelling evidence on both fronts suggests 
that Americans are taking a clear-eyed look at the economic reality 
and expressing justifiable concern.

Family income is less stable today than it was in the early 1970s, 
with the 1980s and the early 2000s standing out as particularly  
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volatile periods for many. The risk of a large drop in family income 
has increased markedly for families headed by a college graduate; 
hence rising anxiety among well-educated workers—those who were 
supposed to be insured against insecurity by diligent investment 
in human capital—is well-founded.15 By 2001, job loss among the  
college-educated was at a twenty-year high of 11%.16 Reemployment 
for all Americans following the loss of a job has become increasingly 
more difficult, while the unemployment rate for college-educated 
workers has skyrocketed in the last seven years, increasing by over 
40%.17 Rates of unemployment and economic instability remain far 
lower for college graduates than for those with less education, but the 
trajectory looks bad because the increase in the risks these families 
face is more acute.18 They are not imagining problems; the problems 
are real enough.

Parents are right to be concerned about their children’s prospects 
for upward economic mobility. The Economic Mobility Project, a 
partnership sponsored by the Pew Foundation, has found that upward 
mobility in the United States is far less prevalent than the American 
dream suggests. Moreover, mobility in the United States has trended 
downward since the 1970s, as America has become a “stickier” soci-
ety: the poor are more likely to remain poor today, while those born 
rich are more likely to stay that way. The Pew Report concludes: “In 
sum, the inequalities of income and wealth have clearly increased, 
but the opportunity to win the larger prizes being generated by 
today’s economy have not risen in tandem, and, if anything, have  
declined.”19

For many, inequality is, by itself, of little concern. America is all 
about equality of opportunity for upward mobility, not about equal-
ity of outcomes. Yet the picture of a highly unequal America with 
low levels of upward mobility is a very different once from the “city 
on a hill” image that has propelled America forward as a global bea-
con of hope for centuries. Limited upward mobility is all the more 
problematic in a highly unequal society. Upward mobility feels (and 
indeed can be) far more challenging in a highly unequal society, and 
Americans have absorbed that lesson uneasily.
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Meanwhile, the potential consequences of slipping down the eco-
nomic ladder have grown more serious. In a slack labor market, find-
ing a new job can be challenging, and the loss of health insurance, 
pension benefits, and other forms of social insurance that come with 
it do not make the problem any easier. A college-educated worker 
displaced from a job in 2001 lost about 23% of his or her earnings.20 
Seventy percent of Americans receive health insurance through an 
employer-sponsored plan, and the cost of purchasing insurance out-
side of a group pool is prohibitive.21 For the millions of workers too 
well-off to qualify for means-tested Medicaid but too strapped for 
cash to pay for an individual health care plan, the loss of a job may 
mean that they are one illness away from financial crisis.

When mature adults experience a downward bump, their chil-
dren may feel the pain, because parents can no longer support their 
college expenses. It may be necessary for the next generation to work 
more hours to make up for the loss of family income. The platform 
under the next generation wobbles when parents lose their jobs, and 
this has long-term consequences for intergenerational trajectories.

In a highly unequal society, moving down the economic ladder 
can mean more social distance between one’s peers. Decades of eth-
nographic research focusing on the inner lives of downwardly mo-
bile families suggest deep feelings of alienation and social dislocation 
among individual job losers and their families.22 As economist Robert 
Frank has suggested, rising inequality creates further social distance 
between the rich and poor, which has the potential to exacerbate the 
already painful sociological consequences of downward mobility.23

Finally, high levels of inequality and insecurity create resistance to 
other forms of economic change that can have positive externalities 
in the long run. As political scientist Kenneth Scheve and economist 
Matthew Slaughter have compellingly argued, rising inequality has 
coincided with a surge in protectionist attitudes among the American 
people.24 Public support for engagement with the global economy 
is strongly correlated with labor-market performance, and, for most 
workers, labor-market performance has been quite poor. Scheve and 
Slaughter argue that globalization has compelling benefits, with 
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great potential to lift all Americans’ incomes via enhanced economic 
performance. Yet globalization in the contemporary era is linked—
at least in the public’s mind, if not in the minds of economists—to 
vastly unjust outcomes. While the yachts have been buoyed by a tide 
of globalization, those in the rowboats and dinghies are drowning. 
If the United States is to remain a vibrant participant in the world 
economy, redistributive social policies are an imperative. They cush-
ion the shocks that globalization produces.

