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WHY IS THERE NO RIGHT TO EMPLOYMENT IN
AMERICA?

LIBERAL LIMITS ON AMERICAN EMPLOYMENT POLICY, 1933-2000

Anaïs Miodek Bowring

Abstract

This project looks at American employment policy development between the 1930s

and the 1990s and asks why government policies did not do more to ensure that

there was enough employment for all would-be workers. I start with two key

premises: first, that sufficient employment is essential to America’s economic

goals, both at a national level and at an individual level; second, that in America,

paid, private employment has long been a marker of social inclusion, which makes

access to stable and secure work even more important. This means that the lim-

ited scope of employment policy – particularly the general lack of intervention to

guarantee sufficient jobs – is puzzling. I follow a case study approach, analyzing

employment policy in three periods: the New Deal, the Great Society, and the

Reagan Revolution. Using extensive archival material I demonstrate that Amer-

ica’s liberal tradition has created an enduring constraint on employment policy:

enshrining the responsibility to obtain work as individual rather than governmen-

tal and mandating that the government minimize its labor market intervention.

I break this liberal constraint down into two “currents” that pertain to em-

ployment. The first current – work-as-citizenship – establishes a tie between paid

private employment and social citizenship, and further instructs that individuals

must obtain such work for themselves. The second current – labor-market anti-

statism – restricts federal intervention in the labor market, particularly restraining

governmental efforts to create employment outside the private sector and impos-

ix



ing additional conditions on the employment interventions the government can

take.

Between the 1930s and 1990s there were periodic challenges to the currents’

boundary condition on employment policy. The elite level policy debates within

the executive branch that embodied these challenges serve as my dissertation’s em-

pirical sites of investigation. These challenges, resulting from both economic and

political circumstances, resulted in a variety of policy adaptations that stretched

the liberal currents’ limits, though the boundary condition itself remained in-

tact. However, employment policy debates and outcomes in the 1980s-1990s also

show that there is potential for work-as-citizenship to be leveraged as a basis for

employment policies that ensure greater economic stability for all Americans.

x
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Ideological Constraint

in American Employment Policy

Supplying enough jobs is both vital to America’s economic security and a fun-

damental prerequisite for the pursuit of the American dream. The economic

repercussions of insufficient employment resonate at the individual as well as the

national level. When individuals are involuntarily without jobs, they cannot pro-

vide for themselves or their families. When the national unemployment rate rises,

productivity and economic growth generally fall. Among political leaders there

has been bi-partisan agreement that high levels of employment are an important

indicator of national well-being. Poor economic and employment performance can

negatively impact an incumbent president’s or party’s re-election bid.1

Yet, America has a longstanding problem of insufficient employment. This has
1 David R. Cameron, “The Politics and Economics of the Business Cycle,” in The Political

Economy: Readings in the Politics and Economics of American Public Policy, Thomas Ferguson
and Joel Rogers, eds. (Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1984), p. 238, 241; Robert S. Erickson,
“The American Voter and the Economy, 2008,” PS: Political Science and Politics 42 (July 2009),
pp. 467-471; Michael S. Lewis-Beck and Mary Stegmaier, “Economic Determinants of Electoral
Outcomes,” Annual Review of Political Science 3 (June 2000), pp. 183-219.
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Figure 1.1: Percent unemployed, 1929-1942 (monthly, seasonally adjusted).
Source: National Bureau of Economic Research, research.stlouisfed.org.

been the case during both Republican and Democratic led presidential adminis-

trations. Since the late 1930s the United States federal government has accepted

responsibility for ensuring economic stability and adequate employment, partic-

ularly during downturns in the business cycle. However, American employment

policies have routinely failed to provide enough jobs to eliminate slack in the la-

bor market and, partly as a result of this, the quality of jobs has failed to provide

economic security for a significant number of workers. During the 20th-century,

aside from periods when the U.S. was engaged in war, substantial numbers of

Americans were unable to find work. Of course, there were even greater numbers

experiencing involuntary unemployment during serious economic downturns, in-

cluding the Great Depression, and shorter recessions between the 1960s and 1990s.

2
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Figure 1.2: Civilian unemployment rate, 1948-2015 (monthly, seasonally ad-
justed).
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, research.stlouisfed.org.

Such unemployment obviously negatively affects those who are out of work, and

it also decreases the country’s productive capacity.2

In addition, certain types of employment do not convey economic security.

Since the 1960s there has been steady growth in the proportion of jobs in the labor

market that are characterized by low wages, insufficient work hours, and short-

term employment, which prevents an additional segment of the population from

experiencing economic security. Such jobs also contribute to underemployment,

which describes people holding part-time jobs or multiple jobs, when they would

prefer to work full-time or at one job.3

2 Cameron, “The Politics and Economics of the Business Cycle,” pp. 239-242.
3 On the rise of less stable, service sector jobs, see: Theodore Caplow, Howard M. Bahr, Bruce

A. Chadwick, John Modell, Recent Social Trends in the United States, 1960-1990 (Montreal:
McGill-Queen’s Press, 1994), pp. 149-150.
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Figure 1.3: Unemployment level compared with total employed part-time for eco-
nomic reasons, and combined unemployment level and total employed part-time
for economic reasons, 1955-2015 (monthly, seasonally adjusted).
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, research.stlouisfed.org.

Moreover, the problems that ensue from inadequate levels and types of em-

ployment are expanding because changes in the American labor market during

the past few decades have been accompanied by steady increases in housing and

education costs and changes in America’s social safety net. Thus, many factors

contribute to greater economic insecurity among America’s workers and would-be

workers: short and long-term unemployment, the proliferation of low wage service

sector jobs with few benefits, the mounting proportion of families that rely on

two incomes to meet their basic needs,4 and the rise in contingent rather than
4 In addition to adding stress in terms of familial care-taking responsibilities, reliance on two

incomes often means that any health problem or loss of a job can quickly deplete a family’s
resources and threaten their access to housing and their general financial stability (Elizabeth
Warren and Amelia Warren Tyagi, The Two-Income Trap: Why Middle-Class Mothers And

4
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long-term employment.5

Given the myriad negative consequences of an underperforming labor market,

why has the federal government not done more to ensure access to employment?

Since the 1930s, the United States federal government has consistently backed

away from committing to policies – such as public jobs programs – that would

ensure sufficient employment such that all slack in the labor market was elimi-

nated. In fact, the most striking and enduring feature of American employment

policy, over time, is what it lacks. There is no right to a job in America, and no

guarantee that a having a job will lead to economic security.

The absence of a government entitlement to employment has deep political

implications, given the relationship between employment and social and political

inclusion in America. Historically, employment has been important in America

not just for its economic function but also because work serves as a marker of social

status or standing. Those who earn are seen as worthy citizens and their value

has long been recognized through political inclusion and public policy provision.

Those who do not work, or who perform unpaid labor (such as domestic or familial

care-taking work) have been accorded less esteem and fewer public policy benefits.6

In this context, involuntary unemployment is a serious threat. Yet, during the

20th-century, American employment policy designed to ameliorate unemployment

and employment-related insecurity relied on minimal labor market intervention

Fathers Are Going Broke (New York: Basic Books, 2003).
5 On changes in the types of jobs and decreases in job stability in the U.S. see: Matissa

Hollister, “Employment Stability in the U.S. Labor Market: Rhetoric versus Reality,” Annual
Review of Sociology 37 (August 2011), pp. 305-324; Katherine V. W. Stone, From Widgets
to Digits: Employment Regulation for the Changing Workplace (Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 243-288. On social welfare changes and their effects on
economic security see: Kathryn J. Edin and H. Luke Schaefer, $2.00 a Day: Living on Almost
Nothing in America (Boston, New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2015).

6Judith N. Shklar, American Citizenship: The Quest for Inclusion (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press, 1991); Suzanne Mettler, Dividing Citizens: Gender and Federalism in
New Deal Public Policy (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1998).
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and relatively low levels of spending on employment programs. Proposals to

establish a permanent public jobs program and a positive right to work were

consistently defeated. The U.S. is something of an outlier in this respect. Most

comparable advanced, industrialized countries spend more, have much more active

and involved employment policies, and provide economic security benefits to all

citizens regardless of whether or not they work.7

These, then are the central questions in this work: What explains the apparent

disconnect between the value placed on work and the lack of policies to support

access to employment? More specifically, why have Americans historically linked

work to status but resisted a right to employment?

My answer to these questions is that the liberal tradition in America has

shaped our understandings of and policies toward work, citizenship, and govern-

mental responsibility.8 More specifically, two elements within the American liberal

tradition construct limits around acceptable employment policy: one which con-

nects paid, private sector employment with social standing, and another which

conceptualizes the labor market and the government as necessarily separate en-

tities. These two aspects of the American liberal tradition, referred to here as

liberal or ideological “currents,” work together to mandate that employment is an

individual responsibility that government intervention, particularly in the form

of public jobs programs and an entitlement to employment, threatens to disrupt.

The work that counts is paid, private sector employment obtained by individuals.

Since public jobs programs, a government income guarantee, and an employment

entitlement all fall outside those parameters, they arouse considerable political
7 Gary Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982 (Pittsburgh, PA:

University of Pittsburgh Press, 1990), p. 215; Stone, From Widgets to Digits, p. 245.
8 In this work I will use liberal and liberalism to refer to the political philosophy that derives

from theorists such as John Locke, rather than the set of political ideas associated with the
political left or the American Democratic party.

6
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opposition when proposed, and a strong backlash when implemented (as in the

case of public jobs programs). Thus, the contradiction implied by the valorization

of employment alongside resistance to government policies guaranteeing employ-

ment, simply has not historically registered in discourse on American employment

policy. This means, though, that there is yet unrealized potential for the relation-

ship between work and social standing to serve as a rationale for policies ensur-

ing access to employment, and furthermore as justification for policies ensuring

that employment enable workers to rise out of poverty and into the middle-class.

Tapping this potential would require a substantial shift in the existing limits on

employment policy, which the record of employment policy development during

the 20th-century suggests would be extremely difficult.

A close look at the intersection between ideology and employment policy pro-

vides new insights into the historical trajectory of American employment policy.

Ideology has never been the main focus of scholarship on U.S. employment policy.

This oversight hides from view how elements in the American liberal tradition have

served as a consistent constraint or “boundary condition”9 on U.S. employment

policy, limiting both the terms of political debate and the employment policies

implemented from the New Deal to the Reagan Revolution. Only by looking

specifically and closely at ideology is it possible to see how and understand why

the varied forms of U.S. employment policy during this period were consistently

constrained.

This pattern of constraint is visible in employment policy developments be-
9 In his seminal work on the liberal conflict that grounded the political debate over slavery

in the U.S. leading up to and during the Civil War, J. David Greenstone argues that ideology,
or “shared values,” can serve as “boundary conditions,” in politics, rather than simply as causal
factors. This concept will be more fully explored and elucidated in my theoretical framework
(The Lincoln Persuasion: Remaking American Liberalism (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1993), p. xxvii.).

7
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tween the 1930s and the 1990s, and characterizes both Democratic and Republican

responses to rising unemployment during economic downturns, or to persistent un-

employment during times of greater prosperity. I demonstrate that the boundary

constraint around American employment policy in the 20th-century consisted of

several major elements, including:

1. solely relying on economic stabilization policies, such as monetary and fiscal

measures that reinforce the labor market’s demand and supply mechanisms,

but ignoring policies that would substantially alter the labor market;

2. an aversion to public jobs programs, except as an emergency expedient;

3. a related aversion to a positive right to employment;

4. the preference for time-limited unemployment insurance and job training

programs over public jobs programs;

5. a programmatic bias favoring workers with skills and established work his-

tories over those with fewer skills and less labor market attachment; and

6. the general exclusion of underemployment and wage stagnation as grounds

for government intervention.

The years between the New Deal and the Reagan Revolution also brought

periodic challenges to the liberal boundary constraint around employment policy.

The elite level policy debates within the executive branch that embodied these

challenges serve as this work’s empirical sites of investigation. These challenges

arose from both exogenous and endogenous factors, and resulted in a variety

of policy adaptations that stretched the liberal currents, though the boundary

condition itself remained intact. I focus on presidential administrations because

as unemployment became and remained a salient barometer for national economic

health over the time period in question, presidents have been forced to confront

8
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and respond to economic conditions, and were held accountable for the economy

even when the executive branch’s influence was limited. This also means that

presidential administrations were often in a unique position to spearhead or block

national employment policy proposals. There are, therefore, essential insights to

be gained from analyzing presidential decision making around employment policy.

Though the analysis in this dissertation will largely focus on the discussion within

the executive branch among each president’s key domestic policy advisors, the

influence of other important policymaking actors, including members of Congress,

periodically figures in as well.

The remainder of this introductory chapter is divided into two parts. First,

I will present a theoretical framework that delineates my approach to ideas and

ideology and shows how the liberal tradition in America constrains employment

policy. Then, I will provide a brief overview of the four remaining chapters. The

first of these is a methodology chapter that compares the ideological framework

specified here with other approaches to U.S. state building and employment pol-

icy. This is followed by three policy chapters focused on employment policies

from the New Deal, the Great Society, and the Reagan Revolution. Each of these

policy chapters focuses on employment policy debates within various presidential

administrations. These debates demonstrate how the American liberal tradition

functioned to constrain policy development, how it was instantiated through pol-

icy, and how it proved itself adaptable to the changing economic and political

landscape.

9
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Theoretical Framework

In this study I contend that ideas (broadly construed) matter in policy and po-

litical analysis. More specifically, ideology matters because it creates a boundary

condition that shapes policymakers’ understanding of political and policy issues,

affecting their interactions with political institutions and interests. Before moving

into the details either of how ideology constrains politics, or how the American

liberal tradition constrains employment policy, it is important to consider what

constitutes a strong ideational analysis, and to define all relevant terms and con-

cepts.

Randall Hansen and Desmond King posit that in order for ideas to meaning-

fully add to political analysis, three concrete things must be demonstrated: first

the presence or existence of ideas or ideology, second “an observable correlation

between these ideas and selected public policies,” and finally, a mechanism that

explains how these ideas impact politics.10

In making the case for recognizing ideas as causal factors in politics, Sheri

Berman offers a slightly different set of criteria: first that various political actors

hold discernibly different ideas with clear policy implications, second that there is

a plausible connection between those differences and political decisions, third that

the ideas in question existed before the particular political debate in question, and

fourth that the ideas cannot simply be reduced to another variable. Berman is

avowedly less interested in ideology than in what she calls “programmatic ideas.”