In no uncertain terms, the United States is at a major crossroads. 
The global economy has changed dramatically in the years since 
Lyndon Johnson inaugurated the building blocks of our contempo-
rary welfare system, to be sure. Government responses to the con-
sequences of economic change over the last eight years have been 
largely based on antiquated supply-side theories of economics that 
remain in vogue among only a handful of conservative economists—
create economic growth via tax cuts to the rich, and allow the spoils to 
trickle down to the poor. The result of limited government action in 
response to the new economy has been its own set of consequences, 
reinforcing inequality and doing little to create new opportunity in 
American society.

A wide variety of basic economic indicators color the 2000s as a 
new gilded age, a period in which the wealthy benefited from gov-
ernment action while working Americans saw little progress. Indeed, 
in many instances, the average American family lost ground. During 
the most recent economic expansion, the median income decreased 
for the first time since the 1920s, while poverty increased. The Bush 
administration’s tax cuts of 2001 provided a windfall to the wealthiest 
Americans but did little for those in the middle class. According to 
an analysis by the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center, if the tax cuts are 
fully phased into law in 2010, the middle fifth of American house-
holds will receive an after-tax income boost of just 2.6%, compared 
to a 5.4% gain for those in the top quintile. The tax cuts have come 
at a time of skyrocketing federal deficits, as cuts in taxes were not 
matched by cuts in spending. To the contrary, government spending 
has skyrocketed to support a protracted and expensive war.
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Weak government has had other major consequences as well. 
Harvard economist and chair of the National Economic Council 
Lawrence Summers argues that laissez-faire attitudes toward regula-
tion played a significant role in the implosion of the housing and 
credit markets.25 Crumbling infrastructure due to limited availability 
of funds and a hands-off attitude by government surely contributed 
to the August 2007 collapse of Minneapolis’s I-35W bridge, which 
killed thirteen and injured hundreds. A basic hands-off approach to 
governing contributed to the Katrina catastrophe, where more than 
1,800 people died and the consequences of decades of racism and ne-
glect were laid bare for the nation to watch helplessly on television. 
Moreover, had government played a more active role in maintaining 
infrastructure prior to the hurricane, the consequences of Katrina 
would have been far less dire.

In short, the consequences of nearly a decade of limited govern-
ment and mismanagement are strikingly clear today. This, no doubt, 
plays a powerful role in explaining why, despite persistent election 
victories for conservatives in the 1980s and much of this decade, we 
also see increasing public support for government intervention on 
behalf of the nation’s working families.



President Obama faces a set of challenges more daunting than 
perhaps any since Roosevelt’s—a crumbling national economy, a 
complicated multi-front war, rising global economic challenges, a 
dysfunctional health care system, and a record low level of trust in 
government. Yet history tells us that leaders can seize extraordinary 
opportunities in times of crisis. The limits of the brother’s keeper 
mentality are persistent, and policymakers’ efforts to stretch these 
limits have consistently resulted in backlash, in the form of declining 
popularity of their ideas.26 Yet two of the most substantial building 
blocks of the American social welfare state, the New Deal and the 
Great Society, occurred at least in part because presidents were will-
ing to step out in front of history early in their tenure. The lesson to 
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President Obama here is, perhaps, to move quickly and decisively to 
enact his most ambitious plans as early in his tenure as possible.

Leaders can rise to such a challenge if they recognize that their 
predecessors have crafted transformative, aggressive change even in 
the face of resistance from the voting public. In an era of highly so-
phisticated polling techniques, the pressure to hew closely to “what 
the people want” can be immense for a politician. President Clinton 
knew this, and tossed out his forward-looking set of advisers in the 
mid-1990s in favor of a team that promised to read the polls carefully 
and help him “triangulate” toward success. Yet both Roosevelt and 
Johnson—and even Nixon, to a certain extent—worked with public 
opinion somewhat differently. In creating the building blocks of the 
progressive welfare state, these leaders paid heed to the polls in order 
to find useful frames for their messages, and couched their reforms 
in language that appealed to the public. Yet their concrete policies 
often moved well beyond what the public felt comfortable with, and 
they paid little political price for such boldness. 
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3. John Zaller, The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992).