Since ideology is so broad, she argues it can be difficult to attribute any particular

political outcome to it. This is an important caution about using ideology in
10 Randall Hansen and Desmond King, “Eugenic Ideas, Political Interests, and Policy Variance:

Immigration and Sterilization Policy in Britain and the U.S.” in World Politics 53 (January
2001), p. 242.
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political analysis, but not an insurmountable obstacle. If ideology is seen as a

constraint on policy choices, instead of an immediate causal variable, it is possible

to trace its impact on policy decisions, without excluding other relevant factors.

Berman’s push for specificity is useful; her discussion of idea “carriers,” or those

who bring ideas into politics provides one clear way of linking ideas with political

actors.11

Marie Gottschalk also uses the concept of idea carriers, which she describes

as a people who help to achieve “a ‘fit’ between the idea and the environment

into which it emerges.” This usually means that idea carriers “present a selective

picture of the political and economic situation,” and may downplay or disregard

information that does not help their cause.12 As the policy case studies will show,

such selective use and disregard for information is also an important marker of

ideological influence.

As these authors make clear, successfully advancing an ideological argument

requires specificity and precision. In order to show how liberal ideology limits

American employment policy I begin by defining what I mean by ideology. I dis-

tinguish ideology from the general category of “ideas,” where ideas are understood

as tools that political actors can purposively or instrumentally use to achieve

specific goals. This is necessary because subsequent steps (establishing a match

between ideology and policy, and articulating the mechanism through which ide-

ology is creating that match), require a model in which ideology is more than a

restatement of political interests. This can be a weak link in ideological argu-

ments, meaning that they do not meet Berman’s requirement that ideas cannot
11 Sheri Berman, The Social Democratic Moment: Ideas and Politics in the Making of Interwar

Europe (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998), pp. 20-22, 25.
12 Marie Gottschalk, The Shadow Welfare State: Labor, Business, and the Politics of Health

Care in the United States (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), pp. 8-9.
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be essentially a restatement of some other factor. However, by starting with a

culturally grounded understanding of ideology it is possible to see how ideology

provides basic ontological frames and modes of discourse that shape the terms of

policy debate and thus limit policy choices.

In the case under consideration here, the specific ideology is an American ver-

sion of liberalism that contains two intersecting elements, which in combination,

constitute a boundary condition for employment policy. Briefly, those two strands

or “currents” of American liberalism are a conception of citizenship linked with

private sector employment and an anti-statist bias regarding the labor market

particularly restricting an entitlement to employment. The influence of these two

liberal ideas does not mean that political actors had no choices, or that alterna-

tives were not proposed. Rather, those “carrying” employment policy proposals

that more closely aligned with the two currents had greater success in creating

Gottschalk’s “fit,” precisely because the underlying ideas already permeated the

environment.

The remainder of this section will examine the theoretical basis for study-

ing politics through the lens of ideas, ideology, and ideological currents; provide

background on American liberalism as a boundary condition; lay out the histor-

ical basis for the two liberal currents that limit employment policy in America;

and outline the differences between ideological boundary conditions and partisan

ideology.

Ideas, Ideology, and Ideological Currents

Ideology is often depicted as: a nebulous and unquantifiable force in politics; the

deterministic result of particular materialist processes; a rationale for extremism;

12
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or an expression of partisan sentiment. These are not the only ways of seeing

ideology. Instead, following Clifford Geertz, ideology is understood here as a

cultural construct that seeks to make sense of the world, in order to “make an

autonomous politics possible.”13 Geertz defines his cultural approach in large

part by contrasting it with two other models of ideology: interest theory and

strain theory. Interest theory suggests that ideology is a manifestation of political

actors’ material calculations of their own advantage. Strain theory contends that

ideology arises as a result of the conflict that arises between competing views on

social roles and the obligations of individuals and groups. Geertz’s main critique

is that neither strain nor interest theory includes semiotics, the study of how

signs and symbols are socially created and imbued with meaning. In making his

case that systems of meaning-making, which are deeply rooted in culture, are

fundamental to understanding how and why ideologies are formed and persist,

Geertz provides a specific definition of ideology that distinguishes it from ideas.

In Geertz’s formulation, ideas are a narrower category of concepts that can be used

by political actors as tools. His approach also allows for both conflict and change

within an ideological system. All of these elements of ideology - its connection to

politics, its cultural construction, its differentiation from ideas, and its capacity

for conflict and change - are essential to analyzing ideology’s impact on the course

of U.S. employment policy.

According to Geertz, interest theory sees ideology as the product of individuals’

and groups’ “rational calculation of their consciously recognized personal advan-

tage” as it intersects with their “social commitments.” The strength of interest

theory is that it “welded political speculation to political combat by pointing out
13 Clifford Geertz, “Ideology as a Cultural System,” in Ideology and Discontent, ed. David E.

Apter (New York: The Free Press, 1964), p. 63.
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that ideas are weapons and that an excellent way to institutionalize a particular

view of reality–that of ones’ group, class, or party–is to capture political power

and enforce it.” But Geertz also sees this as interest theory’s main weakness.

Interest theory casts ideology as a tool or instrument, which limits its analysis

of ideology to how actors self-consciously deploy it in order to achieve political

power. For Geertz, such a view necessarily obscures the “role that ideologies play

in defining (or obscuring) social categories, stabilizing (or upsetting) social expec-

tations, maintaining (or undermining) social norms, strengthening (or weakening)

social consensus, relieving (or exacerbating) social tensions.”14 Though Geertz

does not wholly rule out the possibility that ideology might serve as a tool of

political power, it is clear that analyzing ideology as part of a process of social

construction requires a more complex framework than interest theory’s model of

ideology as a tool or weapon.

Strain theory offers a more nuanced definition for ideology than interest theory.

Geertz notes that strain theory casts ideology as the result of the inherent conflict

between different norms in social sectors like “the economy, the polity, the family,”

and the effects of that friction on individuals at a psychological level. Geertz views

strain theory as a partial improvement on interest theory. It more fully develops

the “motivational background and the social structural context” that undergird

competing interests, or as strain theory sees it, “the chronic malintegration of

society,” and identifies mechanisms that ideology provides for resolving, or at
14 Geertz, “Ideology as a Cultural System,” pp. 52-53. Geertz specifically links the interest

theory of ideology to class: “The great advantage of the interest theory was and is its rooting
of cultural idea-systems in the solid ground of social structure, through emphasis on the moti-
vations of those who profess such systems and on the dependence of those motivations in turn
upon social position” (Geertz, “Ideology as a Cultural System,” p. 52). Given Louis Hartz’ char-
acterization of the lack of class consciousness in U.S. liberalism, that has particular problems
in the present application (Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: An Interpretation
of American Political Thought Since the Revolution (San Diego, New York, London: A Harvest
Book, Harcourt Brace & Company, 1955/1991).
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least recharacterizing, that conflict. However, Geertz argues that strain theory

is better for connecting social and psychological processes to the construction of

ideologies than for explaining either the content of particular ideological views or

the social and political consequences of ideological expression.15

This is in part because strain theory, like interest theory, fails to fully incorpo-

rate semiotics into its interrogation of ideology. Geertz posits that it is impossible

to explain how ideology forms and operates in social systems without looking at

how meaning is constructed through culturally specific signs and symbols. In other

words, cultural reference points mediate how interests are constructed, and how

strain is translated into particular views or values that people can understand and

debate. Essentially, culture forms ideology’s foundation. Ideology does not just

mirror or magnify culture, though. Instead, adding another dimension to strain

theory, Geertz sees ideology as an attempt to generate meaning out of cultural,

social, and psychological conflict. Or, as he puts it in relation to politics, “It is

when neither a society’s most general cultural orientations nor its most down-to-

earth, ‘pragmatic’ ones suffice any longer to provide an adequate image of political

process that ideologies begin to become crucial as sources of sociopolitical mean-

ings and attitudes.” Geertz asserts that it is because of this layered process of

meaning-making that ideologies can be quite hard to dislodge. It is “the attempt

of ideologies to render otherwise incomprehensible social situations meaningful,

to so construe them as to make it possible to act purposefully within them, that

accounts for...the intensity with which, once accepted, they are held.”16

It is important to note that in Geertz’ formulation, ideology functions to permit

purposive action, which is quite different from ideology serving as the substance
15 Geertz, “Ideology as a Cultural System,” pp. 53-56.
16 Geertz, “Ideology as a Cultural System,” pp. 57-64.
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of purposive action. In other words, ideology is not merely a tool, it is helping

to direct the usage of political tools. To employ an illustrative metaphor, in the

former case, ideology can be thought of as the playing field of a game, and in the

latter case, as the course of the ball that is the central object of the game. Both

are important to the game, but in different ways. Agreeing upon the starting

conditions such as the size and layout of the field determines the ability to play

and is fairly constant over numerous games.17 By contrast, the path of the ball

in a particular game is more directly determined by the players, and so varies

greatly from game to game. If ideology is seen as nothing but the product of

political actors’ agency, the ability to look at the framework created by the field,

or the framework created by the supposedly impartial rules of the game, is greatly

diminished. So, building on Geertz’ framework, I argue that it is useful to see

ideas and ideology as functionally separate. This is an important, though not

a foregone, distinction. In some sense, and in much of the literature on ideas

in political analysis, ideology is a subset of the larger category of ideas.18 For

the following analysis, however, “ideas” will refer to the more limiting category

of tools that actors purposively use and meld to help them achieve their political

and social goals. By contrast, ideology will refer to the meaning-making process

or ontological context that actors’ ideas and goals derive from, fit into, and hope

to shape.

Seeing ideology as a cultural system, even one that is “intensely held,” does

not mean that it is impervious to change. Geertz allows that new ideologies can
17 It is worth noting that the physical conditions of the playing field can also profoundly affect

whether one side has an advantage over the other. For example, whether the playing field is level
or not has an important impact on the relative standing of the players or teams. If unevenness
in the playing field goes unnoticed, or noticed but uncorrected, that can affect the course of all
games played on that field.

18 Daniel Béland and Robert Henry Cox, Ideas and Politics in Social Science Research (Oxford
and New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).
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be created when basic understandings are challenged, often in the midst of social

upheaval, and new efforts at making sense of the world are undertaken. Some-

times, rather than wholesale replacement, such changes cause existing ideologies

to shift and adapt as they let in some new conceptions.19 Not all changes in

material conditions lead to ideological change, though. As I pointed out above,

an ideological system can remain salient even when social, economic, or political

conditions change, because of its deep connection with culture and meaning.

My use of ideology to analyze employment policies builds on Geertz’s foun-

dation, but differs in an important respect as well. The basic unit of ideologi-

cal analysis here is not a whole ideological system, but rather discrete elements

within American liberalism related to employment that I am calling “ideological

currents.” Like a current in a river, an ideological current is a constituent part

of an ideological system, helping to direct the overall flow of meaning-making by

providing ways of thinking about particular issues, policies, and features of social

and political organization. As such, ideological currents can be seen as consti-

tutive parts of an ideological system, similarly grounded in culture and tightly

held, but, like the larger system, not incapable of change. In addition, because

there are multiple currents within an ideological system, there is potential for both

overlap and conflict as the various currents create and reinforce meaning in their

particular areas.

Others have addressed the concept of ideological currents. For example, Franz

Schurmann, in his story of the origins of the Vietnam War, conceptualizes ideo-

logical currents as forces in the political process, but there are several noteworthy

distinctions between my usage and his. He asserts that ideological currents are a

key part of politics that adept leaders can use to garner support for their policy
19 Geertz, “Ideology as a Cultural System,” pp. 64, 67.
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agenda: “When challenged to make innovative policy, the leader senses certain

currents of thought, feeling, and aspiration which are commonly held by most or

all of the members of the constituency.” However, Schurmann focuses on ideologi-

cal currents that are both highly visible and wielded consciously by political actors

and their constituents. By contrast, the emphasis in this work is on ideological

currents which reside somewhat below the surface, taken so much for granted by

policymakers as well as the general public that although they can be discerned

in political discourse and rhetoric, they do not generally appear in the “slogans,”

or “incantations” that Schurmann describes. The two liberal currents I identify,

the American relationship between work and social citizenship and the restric-

tion on government intervention in the labor market, are not simply manifested

in respective catchphrases bandied about by savvy politicians. Nonetheless, they

have shaped a shifting array of employment policies while precluding other poli-

cies that drew on conflicting ideological frameworks. Despite this divergence from

Schurmann, I share his conclusion that ideological currents are symbolic represen-

tations of “larger and more complex political [outlooks].” 20 As such, it is fitting

to turn now to the liberal ideological framework that grounds the currents central

to employment policy, namely the importance of paid private employment and

the prohibition on a government employment entitlement.

Liberal Conflict in America as a Boundary Condition

One of my central claim’s is that ideology is an integral element of the politi-

cal process, and one of my more specific claims is that a particular set of liberal

ideological currents in America consistently limited employment policy in the 20th-
20 Franz Schurmann, The Logic of World Power: An inquiry into the origins, currents, and

contradictions of world politics (United States: Pantheon Books, 1974), pp. 30-31, 36-37.
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century. Getting from the broad claim to the specific claim entails establishing

the liberal nature of American ideology, as well as an exposition of how ideology

or ideological currents can function as a “boundary condition.” In their works

on American ideology, Louis Hartz and J. David Greenstone assert that the U.S.

is predominantly liberal and they explore how that liberalism has impacted po-

litical debate and development. They provide useful historical examples paired

with congruent, though not identical, conceptual models of how ideology works in

politics. Hartz argues that the U.S. is a prime example of a single ideology - the

liberal tradition - dominating the social-political system despite the many changes

wrought by centuries of social and political development.21 Greenstone accepts

Hartz’s basic premise about liberalism’s preeminence in the U.S., but expands on

it to explore discordant strains within American liberal thought over the issue of

slavery.22

Pairing Greenstone’s approach with Hartz’s for the present analysis is helpful

for several reasons. First, though conflict and contradiction are present in Hartz’s

analysis, his argument is based more on explaining continuity in the liberal tradi-

tion. Whereas for Greenstone, conflict within American liberalism is the specific

focus. Drawing on both authors’ works allows for a model grounded in both

continuity and conflict, which is essential to the historical trajectory of American

employment policy. Second, it is Greenstone’s explicit theoretical proposition that

ideology can serve as a boundary condition in politics by limiting the parameters

of debate, even given dissension within the ideological system. This proposition

actually strengthens Hartz’s underlying argument about America’s liberal tradi-
21 Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: An Interpretation of American Politi-

cal Thought Since the Revolution (San Diego: A Harvest Book, Harcourt Brace & Company,
1955/1991).

22 Greenstone, The Lincoln Persuasion, pp. 6, 35.
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tion. To begin with, the continuity that Hartz points to can be seen as evidence

of American liberalism acting as an ideological constraint. In addition, Green-

stone’s conflict-oriented depiction of American liberalism counters critiques lev-

eled against Hartz’s work that argue that other ideological traditions in America

provide the basis for political contention. Given the centrality of liberal ideology

to their larger claims, it is important to delineate liberalism’s principal features

before turning to how Hartz and Greenstone characterize liberalism in America,

and fit it into their theoretical discussion.

Most theorists agree that John Locke (1632-1704) was a progenitor of liberal

ideology. Writing from within a Judeo-Christian religious context in his Second

Treatise of Government, Locke categorically denies the existence of a “law of na-

ture” or “positive law of God” that gave Adam “dominion over the world,” and

argues that “the rulers now on earth” cannot therefore trace the source of their

“authority” or “power” to a divine right passed down from Adam and his descen-

dants. Locke’s refutation of divine law as the basis for political power in favor of

a system of natural rights leads him to declare that in the “state of nature” indi-

viduals possess both “perfect freedom to order their actions and dispose of their

possessions and persons, as they think fit” and “equality, wherein all the power

and jurisdiction is reciprocal.” Given this shared freedom, Locke states that the

most basic right, that of holding property beyond one’s own person, is created

through personal labor. It is only on the foundation of freedom, equality, and a

right to protect the property acquired by their labor, that individuals can give

the necessary consent to form a political society.23

Although Locke’s reasoning about what legitimates a political system derives
23 John Locke, The Second Treatise of Government (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Com-

pany, 1980), Ch. I, sec. 1, Ch. II, sec. 4 (emphasis in original).
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from his exposition of the natural state of individual freedom, it is worth noting

that he states repeatedly that it is only “where every one of the members hath

quitted this natural power” in favor of the “community” or “common-wealth” that

a “political, or civil society” can be formed. This means that by the mutual agree-

ment of individuals, the political society supplants some of these individual rights

and freedoms in the name of “the public good of the society.” One of Locke’s

purposes therein is to expose the incompatibility of “absolute monarchy” with

such a contractual system of government among equals.24 However, this tension

between individuals’ natural rights and the power of a legislative body to limit

that freedom, even in a political society of equals, had specific consequences in the

American political context. Namely, the friction between individuals’ and govern-

ment’s rights is the source of American ‘anti-statist’ concerns that the government,

if left unchecked, will unduly infringe on individual freedoms. Furthermore as both

Hartz and Greenstone acknowledge, the deep connection between personal labor

and political expression, and the American conception that there is an inverse

relationship between individual freedom and government power have worked to

weaken the emphasis on and position of equality in the American political and

social landscape.

Louis Hartz’s depiction of American liberalism builds on Geertz’s conception

of ideology as a cultural system, since Hartz was deeply interested in the cultural

and historical context in which America’s liberal tradition began and evolved.

Hartz says he uses liberalism in the “classic Lockean sense,” so we can assume he

is referring to a social-political structure built on the principles of natural indi-

vidual rights that include liberty and property through labor, and a government
24 Locke, The Second Treatise of Government, Ch. VII, sec. 90-92.
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established by consensual contract, rather than by divine right.25 However, Hartz

claims that liberalism followed a different course in America than it did in Europe

because in America there was no history of government based around a divinely

ordained monarchy and aristocracy. Thus, American liberalism lacks a revolution-

ary tradition, and is indifferent to socialism because it never had to counteract

a feudal tradition. The absence of feudalism serves as a barrier to class ideol-

ogy, because society in America was never as definitively divided into noble and

peasant classes. The lack of feudalism also undermines the ideological basis for a

strong central parliamentary government, which in Europe balanced the institu-

tional legacies of feudal sovereignty and safeguarded against the perpetual threat

of its return. Absent that history, in America the perceived threat of state abuse of

power led to institutional divisions between the federal government and state gov-

ernments and apportionment of federal power between the executive, legislative,

and judicial branches. Hartz also maintains that the American version of liberal-

ism has focused much more on limiting the government, based on the view that

government intervention comes at the cost of individual freedoms, instead of the

more European view that government intervention is necessary to help ensure and

preserve individual freedoms. Perhaps most importantly, as a settler society far

removed from its colonial origins, America’s liberalism is tightly bound up with

national identity, making it more impervious to fundamental change. Instead,

the nation’s inhabitants, politicians and public alike, Republicans and Democrats

alike, strive for political conformity. Ironically, this conformatarian urge flies in

the face of basic liberal concepts like equality and freedom.26

In characterizing America as fundamentally and singularly liberal, Hartz opens
25 Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, p. 4.
26 Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, pp. 6-7, 59-62.
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himself up to a number of critiques including accusations that he overstates the

liberal consensus, misrepresents America’s distinctiveness from Europe, and in-

defensibly positions ideology as the sole causal factor in political development.27

Though these critiques bring up valid and important points, none of them provide

sufficient grounds for invalidating Hartz’s framework.

The first critique is that Hartz was wrong about the existence of a liberal con-

sensus. This can take several forms. One such iteration is that Hartz was unduly

influenced by the Cold War era’s extreme rejection of socialism and communism,

and exaggerated the absence of conflict and change in American politics and in

its ideological tradition.28 Some analyses focused on American political conflict

and change, such as V. O. Key’s work on party and electoral politics challenge

Hartz’s view of America as politically static. Key asserts that there have been

important shifts in American politics, particularly evidenced by electoral swings

between political parties espousing alternative political agendas.29 Others instead
27 Walter Dean Burnham, Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of American Politics (New

York: Norton, 1970); Catherine A. Holland, “Hartz and Minds: The Liberal Tradition after the
Cold War” in Studies in American Political Development, 19 (Fall 2005): 227-233; Richard Iton,
“The Sound of Silence: Comments on ‘Still Louis Hartz after All These Years’ ” Perspectives on
Politics 3 (March 2005): 111-115; James T. Kloppenberg, “Review: In Retrospect: Louis Hartz’s
The Liberal Tradition in America,” Reviews in American History 29 (Sept. 2001): 460-478;
Isaac Kramnick, Political Ideology in Late 18th-Century England and America (Ithaca: Cor-
nell University Press, 1990); James A. Morone “Storybook Truths About America,” Studies in
American Political Development 19 (Fall 2005): 216-226; Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek,
The Search for American Political Development, (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2004); J.G.A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and
the Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975); H. Mark
Roelofs, The poverty of American politics: A theoretical interpretation (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1998); Rogers M. Smith, “Beyond Tocqueville, Myrdal, and Hartz: The Mul-
tiple Traditions in America,” The American Political Science Review 87 (September, 1993):
549-566; Rogers M. Smith, Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in the United States
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997); Gordon Wood, The Radicalism of the
American Revolution (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1992).

28 Kloppenberg, “Review: In Retrospect: Louis Hartz’s The Liberal Tradition in America, p.
460.

29 V. O. Key, Politics, Parties and Pressure Groups (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company,
1952).
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strive to refine rather than replace Hartz’s paradigm. Walter Dean Burnham uses

Key’s insight about pivotal elections in combination with the liberal consensus to

advance a theory of periodic political regime change or “critical realignment” in

the political system that does not alter the nation’s fundamental liberalism. These

realignments are the American way of responding to transforming socioeconomic

conditions without undergoing a full reimagining of “bourgeois individualism.”30

Though Burnham is much more explicitly focused than Hartz on change in the

political system, the developmental model he proposes is one in which change is

still limited to the liberal framework.

Another form of the anti-consensus critique claims that America’s political

and ideological tradition is not strictly liberal at all. Scholars advancing this view

offer a range of alternatives, including seeing American ideology as religious not

just liberal, as republican rather than liberal, as both republican and liberal, as

represented by multiple ideological traditions.31 James A. Morone and H. Mark

Roelofs portray American ideology as deeply rooted in the religion of its early

settlers. For Morone this means that puritanism rather than liberalism was the

basis of the founding political culture, and responsible for many of the irrational

convictions that Hartz ascribed to liberalism, while Roelofs argues that American

individualism had a protestant not just a liberal antecedent.32 Gordon Wood and

J. G. A. Pocock claim America is fundamentally republican not liberal, and char-

acterize republican ideology as centered on three main values: distrust of absolute
30 Burnham, Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of American Politics, pp. 175-181; Orren

and Skowronek, The Search for American Political Development, pp. 60-61.
31 Iton, “The Sound of Silence;” Kramnick, Political Ideology in Late 18th-Century England

and America; Morone, “Storybook Truths About America;” Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment ;
Roelofs, The poverty of American politics; Smith, Civic Ideals; Wood, The Radicalism of the
American Revolution.

32 Morone, “Storybook Truths About America,” pp. 224-225; Roelofs, The poverty of Ameri-
can politics, pp. 32-37.
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power because of its inherent corruption; belief in virtu or virtue, the requirement

of self-sacrifice for the good of the group or society; and aspiration to a type

of equality stemming from an absence of social distinctions except those earned

by merit.33 This attention to republicanism opened up new avenues for debate

about America’s ideological character. Isaac Kramnick advocates for recognizing

a synthesis of liberal and republican ideology in America.34

Others, including Rogers M. Smith and Richard Iton argue that there is yet

another ideological thread in America, one responsible for many of the apparent

contradictions between ideals of equality and realities of sharp inequality: ascrip-

tivism based on race and gender. Smith asserts the American political landscape

was shaped by liberalism and republicanism but also by “inegalitarian ideologies

and institutions of ascriptive hierarchy” that harmed non-whites and women.35

Though Iton and Smith are right to draw attention to this apparent inconsistency

in liberalism’s commitment to individual freedom, there are competing explana-

tions for the existence and passionate defense of race-based slavery and gender

inequality in an otherwise ‘liberal’ system. Scholars including J. David Green-

stone and Judith N. Shklar see the unequal categories imposed on various groups

in America as either compatible with, or actually essential to, the liberal concep-

tions of liberty and citizenship.36 Others, like W. E. B. Du Bois and Gretchen

Ritter, writing about American politics but not specifically about liberalism, ar-

gue that freedom is defined by un-freedom – that restricting access for some was
33 Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution, p. 47; Pocock, The Machiavellian

Moment.
34 Kramnick, Political Ideology in Late 18th-Century England and America, pp. 165, 167-168,

261.
35 Smith, “Beyond Tocqueville, Myrdal, and Hartz: The Multiple Traditions in America,” p.

549; Smith, Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in the United States; Iton, “The
Sound of Silence: Comments on ‘Still Louis Hartz after All These Years,’ ” pp. 111-115.

36 Greenstone, The Lincoln Persuasion, p. 35, 50-54; Shklar, American Citizenship, p. 13,
60.
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an inherent part of delineating rights for others.37

More generally, those who argue that the American ideological landscape was

and is more varied than Hartz allows for actually flatten Hartz’s work, since he

acknowledges both ambiguity and contradiction under the basic liberal umbrella.

Hartz clearly draws attention to discord within America’s liberalism:

So far I have spoken of natural liberalism as a psychological whole,
embracing the nation and inspiring unanimous decisions. We must not
assume, however, that this is to obscure or to minimize the the nature
of the internal conflicts which have characterized American political
life.

He later elaborates that American political thought “is a veritable maze of po-

lar contradictions...pragmatism and absolutism, historicism and rationalism, op-

timism and pessimism, materialism and idealism, individualism and conformity.”38

Nor is Hartz silent on the way that conflict within liberalism leads to inequality. He

asserts that in America the liberal commitment to individual freedom is tempered

with a “hidden conformatarian germ” that winds up restricting free expression and

action. This push for uniformity derives from Locke’s idea that “natural law tells

equal people equal things,” which when combined with nationalism, turned equal-

ity into a demand for unanimity in America. Since Hartz argues that “Freedom

in the fullest sense implies both variety and equality,” this represents a key site

of conflict within American liberalism.39 Building on Hartz’s complex depiction

of liberalism, I see aspects of both republicanism and ascriptivism fitting within
37 W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: An Essay Toward a History of the

Part Which Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-
1880 (New York: Russell & Russell, 1935), pp. 16, 187, 197; W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls
of Black Folk, eds. Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Terri Hume Oliver (New York: W. W. Norton
& Company. 1999), pp. 15-16; Gretchen Ritter, The Constitution as Social Design: Gender
and Civic Membership in the American Constitutional Order (Stanford, California: Stanford
University Press, 2006), p. 135.

38 Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, pp. 14, 63.
39 Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, pp. 11, 57.
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American liberalism, and the tension this creates mirrors the American liberal tra-

dition’s valorization of employment alongside an aversion to a government right

to work.

The second charge against Hartz, which is closely related to the consensus

debate, is that Hartz overstated America’s exceptionalism as compared to Eu-

rope, especially the absence of a feudal tradition in America. Works by Sheldon

S. Wolin, Karen Orren, and Linda S. Kerber have complicated Hartz’ claim that

there was no feudalism in America, pointing to early American adoption of land

tenure, class-based labor laws, and coverture’s paternalistic hierarchy as evidence

of feudalism. However, according to Catherine A. Holland, “Hartz’s case for Amer-

ican exceptionalism both identifies a foundational fiction at work in America and

is itself caught up in that fiction.” In other words, the conception that there

was no feudalism, that America was not tied to a particular political past or set

of political institutions, was just as important as the existence of some feudal

structures.40 Without overstating America’s distinction, there are important dif-

ferences in terms of the foundation and scope of social welfare and employment

policies between the U.S. and otherwise comparable European nations that bol-

ster Hartz’s focus on the political and ideological divergence on either side of the

Atlantic.

A third line of attack against The Liberal Tradition is that ideology alone is
40 Holland summarizes arguments about feudal structures in America made by Sheldon S.