4. See, e.g., James A. Stimson, Public Opinion in America: Moods, Cy-
cles, and Swings (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1999). See also Robert S. 
Erikson, M. B. Mackuen, and J. A. Stimson, The Macropolity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008).

5. V. O. Key, Public Opinion and American Democracy (New York: 
Knopf, 1961).

6. John Zaller, “Coming to Grips with V. O. Key’s Concept of Latent 
Public Opinion,” paper delivered at the Symposium in Honor of Phillip 
Converse, Boston, September 2, 1998, 13.

7. Like the dynamic and responsive nature of public opinion, the con-
cept of rational, coherent, and stable public opinion is a well-documented 
concept grounded in a rich literature. In particular, Benjamin I. Page and 
Robert Y. Shapiro’s seminal The Rational Public: Fifty Years of Americans’ 
Policy Preferences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992) offers a co-
gent argument in support of the idea that the American public “as a col-
lectivity, holds a number of real, stable, and sensible opinions about public 
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policy, and that these opinions develop and change in a reasonable fashion, 
responding to changing circumstances and to new information.”

8. Caro, Master of the Senate.
9. Achen and Bartels, “Partisan Hearts and Gall Bladders.”
10. The exception was the Great Society’s medical care programs of Med-

icaid and Medicare. Medicaid represented a true reach, as it offered health 
insurance to the poor—many of whom were nonworkers and therefore out 
of the bounds of the American concept of desert. Medicare, however, was 
similarly couched in the language of deserving, as it was built around Social 
Security taxes paid by working Americans, and the selling point was that 
government was simply helping working Americans provide a safety net for 
themselves.

11. At least two Clinton administration officials quit because of their frus-
tration with the president’s approach to welfare policy. See Barbara Vobejda  
and Judith Havemann, “2 HHS Officials Quit Over Welfare Changes,” 
Washington Post, September 12, 1996.

12. See Mark Greenberg and Lisa Donner, “Stalled Progress on Poverty” 
(Washington, DC: Center for American Progress, August 26, 2008; http:// 
www.americanprogress.org/issues/2008/08/stalled_progress.html).â•›â•›Green-
berg and Donner refer to the U.S. Census for poverty figures.

13. Rockfeller Brothers Foundation/Time Campaign for America’s 
Workers Survey, 2008. This survey was fielded before the financial crisis 
sent the economy into a tailspin, making its respondents’ gloomy outlook 
all the more distressing.

14. As cited by Julia B. Isaacs and Isabel V. Sawhill, “Getting Ahead or 
Losing Ground? Economic Mobility in America,” Economic Mobility Proj-
ect of the Pew Charitable Trusts, Washington, DC, 2008.

15. Jacob S. Hacker and Elisabeth S. Jacobs, “The Rising Instability of 
American Family Incomes, 1969–2004,” briefing paper for the Economic 
Policy Institute, Washington, DC, 2008.

16. Henry Farber, “Job Loss and the Decline of Job Security in the 
United States,” Working Paper No. 520 (Princeton, NJ: Industrial Relations 
Section, Princeton University, 2007).

17. Ibid.
18. Elisabeth S. Jacobs and Katherine S. Newman, “Rising Angst? 

Change and Stability in Perceptions of Economic Instability,” in Laid Off, 



Notes to Chapter 4â•…â•› 201

Laid Low: The Social and Political Consequences of Job Instability (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2008).

19. Isaacs and Sawhill, “Getting Ahead or Losing Ground?”
20. Farber, “Job Loss and the Decline of Job Security in the United 

States.”
21. Kaiser Family Foundation, “Health Coverage and the Uninsured” 

(http://www.kff.org/uninsured/index.cfm).
22. See, e.g., Newman, Falling from Grace, and many others.
23. Robert H. Frank, Falling Behind: How Rising Inequality Harms the 

Middle Class (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
2007).

24. Kenneth F. Scheve and Matthew J. Slaughter, “A New Deal for GlobÂ�
alization,” Foreign Affairs, July/August 2007.

25. Lawrence Summers, “Unfinished Business at Fannie Mae and Fred-
die Mac,” Washington Post, July 27, 2008.

26. Note that neither Roosevelt nor Johnson paid a political price for 
moving out in front of the public with their social welfare policies. Both 
were reelected multiple times with substantial margins of victory.
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