Wolin, in The Presence of the Past: Essays on the State and the Constitution, Karen Orren, in
Belated Feudalism: Labor, the Law, and Liberal Development in the United States, and Linda K.
Kerber, in No Constitutional Right to Be Ladies: Women and the Obligations of Citizenship, but
notes that the reality of these feudal structures competed with the perception that America was
free of feudalism (Holland, “Hartz and Minds,” pp. 228-229). For more on these arguments, see:
Sheldon S. Wolin, The Presence of the Past: Essays on the State and the Constitution (Baltimore
and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989); Karen Orren, Belated Feudalism: Labor,
the Law, and Liberal Development in the United States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991); Linda K. Kerber, No Constitutional Right to Be Ladies: Women and the Obligations of
Citizenship (New York: Hill and Wang, 1998).
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unable to account for American political decision making, particularly changes in

the nation’s politics and policy over time.41 This counter-argument sometimes

takes the form of displacing ideology in favor of institutions as the causal factor

in politics. This perspective has some inherent merit because at its heart, Hartz’s

argument about liberalism is best at describing constraint exerted by the ideo-

logical framework in which American politics operates, rather than advancing a

causal analysis. Yet, this is just as much reason to take Hartz’s contention about

liberalism’s overarching influence seriously, and to look at how liberalism interacts

with and restricts political institutions and interests that weigh in on or provide

proximate causes for particular political developments. I will do this in the case

study chapters of this work.

Nor is this a great stretch of Hartz’s work. Hartz himself acknowledges the

shortcomings of mounting what he calls a “ ‘single factor’ analysis,” though he

argues that the lack of feudalism and the presence of liberalism can be seen as two

separate factors, and furthermore explicitly states that he does not want to ascribe

all historical developments to the nature of American liberalism. In addition,

though these are not his terms, Hartz suggests that America’s lack of feudalism

had both institutional as well as ideological dimensions and ramifications. The

institutional and theoretical edifices of power under absolute monarchy prompted

liberal thinkers and politicians in Europe to imbue the consensual government that

replaced it with great power. By contrast, in America, the revolutionaries-turned-

framers established numerous limits on “parliamentary sovereignty” because they

already considered their society free, and had no need for a ‘legislator hero’ to free

them.42

41 Kloppenberg, “Review: In Retrospect: Louis Hartz’s The Liberal Tradition in America, pp.
460-478.

42 Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, pp. 21-23, 44-46.
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Thus, Hartz, in true Geertzian fashion, is not proposing that ideology exists or

evolves separate from the cultural context it helps to justify and render meaning-

ful. Rather, the two are intertwined and help constitute each other. So, for Hartz,

American liberalism, though derived from Locke, was adapted to the particular

social and cultural milieu that pertained in the American colonies and contains

several basic sites of tension not otherwise necessarily present in liberalism. One

is the absence of a revolutionary urge, which limits ideological positions to the

left of liberalism. Another tension is between equality and variety or difference as

basic tenets of individual freedom. And a third is the effort to curtail the central

state’s power. As will be enumerated more fully below, all three of these charac-

teristics of American liberalism play a part in linking conceptions of employment,

unemployment, and underemployment to national employment policy.

J. David Greenstone accepts and elaborates on Hartz’s fundamental claim that

America is liberal.43 Adding theoretical support to Hartz’s position, Greenstone

explicitly positions ideology in his work and in Hartz’s as a boundary condition

on political discourse and action rather than as a deterministic or causal factor.

Greenstone contrasts causal analysis, which is primarily focused on change, with

an analysis of meaning, which can explain enduring political cleavages despite

changes within the political system. He argues that an analysis of meaning is

needed to understand what generates and sustains political conflict and prompts

divergent responses to political and social stimuli. For example, Greenstone shows

that Abraham Lincoln and Stephen A. Douglas saw key political terms and con-
43 Acknowledging but quickly moving beyond the debate about the role of republican ideology

in America, Greenstone calls the prevailing ideology “republican liberalism,” which is centered on
“institutional norms, together with the commitment of genus liberalism to consent, liberty, and
property.” In other words, Greenstone sees republican thought as relevant to the construction of
an American ideology, but fundamentally fitting within a larger liberal framework (Greenstone,
The Lincoln Persuasion, p. 53).
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cepts such as “Union” and “liberty” differently, which explains how both could

use the terms to defend opposing sides of the slaveholding debate. According to

Greenstone, when seen as a boundary or limiting condition, an ideological system

is exerting influence on the political process, but there is no claim that ideology

causes or prevents all the social and political developments that are either pro-

posed or implemented. Clearly there are forces other than ideology that affect

politics, forces both endogenous and exogenous to the political system. Ideology

alone is not responsible for economic booms or busts, war and revolution, or even

more prosaic events like the outcomes of particular democratic elections. Instead,

ideology constructs parameters within which political thought and debate occurs,

and serves to weaken proposals and policies that contravene its basic tenets.

Greenstone lays out three essential requirements for recognizing a boundary

condition: it must provide an enduring constraint on political development; it

must be expressed as both ideology and practice; and there must be identifiable

“standards of correct performance,” that denote its operation.44

In Greenstone’s view, not only is liberalism a boundary condition in America,

but it contains internal dissent: “American liberalism excludes nonliberal alter-

natives” but “it is nevertheless fundamentally divided, philosophically as well as

politically.” He argues that in the 18th and 19th centuries, “humanist liberals”

defined liberty in a negative manner and erected from that a defense of slav-

ery as the exercise of slave-owners’ personal independence and private property

rights. “Reform liberals” instead stressed liberty expressed through the “developed

abilities of body and mind” and on that basis attacked slavery as restricting free-

dom.45 In Greenstone’s depiction, both slavery’s proponents and its opponents in
44 Greenstone, The Lincoln Persuasion, pp. 28-30, 41-44, 50 64.
45 Greenstone, The Lincoln Persuasion, pp. 54, 59-61.
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America effectively drew on the liberal ideological framework as they constructed

their positions on the issue. Thus Greenstone adds weight to Hartz’s argument

that American liberalism is distinguished as much by conflict as by an enduring

consensus.

Bringing together Geertz, Locke, Hartz, and Greenstone, it is clear that looking

at ideology through the lens of history is paramount. Combining these authors’

ideas not only makes it possible to see how social, economic, and political events

shaped American liberalism, but also how liberalism functioned as a constraint

over time on political debate and development, despite its internal contradictions.

In addition, this ability to see within a predominant ideological system, like Amer-

ican liberalism, the potential for dissenting views as well as the wholesale exclusion

of incompatible views, creates a robust framework in which to analyze the influ-

ence of ideology on policy debates and outcomes.

Ideological Roots of Employment Policy

Having established that American liberalism is a complex ideological system with

the potential to bound political thought and expression, I will now turn to the the-

oretical and historical roots of the two liberal currents that limit U.S. employment

policy debates. The first current, which I call work-as-citizenship, establishes a

link between paid, private employment and social citizenship, further instructs

that individuals are responsible for obtaining work for themselves, and prioritizes

some workers over others. The second liberal current restricts federal interven-

tion into the labor market, particularly restraining governmental efforts to create

employment outside the private sector and imposing additional conditions on the

employment interventions the government can take. I term this labor-market
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anti-statism. Though labor-market anti-statism shares common concerns about

government overreach with more general anti-statist conceptions, its particular

application vis-à-vis employment and the labor market sets it apart from broader

attempts to limit state power. The two currents agree that it is an individual

– not governmental – responsibility that adults obtain work, and generally the

currents reinforce each other.46

Only after America had become a largely industrial economy did the con-

cept of employment and its corollary, unemployment, come to have essentially the

meanings they do today. This means that the two liberal currents became most

salient only during the 20th-century. The case studies in later chapters of this work

will, therefore, chart the currents’ function as boundary condition on employment

policies, starting with the first great wave of national employment policy in the

1930s. However, core parts of the theoretical basis for work-as-citizenship and

labor-market anti-statism long predate national political discussions about em-

ployment and unemployment. Given that, I will begin with a short examination

of social and political life during the early period of America’s history, that is, the

period between the founding (1776) and the early 20th-century, as they connected

with liberal ideas about work, citizenship, and the proper role of the state.

Early American Political Thought on Work, Citizenship, and the State

My characterization of the liberal currents is in key respects derived from Judith

N. Shklar’s work on citizenship as social inclusion, specifically her argument that
46 There is potential for tension between the currents since the relationship between social

citizenship and work could serve as a rationale for employment policies that ensure sufficient
employment for all able-bodied adults. However, that connection has historically not been made,
and since the valorization of work is restricted to private sector employment, government jobs
programs or other interventionist employment policies have little ideological basis.
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citizenship in America is based on voting and earning.47 Important aspects of

the currents’ theoretical underpinnings can also be traced back to the much ear-

lier work of John Locke and Adam Smith, and the evolution of those theorists’

ideas in the American political context. Shklar proposes that contestations over

citizenship reveal defining features of the American political system.48 Her argu-

ment requires a conception of citizenship that goes beyond citizenship understood

either as nationality, as good civic participation, or as ideal democratic republi-

can practice.49 Though she acknowledges that each of these characterizations has

merit, none of them adequately takes into account the historical and ideological

features within the nation that constitute the metrics for inclusion, on either the

social or the legal axis. Instead, Shklar contends that “citizenship in America has

never been just a matter of agency or empowerment, but also of social standing

as well.” Standing, as Shklar uses it, refers to peoples’ awareness of their position

in society relative to others, which means that she sees hierarchy as a constitutive

part of American citizenship. She dates the origin of this varied social standing

to America’s earliest history, when liberal proclamations of liberty and political

equality among citizens were made in a system that tolerated the antithesis of

freedom and equality: race-based slavery.50

Contradiction, once again, is identified as a foundational aspect of the Amer-

ican ethos. Shklar argues that in America the exclusion of some groups was an
47 Shklar, American Citizenship.
48 Shklar, American Citizenship, pp. 1-15.
49 A brief elaboration on how Shklar sums up the three other definitions of citizenship: “Cit-

izenship as nationality is a legal condition,” that makes no reference to political practice; citi-
zenship as good civic participation is directly tied to political practice, but does not provide a
rationale for who is included or why they are included; citizenship as “ideal republican patriots,”
refers to a type of citizenship only realizable in a “perfect democracy, radically different from
the modern representative republic,” (Shklar, American Citizenship, pp. 1, 3-14).

50 Shklar refers to American ideology not as liberal, but as “democratic,” or sometimes liberal
and democratic, though the core elements she delineates, “freedom and political equality,” are
essentially liberal in origin (American Citizenship, pp. 1-2).
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important part of what defined membership for the rest. More specifically, she

posits that voting and earning were established early on as crucial elements of

social standing in America, and that the inability of slaves and women to either

vote or earn helped enshrine these practices as markers of independence and cit-

izenship. This exclusion means that “the struggle for citizenship in America has,

therefore, been overwhelmingly a demand for inclusion in the polity, an effort to

break down existing barriers to recognition, rather than an aspiration to civic

participation as a deeply involving activity.”51

Both parts of the liberal boundary on employment policies, work-as-citizenship

and labor-market anti-statism, draw on Shklar’s theory of citizenship as social

standing determined by access to voting and earning. That theory has clear lib-

eral precepts. Locke proclaimed individuals’ labor as the mechanism that defines

property ownership and independence, both of which he identified as important

prerequisites for the formation of a political community. Not coincidentally, early

on in America, property ownership signaled the independence necessary for ob-

taining the right to vote in most states.52 With America’s rejection of a landed,

hereditary aristocracy alongside its endorsement of slavery, labor – not just prop-

erty – came to designate independence.53

Starting in the late 1820s, many states dispensed with the property require-

ment for voting as two competing ideas about work – the producer ethic and self

ownership – helped solidify the connection between labor and independence.54

51 Shklar, American Citizenship, pp. 1-3.
52 Sean Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy: Jefferson to Lincoln (New York: W. W.

Norton & Company, 2005), p. 27.
53 Shklar, American Citizenship, p. 64; David R. Roediger charts the process through which

in the 18th-century, whiteness was tied to the positive associations between paid labor and
independence in America, and blackness came to indicate servility and dependence (The Wages
of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (New York: Verso, 1991),
pp. 23, 49).

54 Shklar, American Citizenship, pp. 77-78; Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy, pp.
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There were two general models for work at this time, one performed by those

who were themselves producers and controlled the means of production (land or

skills), and one performed by those without land or skills but who provided labor

for others in return for wages. The independent producer was not only able to

independently support himself and his family, the laboring was itself was seen as

the height of dignity and the cornerstone of American prosperity. Andrew Jackson

lauded such producers and contrasted them with the American approximation of

aristocrats, those who grew rich from financial or speculative pursuits without

ever dirtying their hands or creating any goods.55 However such independent pro-

duction was not the only path to economic independence. In an industrializing

economy, those without land or skills still ranked above slaves as they could trade

their labor for wages. Most prevalent in the more industrialized north, wage labor

was contingent on the liberal idea that free men could contract themselves out for

compensation. In antebellum America, though, recognition of the unequal power

relationship between those paying wages and those receiving wages in return for

work lessened the status accorded to wage labor. Such workers were seen as “de-

pendent” on their employers, and despite the rhetoric of self-ownership, the system

was even likened to slavery. Workers aspired to work for wages only temporarily,

as a stepping stone to the greater goal of owning the means, land or a business,

with which to support oneself and eventually employ others. Labor was a path to

capital.56

342-345.
55 Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party Before

the Civil War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970, 1995), p. 15; Alexander Saxton, The
Rise and Fall of the White Republic: Class Politics and Mass Culture in 19th-Century America
(London: Verso, 1990), pp. 144-145; Shklar, American Citizenship, p. 76.

56 Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, pp. 16-17. Shklar draws on Abraham Lincoln
when she asserts “The shimmering ideal for young America was a ‘prudent, penniless beginner
in the world,’ who works for wages ‘awhile’ and who, thanks to education and self-discipline,
soon becomes his own boss” (American Citizenship, p. 82).
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Though she refers to both producers and wage laborers in her discussion of the

civic standing of earners, Shklar does not address the gulf that lay between the two

systems of work in the period before the Civil War. The distinction is negligible for

her purposes, since it was the lack of access to earning in either form that lowered

the standing of slaves. For this project it is rather more consequential. There

are important implications that arise out of the 19th-century contest between the

two conceptions of labor, and the debate’s resolution. For example, Eric Foner

documents the efforts that President Abraham Lincoln, among others, made to

unify producers and wage laborers by casting American social mobility as the

means for laborers to acquire the means of production. Crucially, this theory

of social and economic advancement through work identified individuals, not the

system, as responsible for the outcome of their labor.57 By the time employment

and unemployment became issues at the national level in America in the 1920s-

1930s, wage labor had become the dominant model for work, complete with a

connotation of independence grounded in workers’ personal responsibility for their

level of prosperity.58

Even before that, the separation between producers and wage laborers paled

in comparison to the separate sphere accorded to women’s work. Relying on

conceptions of gender and family that predate Locke (though he too inscribed

them), domestic labor performed in a familial context was held apart from other

forms of work.59 Such labor imparted a more permanent label of dependence

upon its practitioners since, assigned no monetary value, it could not serve as

transitory stage on the path to economic independence. However virtuous such
57 Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, pp. 20, 23-24.
58 Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon, “A Genealogy of Dependency: Tracing a Keyword of the

U.S. Welfare State,” Signs 19 (1994) pp. 309-336.
59 Locke, The Second Treatise of Government, Ch. VIII, Sec. 78-82.
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domestic labor might be, without a direct tie to the economic realm, it could not

transmit citizenship.60

Building on the basis of this distinction, the first ideological current constrain-

ing employment policy, work-as-citizenship, refers to the status or standing gained

through the paid private-sector employment that individuals obtain for them-

selves. Casting employment as an individual responsibility is neither trivial nor

accidental; it originates in work’s association with independence, and the val-

orization of independence within American notions of citizenship. Although the

importance of work as an expression of citizenship could serve as a justification

for the constitution of work as a social right, in America this potential has not

been fulfilled. Work provided or guaranteed by the government is not adequately

“free” and so, like forced labor, cannot convey standing. The crucial link to in-

dependently obtained work would be compromised if work was constituted as

a social right, or if general access to income was uncoupled from employment

through something like a government income guarantee. Likewise, the connota-

tion of independence suggests that variation in individual effort, rather than the

economic system or labor market, leads to differences in income. Thus, workers

with greater labor force attachment – as demonstrated through their long term

employment, particularly in skilled occupations – have greater social standing as

individuals and as a group are seen as more integral to maintaining America’s

economic prosperity.

The second ideological current constraining employment policy, labor-market

anti-statism, has as its foremost stricture that the government preserve the pri-
60 Fraser and Gordon, “A Genealogy of Dependency,” pp. 322-324, 327. Shklar also draws a

connection between the notion of republican virtue and work’s provision of dignity and social
standing: “This vision of economic independence, of self-directed ‘earning,’ as the ethical basis
of democratic citizenship took the place of an outmoded notion of public virtue, and it has
retained its powerful appeal” (Shklar, American Citizenship, p. 67).
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vate market’s prerogative to provide employment. In practice, this means that

labor market policy should ideally reinforce the labor market’s natural tendencies,

rather altering the labor market or decommodifying labor. Thus, labor-market

anti-statism is tightly bound up with the work-as-citizenship derived definition

of work as a paid, private sector activity. Despite this link, there is also value

in maintaining some conceptual distinction between the two currents. To begin

with, labor-market anti-statism is grounded, not only in preserving social stand-

ing derived from work, but also in the liberal conviction that the government’s

power is inversely related to individuals’ power of self-determination. This con-

nection was coupled in the American political framers’ minds with concerns that

power is inherently corrupting, creating a system predisposed toward patronage

rather than merit. The American political framers therefore imposed checks on

the expression of state power.61 Of course, curbing state power generally is not

the same thing as keeping the government out of the labor market. The American

link between labor and anti-statism can be traced back to Locke’s liberal doctrine

as it intersected with Adam Smith’s theory of natural market behavior in the early

nation.

According to Locke, the contract between citizens and their government pro-

tects property, the product of individuals’ labor, from government-imposed egal-

itarian distribution of property or resources. Locke adds a caveat that the indi-

vidual right to property holds “at least where there is enough, and as good, left

in common for others.”62 This reference to the “commons” – collectively held re-
61 Locke, The Second Treatise on Government, Ch. XIII, sec. 149; Hartz, The Liberal Tra-

dition in America, p. 208; Isaac Kramnick, Republicanism and Bourgeois Radicalism: Political
Ideology in Late 18th-Centuryth-century England and America (Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press, 1990), p. 14; Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution, p. 47.

62 Locke, The Second Treatise on Government, Ch. V, sec. 27. Making a stronger statement
than Locke, the political philosopher Adam Ferguson, condemned inequality in the distribution
of wealth and property because he argued it ensured political inequality (Andreas Kalyvas and
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sources – though more relevant in Europe than America, might have served as a

justification for intervention when there was unequal access to or insufficient sup-

ply of resources. That situation hardly seemed to apply in 18th-century America,

though. Thanks to a seemingly endless western frontier, there was a prevailing

assumption that in America, even without the institution of the commons, there

was abundant opportunity for all men to labor and eventually become property

holders in their own right. Thus, in early America, Locke’s reservation was re-

tained as a philosophy of equality of opportunity, while inequality of outcome was

seen as the result of uneven effort.63 Or as Hartz puts it, the potential equal-

izing benefit of redistribution was foreclosed by Americans’ ingrained capitalist

ambitions:

Of course, the American radical also wanted more than he had, but
this produced not a larger outburst, but more acquiescence, since he
identified himself with his only American enemy: the richer liberal.64

Since ascending the ladder of capital acquisition requires the freedom to keep

the fruits of one’s labor, it was no great leap for the founders to incorporate Adam

Smith’s idea that government intervention upsets the process of capital accumu-

lation at the national level. What Smith referred to as the naturally occurring

result of “the good conduct of individuals, by their universal, continual, and unin-

terrupted effort to better their own conditions” was an improvement, not only for

Ira Katznelson, Liberal Beginnings: Making a Republic for the Moderns (Cambridge and New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p. 59).

63 Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, pp. 14, 19; Alexander Saxton, The Rise and Fall of
the White Republic: Class Politics and Mass Culture in 19th-Century America, (London: Verso,
1990), pp. 144-145; Shklar notes that “free education” was the “one public activity that did not
worry democrats” because it had a social leveling effect (American Citizenship, p. 77, emphasis
in original).

64 Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America, p. 75. On the frontier as a capitalist venture see:
Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, p. 14; Saxton, The Rise and Fall of the White Republic,
p. 79.
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individuals, but for society at large. Smith’s conviction that most government in-

tervention in the market was detrimental to the public well being was, therefore,

another point of origin for labor-market anti-statism. Free of government “de-

rangement,” or “any intervention of law,” Smith argued an “invisible hand” guides

the systems of production and exchange far more efficiently and effectively than

any nation’s regulations, however well intended the government might be. Ac-

cording to Smith, the best prospects for economic growth lay in keeping the state

at the margins of the market and allowing prices and wages, rising and falling in

accordance with the changing balance of supply and demand, to act as natural

mechanisms governing the system.65 In the American context, this line of thinking

had adherents including Thomas Jefferson and the anti-Federalists, who argued

against involving the central government in economic matters. Led by Alexan-

der Hamilton, the Federalists succeeded in instituting a national bank to provide

credit and funding its operation through a tariff on imports and a whiskey tax.66

The controversy around such policies languished but did not die. For example,

Jacksonian democrats attacked the Second Bank of the United States as an insti-

tution that skewed the economic system in favor of particular business interests

to the detriment of the majority population.67 The argument against government

economic intervention was therefore based on a combination of the desire to pro-

tect natural economic processes and Lockean arguments about individual rights
65 Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (New

York: P. F. Collier & Son, 1902), pp. 28-29, 160-161, 399-402. It is important to note that
Smith was not arguing against the existence of a central government, per se, though some later
appropriations of his anti-intervention position use his work to make this argument. Actually,
he sees the evolution of extensive and unequal property holding necessitating the existence of
a “civic authority” supported by ”transparent,” and progressive taxation to reinforce property
rights. The important thing is to limit the state’s involvement in the economy so that it does
not disrupt natural economic processes.

66 Sidney M. Milks and Michael Nelson, The American Presidency: Origins and Development,
1776-2007, Fifth Edition (Washington, D.C.: C.Q. Press, 2008), pp. 78-79.

67 Milkis and Nelson, The American Presidency, pp. 126-129.
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to capitalist accumulation.

Early Precedents for Constraint and Change in Employment Policies

Prior to the New Deal, federal labor market intervention went little further than

the Progressive Era’s (1890s-1920s) trust-busting and protective labor laws for

women and children.68 The concepts of employment and unemployment were the

subject of political discussion in the 1840s-1850s, but labor market intervention

was not yet part of the debate. The incipient unemployment in America’s east-

ern and northern regions in the late 19th and early 20th centuries was a problem,

but one easily solved by having the needy move west where they could receive

land grants from the government and become self-supporting, while contributing

to economic growth.69 What spending there was on public works at that time

was at the local – not federal – level. Around the turn of the century, though,

organized labor had begun to clamor for national public works projects as well

as greater government planning for economic downturns and a national response

to unemployment.70 The first of these goals was addressed after the 1929 eco-

nomic crash, when President Herbert Hoover started requesting appropriations

from Congress for various public works projects, including the massive Hoover

Dam. However, Hoover’s favored approach to economic management was asso-

ciationalism, or voluntary public-private partnerships to increase production and

create jobs. He treated unemployment in much the same way. As great a threat

as it was to have people out of work, both to individuals and the nation, Hoover
68 Marc Allen Eisner, Regulatory Politics in Transition (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University

Press, 2000), pp. 27-28; Susan Lehrer, The Origins of Protective Labor Legislation for Women,
1905-1925 (New York: SUNY Press, 1987).

69 Foner, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men, p. 14.
70 Alexander Keyssar, Out of Work: The First Century of Unemployment in Massachusetts

(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 212-213.
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and his administration feared that direct government involvement would threaten

the individual work ethic as people went from being self reliant to being reliant

on the government.71

The range of policies in President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal pre-

sented at once a break with past approaches to unemployment and a continuation

of the basic understandings of the importance of work and the labor market’s

necessary separation from government. Starting with the New Deal’s employ-

ment policies in the 1930s-1940s, the 20th-century stipulations on government

intervention in the private labor market reinforced the idea of work as an activ-

ity that could convey independence and social standing, while carefully avoiding

establishing the government as an alternative employer to the private market,

or suggesting work was an entitlement. This was part of the general pattern of

change in employment policies within the constraints set by the two liberal cur-

rents. This boundary condition continued, albeit with some amount of adaptation

both to policy and to the currents themselves, through the Great Society in the

1960s and 1970s and the Reagan Revolution in the 1980s and 1990s.

The boundary conditions around employment policy included prioritizing train-

ing and unemployment compensation programs over public jobs programs. Lim-

iting access to and duration of all such programs reinforced the idea that un-

employment was a temporary problem and preserved the private labor market’s

natural discipline. In addition, policymakers’ increasing inclination to identify so-

cial rather than economic factors as the underlying causes of unemployment in the

1960s and beyond bolstered the focus on individual rather than labor market be-

havior, and strengthened the narrative of personal responsibility for employment
71 Keyssar, Out of Work, pp. 284-85; Milkis and Nelson, The American Presidency, pp.

274-275.
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and income. Underemployment eventually merited some government attention,

though the point of intervention was most often at the individual level rather than

the labor market.

The liberal currents’ limitations were clearly written into policy in some cases,

while in other cases the constraint ruled out certain ideas or policies. Thus, the

boundary condition is demonstrated both through the presence and shape of par-

ticular policies, and the absence of other policies that would have contravened the

liberal currents. Public jobs programs are actually an example of both forms of

constraint. Though there were a number of public service employment programs

between the 1930s and the 1990s, their reach was curtailed in a number of ways,

in order to improve their fit with the liberal currents. This included time limits

on participation, as well as efforts to keep the programs temporary. Public service

employment is also indicative of a policy absence since there were also numerous

proposals for both more substantial and permanent public jobs programs that

were never pursued or enacted. The liberal currents help explain what initially

established and maintained over time the conviction that public jobs programs

should not be more than a stop-gap measure in extreme circumstances. The

liberal currents also played an important part in the consistent defeat of full em-

ployment and employment entitlement proposals as well as policymakers’ refusal

to identify increases in income inequality as a labor market failing. That is why

this dissertation looks not just at policy outcomes, but at policy proposals that

did not succeed, and even to some extent at policies that never received serious

discussion. The issues that come up in the policy debates between the 1930s

and 1990s indicate a continuity of thought about employment and unemployment

and the boundaries constraining government response. Such boundaries persisted

across that period, even as different policies were implemented.
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Ideological Boundary Conditions and Partisan Ideology

By examining liberal ideology as a boundary condition affecting both major Amer-

ican political parties, I provide a new way of looking at the relationship between

political parties and ideology in the 20th-century. Aside from a series of realign-

ments in response to pivotal events including the Civil War and Reconstruction,

the New Deal, and the Civil Rights movement, American political parties are

commonly understood as having relatively stable and distinct ideologies that de-

rive from their perceived group and constituent interests. More specifically, in the

years covered in this study, the Republican party is associated with “conservative”

or right-leaning approaches to social and economic welfare policies that minimize

government intervention and redistribution, while the Democratic party is asso-

ciated with more “liberal”72 or left-leaning approaches to such policies that allow

for more intervention and redistribution. Important regional variation within each

party add nuance to this picture, but does not change its overall footprint.73 Go-

ing beyond such characterizations of partisan ideology, I instead demonstrate that

the liberal currents acted as constraints on both parties’ positions on employment

policies.
72 As used in popular political discourse in America, the term liberal is roughly synonymous

with “leftist” as opposed to referring to the political ideology deriving from John Locke, or even
Louis Hartz’s description of American liberalism. Therefore, to avoid confusion, I generally
eschew both parts of the American construction of the conservative versus liberal dichotomy,
and instead refer to right- and left-leaning positions.

73 David S. Broder, “Introduction,” in Party Coalitions in the 1980s (San Francisco, Califor-
nia: Institute for Contemporary Studies, 1981), pp. 3-5; William J. Keefe, Parties, Politics, and
Public Policy in America, Fifth Edition (Washington, D.C.: C.Q. Press, 1988), pp. 65-67, 213-
214; Key, Politics, Parties and Pressure Groups, pp. 23, 183, 190-191, 201-203, 244-246; Sar A.
Levitan and Clifford M. Johnson, Beyond the Safety Net: Reviving the Promise of Opportunity
in America (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Ballinger Publishing Company, 1984), pp. 2-7; William
Schneider, “Democrats and Republicans, Liberals and Conservatives” in Party Coalitions in the
1980s, pp. 180-181, 195, 202-203; James L. Sundquist, Dynamics of the Party System: Align-
ment and Realignment of Political Parties in the United States, Revised Edition (Washington,
D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1983), pp. 35-37, 41, 47, 98-300.
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Shifting the focus away from partisan ideological differences complicates the

view proposed by Arthur Schlesinger that American politics can be primarily

characterized by cyclical shifts of dominance between coalitions on the right and

the left.74 More generally, political analyses cast the New Deal (1933-1947) and

Great Society (1962-1978) eras as left-leaning, and the Reagan Revolution as

shifting policy sharply to the right, thanks in large part to the Republican party’s

strategic use of right-wing ideology in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Corollary

to Schlesinger’s representation is the idea that ideology, in general, became more

important as a partisan tool in the years leading up to the Reagan Revolution

and helped usher in a much higher level of party polarization in the decades that

followed.75

Ideology, like ideas, can be a political instrument, but by restricting analysis of

ideology to that dimension, the larger context has dropped out of view. This recent

focus on the rise of party ideology, particularly right-leaning ideology, has obscured

the sustained role of liberal ideology in America as part of the meaning making

process that sets the foundation for debate on employment policy. In response

to this, I show that between the 1930s and 1990s, the core dictates of work-as-

citizenship and labor-market anti-statism influenced presidential administrations

regardless of their party affiliation.
74 V.O. Key Politics, Parties and Pressure Groups, p. 209; Arthur M. Schlesinger, “Tides of

American Politics,” The Yale Review 29 (Dec., 1939), pp. 217-230.
75 Broder, “Introduction,” in Party Coalitions in the 1980s, pp. 10-11; Michael Harrington,

“The Prospects for Reaganomics,” in Party Coalitions in the 1980s, pp. 389-394; Everett Carll
Ladd, “Shifting Coalitions–from the 1930s to the 1970s” in Party Coalitions in the 1980s, pp. 127-
128; Levitan and Johnson, Beyond the Safety Net, pp. 2-3; Seymour Martin Lipset, “Forward,”
in Party Coalitions in the 1980s, pp. xiii-xvi; Seymour Martin Lipset, “Party Coalitions and the
1980 Election,” in Party Coalitions in the 1980s, pp. 16-17, 31, 36-39; Walter J. Stone, Ronald
B. Rapoport, and Alan I. Abramowitz, “The Reagan Revolution and Party Polarization,” in
The Parties Respond: Changes in the American Party System, L. Sandy Maisel, ed. (Boulder:
Westview Press, 1990) pp. 68-70, 77, 91-92; Schneider, “Democrats and Republicans, Liberals
and Conservatives,” pp. 387-391; Sundquist, Dynamics of the Party System, pp. 421-424, 429.
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This claim derives from Louis Hartz’ work on the enduring importance of the

liberal tradition in America. The power of liberal ideology, in this case the two lib-

eral currents, affected both American political parties. The historical record shows

us that it was not just Republicans championing the liberal currents. Democrats

consistently did so as well, and in ways that illustrate the insufficiency of the model

in which partisan appeasement of particular interests explains policy preferences

and outcomes. Notwithstanding the important changes that Reagan’s neoliberal-

ism brought to American domestic policy, there were common threads linking his

employment policy approach with that of the New Deal and Great Society eras.

This ideological continuity does not deny all potential for change. There were

clear variations in the inflection of the liberal currents over time, as well as a

number of points where proposed employment policy alternatives posed clear

challenges to the currents’ dominion. However, the range of policies both con-

templated and implemented, did not eradicate the basic boundaries set by the

liberal currents. This included preserving the emphasis on individual responsibil-

ity for finding work in the private sector, and the prohibition against establishing

a positive right to employment.

Chapter Overviews

I lay out my argument over the course of the next four chapters. Chapter 2 is a

methodological comparison of my ideological boundary condition framework with

other common approaches to the study of American political development. I show

how ideology generally, and ideological boundary conditions specifically, can be

complementary to institutionalist or interest frameworks, and can suggest new

ways of looking at political puzzles.
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The next three chapters are historical case studies of employment policy de-

bates and outcomes from the period between the 1930s and the 1990s. These

empirical cases show that the two liberal currents maintain a boundary condition

on employment policy, despite changing economic, political, and social conditions.

In fact, the case studies were chosen because they each represent one or more criti-

cal policy debates, in which understandings central to the two currents’ ideological

imperatives were questioned by policymakers. The empirical evidence illustrating

the ideological boundary condition around employment policy is drawn from the

records generated by U.S. presidents and their administrations as they deliber-

ated about what employment policies to pursue or, in some cases, to dismantle.

Presidents play an unparalleled role in the creation and passage of employment

policy. As V. O. Key states, “It is the President who determines the major issues

on which Congress acts; and it is the President who attempts, with or without

success, to bring the party members in the House and Senate to the support of

his policy.”76 The presidential administrations considered in these case studies

roughly book-end the New Deal (1933-1946), the Great Society and the years

that followed (1963-1977), and the Reagan Revolution (1981-2000). Evidence for

the influence of the two liberal currents can be found in the actions of Republican

and Democratic administrations, in periods of economic downturn and prosperity,

as will be seen in the case studies. The records from these administrations were

gathered through archival research in various Presidential Libraries around the

country, the National Archives in Washington D.C., and at Stanford University’s

Library.

Chapter 3 covers the employment policies of the long New Deal, from 1933 to

1946. The major dilemma facing the Roosevelt administration was how to preserve
76 Key, Politics, Parties and Pressure Groups, p. 710.
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individual economic responsibility and keep the government separate from the

labor market in the midst of the Great Depression’s unprecedented economic

crisis, and skyrocketing unemployment. Chapter 4 focuses on employment policy

debates that arose during the Great Society and the years that followed. Four

different presidential administrations – those of John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B.

Johnson, Richard M. Nixon, and Gerald R. Ford – faced new dilemmas. Kennedy

and Johnson had to figure out how to uphold the principle of non-intervention

in the labor market and maintain the privileged position of private sector work

in the midst of a national campaign to reduce entrenched economic insecurity,

particularly among historically disadvantaged populations. Later, Nixon and Ford

sought to to stimulate economic growth, foster job creation, and reform social

policy in a period of economic downturn and stagnation, and amidst rising public

hostility to social welfare programs.

The years covered in these two chapters are often viewed as part of a left-

leaning social welfare regime in which Democrats pushed for expansive policies,

and met with resistance from Republicans. I complicate this picture by show-

ing that bi-partisan adherence to the two liberal currents’ tenets helped keep

employment policies that contravened the prohibition on a government right to

employment, or even seemed to create a path toward such an entitlement, from

being enacted. Thus, the boundary condition constrained both Democratic and

Republican presidents, though not always in the same way. Despite exerting a con-

sistent influence over the period, the liberal currents were not static. In response

to emerging economic, social, and political circumstances some employment poli-

cies that pushed against the currents’ boundary condition, such as public jobs

programs, were not only considered, but actually passed. However, such policies

were generally temporary and also contained limits that prevented a wholesale
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reworking of the mandate that individuals, not the government, are responsible

for obtaining employment.

Chapter 5 addresses the employment policies enacted during and in the wake

of the Reagan Revolution, or the years between 1981 and 2000. While there

were significant differences between the domestic policy agendas pursued by the

two Republican presidents during this era, Ronald W. Reagan and George H. W.

Bush, and the Democratic president that followed, William J. Clinton, all three

of them embraced a neoliberal paradigm that saw government deregulation of the

private market as an important means for economic growth. Inherent in the three

administrations’ approaches to boosting productivity and economic growth was a

dilemma about how to increase the work requirements in social welfare programs

while simultaneously decreasing government intervention in the private labor mar-

ket. In contrast to accounts that stress the Reagan Revolution’s inauguration of

a new social welfare policy regime that reversed many government policies affect-

ing individuals’ economic security, I show that even Reagan’s narrow employment

policy vision was conditioned by the outcomes of past employment policy debates.

There were also important developmental changes to the liberal currents during

this period, as several different versions of the work mandate were articulated by

the presidents and policymakers in Congress. The employment policy debates over

these two decades demonstrated that the liberal currents could serve as the foun-

dation for a range of different government approaches to employment and social

welfare. However, any potential for an approach that radically reframed govern-

mental responsibility for ensuring that work led to economic security, remained

just that, rather finding concrete expression through policy.
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Ideology as Method in the Study of

American Public Policy

My ideological approach in general, as well as my use of ideology as a boundary

condition, is a useful methodological addition to the field of American Political

Development (APD). Most APD scholars see “political institutions,” or those orga-

nizations that make and carry out policy and laws, as the key causal variables that

mediate between the population and government, and shape public policy. An-

other key line of inquiry among political scientists addresses the role of interests,

such as those of business, organized labor, or other groups, on the political pro-

cess. Historical Institutionalism, a key APD approach, which often traces policy

development over time, arguably combines institutions and interests by examin-

ing the ways in which government institutions develop and pursue interests that

may overlap or conflict with those of other political actors.1 However, ideological
1 Brian J. Glenn essentially combines institutions and interests since he characterizes Histori-

cal Institutionalism, one of the predominant APD approaches, as the “study [of] actors pursuing
interests through a political arena bounded by institutions,” which he contrasts with “ideational
scholars,” who “seek to understand how norms, narratives and outlooks influence the framing of
debates and their outcomes,” (Brian J. Glenn, “The Two Schools of American Political Devel-
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explanations are traditionally regarded by Historical Institutionalists as weak or

unsatisfactory on the grounds that they are vague and difficult to evaluate. The

framework I propose, which establishes ideology not as a causal factor but rather

as a boundary condition on U.S. employment policy represented by two liberal

currents, is both specific and measurable. Chapters 3 through 5, via a series of

case studies, will investigate the influence of these two ideological currents on

employment policy development between the 1930s and the 1990s.

As groundwork for those empirical examples, in this chapter, I first lay out

the contours of the methodological debate in APD about whether to use ideology,

institutions, or interests to analyze politics and public policy, and I make the case

for my own ideological framework. After summarizing the frameworks established

by institutionalists and by those focusing on interests, I illustrate points of di-

vergence and overlap between those two approaches and the ideological boundary

condition framework I advocate. I do not do this for the sake of invalidating insti-

tutional or interest based approaches, or to support an assertion that institutions

and interests are wholly unrelated to ideology in the political process. But the

attention given to these two lines of inquiry in American policy making has left

ideology relatively unexplored.

Second, I address the question of why America has adopted certain employ-

ment policies and not others. A review of the existing work on American em-

ployment policy shows that an ideological approach can add new insights as none

have specifically focused on ideology. This neglect conceals the significance of the

persistent neglect of permanent public jobs programs and the absence of a positive

right to work. An ideological lens renders this phenomenon visible. In addition,

the analytic frames offered by institutional and interest based approaches do not

opment,” Political Studies Review 2 (2004), pp. 153-165).
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satisfactorily explain these consistent policy absences.

Fitting Ideology into Institutionalist and Interest

Frameworks

The methodological considerations of the present ideological analysis include not

only where to look for evidence and what counts as evidence, but also deeper

theoretical questions about causality, change, continuity, and agency in politics.

In recent decades, institutional and interest-based approaches within APD have

tended to focus on identifying causal factors and, as the term “development” sug-

gests, accounting for change. Where the two approaches depart is in locating the

factors and agents that cause change, either within political institutions, or within

groups advocating particular interests. In some cases scholars use a combination

of institutions and interests to explain political development. Both such lines

of inquiry provide an important counterweight to an earlier focus on American

exceptionalism in the study of American politics that tended to obscure trans-

formations within the American political system. However, political development

can be viewed and measured through more analytic frames than those of causality

and change.

The concept of a boundary condition introduces another way of considering

the political process. Whether expressed through ideology or something else, what

is important to such analysis is that the observed change or development is con-

strained by a limiting condition. This means that political agency – whether of

individuals, groups, or even institutions – also has limits. These limits do not

preclude change, though. Political and policy alteration, evolution, and adapta-
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tion are expected. However, the primary aim of a boundary condition analysis is

not to identify factors that are causally responsible for such changes, but rather

to illustrate the limits of those changes, and if possible, explain what created the

boundary and is responsible for enforcing it.

One can argue that constraint is a form of causality, but that only works in

a very limited sense. Meaning matters, and by establishing parameters around

political or policy choices, a boundary condition is obviously affecting policy out-

comes. However, this is not the sense in which causal is usually used. J. David

Greenstone differentiates between traditional causal analyses and a boundary con-

dition analysis in this way:

cause and causal refer only to patterns of concomitant variation, that
is, to relationships in which there are changes in the values of both
independent and dependent variables. In this usage, a causal relation-
ship refers to a change in the cause that is followed by (or is coincident
with) a change in the effect. In a different usage, in ordinary discourse,
we also speak about a stable feature of some particular context pro-
ducing some effect, where the effect is the preservation of the status
quo. . . I shall refer to the latter type by the term boundary condition.2

Thus, in a boundary condition analysis, continuity and change are not mutually

exclusive. It is a question of how the boundary condition affects decision-making

and political development.

John Gaventa explores such limits on political action and decision-making in

his book on “quiescent” miners in Appalachia.3 Using a model introduced by

Steven Lukes, Gaventa shows that three dimensions of power are necessary for

understanding the actions and non-actions of the miners. The first dimension of
2 J. David Greenstone, The Lincoln Persuasion: Remaking American Liberalism (Princeton,

New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993), p. 36.
3 John Gaventa, Power and Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian

Valley (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1982).
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power is the ability of actor A to get actor B to do something they would not oth-

erwise want to do – or which interests win out over others in the decision-making

process; the second dimension of power is the ability to achieve the “exclusion of

certain participants and issues altogether” from the decision-making process; and

the third dimension of power is the ability of individual and structural forces “to

pre-empt manifest conflict at all, through the shaping of patterns or conceptions

of non-conflict.”4

Both the second and third dimension of power in Gaventa’s framework are

relevant to my ideological boundary condition analysis. The second dimension

helps account for employment policy approaches that were repeatedly ruled out

by policymakers despite their applicability to policymakers’ goals, such as an em-

ployment guarantee and permanent public jobs programs. The third dimension

of power is also implicated, though. Gaventa says of the third dimension that “It

may involve, in short, locating the power processes behind the social construction

of meanings and patterns that serve to get B to act and believe in a manner in

which B otherwise might not, to A’s benefit and B’s detriment.”5 Since ideology’s

influence on policymakers is part of a semiotic process, it operates at a social or

structural level, not just an individual level. As a result, changes in political,

economic, or even social conditions could but will not necessarily result in a con-

current change in a policymakers’ perspective, or the perspective of a number of

policymakers, on a particular policy issue.

Institutional and interest-based methods can also incorporate continuity along-

side change. For example, boundary conditions have also figured in institutional

accounts, though the boundaries in question were generally the intended or unin-
4 Gaventa, Power and Powerlessness, pp. 4-13.
5 Gaventa, Power and Powerlessness, pp. 15-16.
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tended consequences of the design and structure of specific institutions. However,

other aspects of the institutional model of continuity, including path dependence

and policy feedback, are more rigid and less well suited to explaining contradic-

tion within the political process. This has opened them up to critique from within

the institutionalist fold.6 It also means they are less well suited to explaining the

confined ebb and flow of American employment policy in the 20th century.

A boundary condition analysis can easily combine ideology and institutions

noting the emplacement of particular norms or ideological dictates into policy

and institutional arrangement. Yet the institutional structures are not the only

visible part of the boundary. Analyses of institutions alone may not capture how

ideology or ideological currents endure. This is particularly salient when there is

no obvious institutional edifice, because policymakers’ adherence to an ideological

system or current precludes particular policies or programs from being pursued

or implemented. An example of this ideological influence is when policymakers

display persistent attachment, or resistance, to an idea or policy approach in

the face of evidence that their policy approach is ineffective.7 In order for this

impediment to be removed and an opening for institutional change to be possible,

the underlying idea or ideology must be altered. Brian J. Glenn asserts that a

major difference between ideational and institutional approaches is their respective

preference for understanding origins as opposed to outcomes. Whereas ideational

scholars see a durable shift in institutions as the result of a shift in ideas or

culture, an institutionalist might argue that “cultural shifts happen all the time,

and what really matters at the end of the day is whether this results in a change
6 Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek, The Search for American Political Development

(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 97, 103, 108.
7 Eva Bertram, Morris Blachman, Kenneth Sharpe, and Peter Andreas, Drug War Politics:

The Price of Denial (Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: University of California Press, 1996).
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in institutional practices."8

Studies of the role of political interests in political development also combine

stasis and movement. Although interest groups’ political goals, whether organized

or disparate, may change over time, the core motivations of a particular group

are derived from specific, relatively fixed, material circumstances and resultant

aspirations. In this way, interest groups such as business, organized labor, envi-

ronmental advocates, social classes, or even political parties, might be said to be

operating continually within boundary conditions set by particular economic and

social understandings. This characterization resembles the libertarian “Overton

Window,” which asserts that the success of a policy idea is determined more by

whether or not it fits within the set of ideas that are politically palatable to the

public at a given time, rather than individual policymakers’ preferences.9

There are several limitations to an interest approach. The first is the impli-

cation that interests are not usually characterized by change. In addition, it is

difficult to pin down the origin of interest groups’ preferences, barring reference

to either institutional structures or ideological or cultural frames of reference.10

For this reason, a number of scholars advocate combining the study of politi-

cal institutions and interests to look at their points of intersection, in order to

see how in different situations, interests and institutions mutually reinforce or
8 Glenn, “The Two Schools of American Political Development,” p. 160.
9 Joseph G. Lehman, “An Introduction to the Overton Window of Public Possibility,” (Maci-

nack Center, 2010), www.mackinac.org/12481, accessed: September 10, 2015.
10 Peter A. Hall, “The Role of Interests, Institutions, and Ideas in the Comparative Political

Economy of the Industrialized Nations,” in Comparative Politics: Rationality, Culture, and
Structure, eds. Mark Irving Lichbach and Alan S. Zuckerman (Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 175-177; Colin Hay notes that most institutionalists,
even “constructivist institutionalists,” who take the social or ideological construction of interests
seriously, conceptualize interests as on some level structurally or materially derived (Colin Hay,
“Ideas and the Construction of Interests” in Ideas and Politics in Social Science Research, eds.
Daniel Béland and Robert Henry Cox (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2011),
pp. 70-71, 79-81).
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threaten each other, sometimes leading to stability and in other cases to political

rupture.11 There have been similar arguments made regarding the combination

of institutions and ideas, or interests and ideas, particularly as avenues for under-

standing change as the result of friction between existing institutional, ideational,

or interest based structures.12

In some sense these three legs of the political tripod are inseparable, though for

the sake of conceptual clarity and parsimony it is necessary to define the relation-

ship between them, and also to choose which are most relevant to a given narrative

or analysis. There has been a lack of recognition for the biases inherent in focusing

on a single structure, whether institutions, interests, or ideas; many scholars have

established stakes in championing one approach above others. I advocate greater

attention to ideas and ideology, even in institutional and interest focused analyses.

Since in the last few decades the institutionalist view has garnered many adher-

ents, particularly among those exploring American political history,13 what follows
11 Orren and Skowronek, The Search for American Political Development, pp. 106-107; Colin

Gordon, New Deals: Business, labor, and politics in America, 1920-1935 (Cambridge and New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 5-6.

12 On ideas and institutions see: Robert C. Lieberman, “Ideas, Institutions, and Political
Order: Explaining Political Change,” American Political Science Review, 96 (2002), pp. 697-
712; Rogers M. Smith, “Which Comes First, the Ideas or the Institutions?” in Rethinking
Political Institutions, The Art of the State, eds. Ian Shapiro, Stephen Skowronek, and Daniel
Galvin (New York: New York University Press, 2006). On ideas and interests see: Elizabeth
A. Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise: The Business Assault on Labor and Liberalism, 1945-
60 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994); Peter A. Swenson, Capitalists
Against Markets: The Making of Labor Markets and Welfare States in the United States and
Sweden (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 7-10; Peter A. Gourevitch, Politics in
Hard Times: Comparative Responses to International Economic Crises (Ithaca and London:
Cornell University Press, 1986), pp. 28-32.

13 See, for example: Judith Goldstein, “Ideas, Institutions, and American Trade Policy,” in
International Political Economy: Perspectives on Global Power and Wealth, 3rd Edition, eds.
Jeffrey A. Frieden and David A. Lake (New York: Pearson, 1997); Paul Pierson, “Increasing
Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics,” American Political Science Review 94
(2000): pp. 251-267; Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of
Social Policy in the United States (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 1992); Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Anal-
ysis of France, Russia, and China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979); Stephen
Skowronek, Building a New American State: The Expansion of National Administrative Capaci-
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is an investigation of the intersections and divergences between institutional and

ideological analyses, followed by a much briefer examination of the compatibility

between interests and ideology.

States as the Locus of Politics

American institutionalists’ focus on change, particularly change in and brought

about by political institutions, was in large measure a response to the previously

dominant paradigms of behavioralism and Marxism which were both deemed de-

terministic and too society-centered. In the early 1980s, a group of scholars began

to advocate for a new course of political analysis that gave primacy to states

and their constituent institutions as autonomous political actors.14 The new in-

stitutionalism further argued against the dominant depiction of institutions as

stable entities not frequently subject to change, the characterization of both the

state and society as part of a “political process,” and the attribution of change

in institutions to exogenous rather than endogenous forces.15 This new vision of

institutions turned each of these conclusions on its head, arguing that attention

should instead be paid to institutional change, that the state’s institutions are to

a significant degree autonomous from society, and that change in institutions may

ties, 1877-1920 (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Margaret Weir,
“Ideas and Politics: The Acceptance of Keynesianism in Britain and the United States,” in The
Political Power of Economic Ideas, ed. Peter Hall (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1989).

14 Eric A. Nordlinger, On the Autonomy of the Democratic State (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1981); Theda Skocpol, “Bringing the State Back In: Strategies of Analysis in
Current Research” in Bringing the State Back In, eds. Peter B. Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer,
and Theda Skocpol (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985); James
G. March and Johan P. Olsen, “The New Institutionalism: Organizational Factors in Political
Life,” The American Political Science Review 78 (1984), pp. 734-749; Skowronek, Building a
New American State.

15 Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek, “Beyond the Iconography of Order: Notes for a ‘New
Institutionalism’ ” in The Dynamics of American Politics: Approaches and Interpretations, eds.
Lawrence C. Dodd and Calvin Jillson (Boulder: Westview Press, 1994), p. 314.
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be internally driven.

The new institutionalists were convinced that outside influence, particularly

that of various interest groups or the effects of class struggle, was not adequate

for explaining why state actors made particular decisions or policy choices. Sep-

arating the state from society set the new institutionalism apart from both be-

havioralism and Marxism. Interests, whether represented by specific consciously

formed groups, or joined together by their material or class similarities, were cast

as part of society and therefore deemphasized. Also distinguishing the institu-

tionalist effort from its social science predecessors is its attention to history as a

highly contingent process, rather than a teleological one in which there is a clear

universal course of development.16 This is important not only because of the insti-

tutionalists’ interest in change, but because causal arguments carry more weight

if the future is variable and uncertain. Finally, in seeking to ground political anal-

ysis in the highly visible and measurable structure of institutions, like political

states, institutionalists frequently give short shrift to ideology. Many institution-

alists prefer something more traditionally quantifiable like “policy ideas,” if they

include ideas at all.17 I define ideas (including specific types like “policy ideas”) as
16 William Sewell, “Three Temporalities: Toward an Eventful Sociology,” in The Historic

Turn in the Human Sciences, ed. Terrance J. McDonald (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1996), pp. 247, 251-252; Paul Pierson, “Not Just What, but When: Timing and Sequence
in Political Processes,” Studies in American Political Development 14 (2000), pp. 72-92), pp.
72-24.

17 For example, Judith Goldstein characterizes ideas as responsible for shaping American
trade policy, but sees ideas as embedded in and evidenced by state structures and the “biases of
decision-makers” and does not explore their origins (Goldstein, “Ideas, Institutions, and Amer-
ican Trade Policy,” pp. 388-391). Similarly, in her analysis of economic policy in America and
Great Britain, Margaret Weir argues that Keynesianism had a different trajectory in the two
countries because of leadership in government institutions and “the way different administrative
arrangements at the national level facilitate or discourage innovation.” Yet, her discussion also
suggests that political culture affected the way in which Keynesianism was perceived in each
country, meaning that the content of Keynesianism as a policy idea was not necessarily fixed
(Weir, “Ideas and Politics: The Acceptance of Keynesianism in Britain and the United States,”
pp. 54-60, 73). In Elisabeth S. Clemens and James M. Cook’s survey of institutional literature,
they cast ideas as essentially subordinate to interests. Subordinating ideas in this way means
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purposive tools that actors can consciously wield. Drawing on Clifford Geertz’s

conception of Ideology as “a cultural system,” I define ideology as the system of

meaning-making that derives from the cultural landscape and influences political

actors on a more subconscious level. Like the social process and ahistorical works

the institutionalists initially sought to displace, ideology is difficult to incorporate

into causal analysis. This is particularly true of a culturally based understanding

of ideology that is implicitly resistant to change.18

Much of the early work by institutionalists focused on establishing what state

autonomy means, and how exactly states function as political actors. Eric A.

Nordlinger and Theda Skocpol provide useful examples of what was at stake for

the institutionalists. Given the rejection of society as the main arbiter of political

preferences, institutional theorists had to come up with alternative explanations

for how states formed preferences, and these had little use for ideology. Un-

like some institutionalists, in his 1981 book On the Autonomy of the Democratic

State, Nordlinger rejects a view of the state as nothing more than abstract “in-

stitutional arrangements or the legal-normative order” and instead proposes to

include public officials who participate in the policy making process in his defini-

tion of institutions. He argues that career government officials operating within

specific institutional frameworks serve as their own reference group with their own

political agency and the ability to generate preferences, shifting social opinion to

align with those preferences. Enacting these preferences as public policy is, fur-

that they cannot recognize that the difficulty in advocating for affirmative action in the context
of a “color-blind model of civil rights” is at the very least an intersection of ideas and interests,
if not an expression of how ideas shape interests (Elisabeth S. Clemens and James M. Cook,
“Politics and Institutionalism: Explaining Durability and Change” Annual Review of Sociology
25 (1999), pp. 448-450, 457-458).

18 There are exceptions to this, including: Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The
Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston: Beacon Press, 1944) and Mark Blyth,
Great Transformations: Economic Ideas and Institutional Change in the Twentieth Century
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
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thermore, an important part of what makes a state autonomous; “it is autonomous

to the extent that it translates its preferences into authoritative actions, the de-

gree to which public policy conforms to the parallelogram...of the public officials’

resource-weighted preferences.” Almost as an afterthought, Nordlinger includes

the socialization processes experienced by public officials and other “societal fac-

tors” as having a bearing on preferences, though he estimates that these will be

less influential than the “state’s internally generated preferences.” Aside from the

fact that Nordlinger fails to explain how officials settle on any particular prefer-

ence, his model is ill-suited to the study of change at the state or institutional

level.19

Skocpol’s characterization of states and institutions changes over time, with

state autonomy becoming a more absolute claim over time. Her first major state-

ment on states, in her 1979 book States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative

Analysis of France, Russia, and China, is avowedly structural. In explaining what

spurs social revolution,20 Skocpol positions the state and society as mutually influ-

ential, and casts the international state system as a key mitigating factor prompt-

ing revolutionary crisis. She is also explicitly focused on how social revolutions

force states to change, leading to “the breakdown of the state organizations of old

regimes and the buildup of new, revolutionary state organizations.” A key point

for Skocpol is that although revolutionary crises open up the possibility for regime

change, the extent and durability of that change depends both on the legacy of

the previous regime and on the pace of institution building. In States and Social
19 Nordlinger, On the Autonomy of the Democratic State, pp. 7-10, 19, 37-38.
20 “Social revolutions are rapid basic transformations of a society’s state and class structures;

and they are accompanied and in part carried through by class-based revolts from below. Social
revolutions are set apart from other sorts of conflicts and transformative processes above all by
the combination of two coincidences: the coincidence of societal structural change with class
upheaval; and the coincidence of political with social transformation,” (Skocpol, States and
Social Revolutions, p. 4).
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Revolutions states are intertwined with social forces, and particularly affected by

class conflict. Yet Skocpol still articulates a version of state autonomy, rejecting

the idea that states are “a mere arena in which socioeconomic struggles are fought

out.” Moreover, she casts state leaders as capable of acting independently of the

dominant class, particularly in response to international inducements such as war

and colonialism, though she acknowledges that this type of state autonomy can

vary depending on state structure and other prevailing conditions.21

With her 1985 article “Bringing the State Back In,” Skocpol starts to move

away from the view of states as relational. Instead, she echoes much of Nordlinger’s

understanding of the state’s ability to generate preferences. For example, Skocpol

declares that state autonomy is evident when the “demands or interests of social

groups, classes, or society” are not simply followed, and rejects the view that

states are “a mere arena in which social groups make demands and engage in

political struggles or compromises.” Though she offers a different definition of

the state than Nordlinger, arguing that states are “administrative, legal, extrac-

tive, and coercive organizations,” Skocpol agrees that the state wields significant

and conscious agency in establishing and maintaining the political process. Yet

Skocpol does not fully explain what determines the policy preferences or actions

of a state. She asserts that those controlling the government will try to conserve

their power, i.e. the “reinforcement of the prerogatives of collectivities of state

officials,” but what makes them choose one path over another, one policy over

another is left unexplained. If, as Skocpol contends, these forces within states are

both self-containing and self-reinforcing, it is also unclear what prompts change

or state development. She notes that other institutionalists have shown how state

structures can help determine the form and practices of political parties, and even
21 Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions, pp. 4-5, 18, 29-31, 47-51, 111 172, 178-179, 232.
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that the type of political state can define ideology.22 But in “Bringing the State

Back In” the causal arrow between the state and these manifestations of the polit-

ical process is uni-directional, which means that Skocpol’s revised state autonomy

framework has a hard time explaining how the state’s structure itself comes into

being, what leads to or prevents its development, and how much political agency

exists outside the state.23

In Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in

the United States Skocpol articulates a polity-centered approach to policy devel-

opment analysis that amplifies her focus on state institutions as the core causal

factors governing policy formation. Skocpol reviews competing explanations for

the trajectory of U.S. social welfare policy and decries the inattention to

long-run processes of state formation – processes which include se-
quences of wars and revolutions, along with constitution-making, elec-
toral democratization and various forms of administrative bureaucra-
tization – might have had as much or more impact as socioeconomic
transformations on the contexts within which social policies have been
fashioned. Yet only by taking processes of state formation and patterns
of political organization seriously, and noticing that these intersect in
varied ways with economic and social transformations, can we break
with the progressivist notion of social policies as aspects of societal
evolution.24

However, her framework makes social and economic transformations subservient

to institutions, rather than equally important, “intersecting” factors. The empha-

sis on class conflict that was such a prominent part of what precipitated political
22 Skocpol, “Bringing the State Back In,” pp. 7-8, 15, 24-25.
23 By contrast, in their comparative analysis of welfare states in the U.S. and Europe, Alberto

Alsenia and Edward L. Glaeser spend a great deal of time examining the origin of state structures
(Alberto Alesina and Edward L. Glaeser, Fighting Poverty in the US and Europe: A World of
Difference (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 7-13).

24 Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, p. 39.
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change in States and Social Revolutions is gone. At the same time, other factors

external to institutions are rejected as inadequate explanatory factors, includ-

ing: ideology, economic growth and industrialization, business hegemony, and the

strength of organized labor.

Two of the four policy processes Skocpol identifies are exclusively institutional:

the structures of “national states and political party systems” in which policymak-

ers operate; and policy legacies, the lasting effects of previous policy decisions and

debates on policymakers. She does not wholly exclude actors and forces outside

the state and its institutions, but neither does she accord much agency to indi-

viduals, groups, or wider factors such as economic changes. She views politically

active social groups’ “identities, goals, and capacities” as fundamentally shaped

by “political institutions and procedures” and argues that what determines such

groups’ success is the “fit or lack thereof between [their] goals and capacities...and

the historically changing points of access and leverage allowed by a nation’s po-

litical institutions.” Building on the model advanced in “Bringing the State Back

In,” states are not only the main causal agents for policy development, but also

the main source of constraint. For example, Skocpol posits that “decentralized

federalism” and “patronage-oriented political parties” defined the late 19th- and

early 20th-century American state, and were responsible for the sputtering start to

social insurance programs. White male suffrage and party patronage stunted the

formation of a class or political identity among working class white men, which

would have been necessary for their successful mobilization for universal social

insurance, while denying women the vote spurred middle-class women’s political

mobilization and eventually led to maternalist social welfare policies.25 Though
25 Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, pp. 15-17, 23, 27, 29, 41, 45, 50-51, 83, 87-90,

527-528.
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in some sense social and economic forces are implicit in Skocpol’s framework, she

has tipped the balance so far in favor of states and institutional structures that

everything else is left with little political agency or causal impact. It is curious

that within this paradigm, political power, including states’ power, is less far rang-

ing than in models which place greater importance on political forces outside of

institutions.

Both Skocpol and Nordlinger invoke Max Weber as a foundational thinker who

recognized the importance of the state as a political entity. However, in pursuit

of their institutionalist framework, and particularly state autonomy, they draw

selectively from Weber’s depiction of states, focusing on the obvious edifices of

state institutions and largely ignoring his discussion of the social and cultural

manifestations of state and political power.26 Weber argued that discipline and

rationality, which underpin both social and political interaction, lend a distinct

and necessary new legitimacy to the state that replaces the legitimacy of a divine

or sovereign ruler.27 Though Skocpol does include a discussion of rationality in

“Bringing the State Back In,” she sees it not as something that connects the

state and society, but rather as evidence of the state’s independence from social

forces. Furthermore, neither she nor Nordlinger deal with the issue of discipline

or disciplinary power which, as explored by scholars like Michel Foucault and

Timothy Mitchell is key to understanding how power can be concentrated and

conspicuous but also diffuse and concealed from view.28 There are clear parallels
26 Nordlinger, On the Autonomy of the Democratic State, pp. 8, 11; Skocpol, “Bringing the

State Back In,” pp. 7, 14-15.
27 Max Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1946), pp. 79-82, 253.
28 Michel Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended” Lectures at the Collège De France, 1975-1976,

David Macey, translator (New York: Picador, 2003), pp. 36-37; Timothy Mitchell, “The Limits
of the State: Beyond Statist Approaches and Their Critics” The American Political Science
Review, 85 (March, 1991): pp. 77-96.

65



CHAPTER 2. IDEOLOGY AS METHOD

between disciplinary power as a hidden dimension of power, and the way that

ideology constructs boundaries around politics. In particular, Mitchell argues

that “producing and maintaining the distinction between state and society is itself

a mechanism that generates resources of powers.” This is relevant because it

suggests that the state is working in some arenas, but not in others, with the

effect of disguising or hiding “state” actions in areas understood to be “society” or

“economy.”29 Similar separations undergird the two liberal currents that constitute

the boundary condition around employment policy. The social standing imbued

in private-sector work and the prohibition against a government entitlement to

employment are both predicated on a view of the state, individual workers, and

the labor market as separate entities.

Institutional Depictions of Culture and Ideology

Not all institutionalists are so focused on the state, though those who have a less

state-centered view of institutions do not necessarily avoid the politics-versus-

society dichotomy central to state autonomy arguments. Therefore, these insti-

tutionalists have underdetermined conceptions of political culture and ideology.

James G. March and Johan P. Olsen characterize institutions as fundamentally

rule-based and order-imposing structures. They seek to situate preferences as “a

combination of education, indoctrination and experience,” thereby making them

endogenous to the political system and subject to change.30 This means that

political institutions themselves play a role in determining preferences and that

it is not possible to “picture the political system as strictly dependent on the so-

ciety associated with it.” But after highlighting the analytic problems associated
29 Mitchell, “The Limits of the State: Beyond Statist Approaches and Their Critics,” pp.

77-96.
30 March and Olsen, “The New Institutionalism,” pp. 739-740.
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with seeing society as wholly autonomous from politics, the authors do little more

than reverse the causal arrow as they instead argue for institutional autonomy.

Just as traditional preference theory inappropriately classifies society as indepen-

dent from the political process in its effort to establish separate variables, the

new institutionalism, in its assertion of autonomy for political institutions, serves

to minimize attention to social processes and subsume them within the political

system. March and Olsen claim that this “is necessary to establish that political

institutions are more than simple mirrors of social forces.” But if institutions are

more than reflections of society, what is the nature of the relationship between

the two? Since March and Olsen assert that the new institutionalism is not set

on “denying the importance both of the social context of politics and the motives

of individual actors,” autonomy is the wrong concept for political institutions.31

Likewise the debate about endogeneity and exogeneity is misplaced.

Instead of the unnecessary split that insists on social or cultural factors being

either wholly exogenous or wholly endogenous to politics, my ideological approach

posits that they are interconnected. Political institutions through their structure,

logic, and operation certainly have the ability to influence the course of political

events and policy outcomes, but that is not all that affects policy discussions.

Culture and ideology, by providing frames of reference for understanding social,

economic, and political situations, help establish the policy alternatives that are

under consideration. To the extent that March and Olsen touch on ideology it is

in their explication of what they term an “instrumentalist” approach to politics,

a methodology that the new institutionalism seeks to replace. They acknowl-
31 March and Olsen, “The New Institutionalism,” pp. 738-739. None of the five approaches

that March and Olsen outline – contextual, reductionist, utilitarian, functionalist, and instru-
mentalist – are akin to the cultural ideological approach I use ("The New Institutionalism,” pp.
735-738).
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edge that instrumentalists, being focused primarily on “outcomes,” have a limited

characterization of semiotics and have therefore “either ignored symbolic actions

or seen symbols as part of the manipulative efforts to control outcomes, rather

than the other way around.” But, importantly, their critique of instrumentalists

does not lead March and Olsen to incorporate ideology or semiotics into their

framework for institutional analysis. For example, their discussion of “norma-

tively appropriate behavior,” which might have provided an opening to consider

the interactive relationship between culture and politics, is instead merely defined

as “duties, obligations, roles, and rules."32

Douglas C. North comes closer than March and Olsen to bridging the state-

society gap, and his work even suggests that culture and ideology can play a part

in institutional analyses. However, the model that he proposes for that is quite

limited. For North, institutions are essentially the “rules, enforcement character-

istics of rules, and norms of behavior that structure repeated human interaction.”

He emphasizes the latter part of his definition, asserting that norms penetrate

into the “informal” realm, thereby extending the influence of institutions beyond

their obvious rule-enforcing structures into “codes of conduct, taboos, standards

of behavior.” This greater focus on the intersection of society and politics seems

promising, but North does not take this as far as he might. He fails to address

what shapes norms and he does not sufficiently differentiate between rules and

norms in his analysis. As a result, his framework provides a largely instrumental

view of norms and the other aspects of society that influence institutions and

their development, rather than one in which culture and institutions are mutu-

ally constitutive.33 What North is most interested in is how institutions reduce
32 March and Olsen, “The New Institutionalism,” p. 738.
33 Norms are related to both ideas and ideology in that they grow out of patterns of behavior

carried out over time, but norms in general are not the same as ideology, and this is particularly
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uncertainty in the interaction of individuals, particularly as it relates to economic

growth. He argues that “increasing specialization and division of labor necessi-

tate the development of institutional structures that permit individuals to take

actions that involve complex relationships with other individuals both in terms

of personal knowledge and over time."34 Essentially, uncertainty will make social

interaction difficult or impossible if there are not institutions to help. The form of

the uncertainty-reducing institutions then has a clear effect on modes of economic

exchange, which in turn affects economic growth.

Given North’s interest in what facilitates or impedes social and economic in-

teraction, semiotics would add a useful dimension to his analysis by explicating

the frames of reference that predated particular institutional structures and even

helping to account for differences in institutional arrangements in different cultural

contexts. North’s explanation for institutional change allows for social input in

the form of “the evolution of ideas and ideology,” but he sets institutions and ide-

ology up in an inverse relationship. The more that institutions “lower the costs”

of human interaction, the less ideas and ideology will matter.35 Aside from its

limited conception of ideology, this model has clear weaknesses as a rubric for

institutional change. What accounts for increases in uncertainty despite existing

institutional structures? What are the sources of the ideas and ideology that

come into prominence when institutions do not sufficiently reduce uncertainty?

And what determines the new institutional forms that then reduce uncertainty?

Attention to semiotics as part of institutional and social interaction would com-

plement North’s analysis by helping to answer these questions, and by making

true for how North refers to them.
34 Douglas C. North, “Institutions and Economic Growth: A Historical Introduction,” in

International Political Economy: Perspectives on Global Power and Wealth, eds. Jeffrey A.
Frieden and David A. Lake (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 49-54.

35 North, “Institutions and Economic Growth: A Historical Introduction,” pp. 49-54.
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his causal framework more robust. But in divorcing ideology and culture from

institutions, there is little to account for the direction or scope of institutional

change in North’s model other than institutions themselves, which amounts to a

tautology.

In his depiction of the strengths of an institutional approach, Sven Steinmo

more concretely argues against ideational analysis than March and Olsen or North.

Steinmo is relatively uninterested in the relationship between ideology and cul-

ture which he sees as synonymous and therefore inconsequential. He condemns

ideational analyses based on two further critiques. The first is that the presence

of multiple ideas or viewpoints in society indicates the weakness of ideas as an

influencing force in politics. The second is that scholars’ recognition of the con-

tinued presence of an ideology over time implies a lack of change, or even an

inability to change which makes ideology incapable of serving as a robust causal

variable.36 Neither of these claims is indisputable, nor do they constitute a sound

indictment of ideology as a boundary condition in policy development. Often mar-

shaled in the context of institutional analyses, the arguments set forth by Karen

Orren and Stephen Skowronek about recognizing “the simultaneous operation, or

intercurrence, of different political orders” can equally be applied here to rebut

Steinmo’s suggestion that the presence of more than one idea or ideology makes

such variables analytically unapproachable.37 As with any study of intercurrence,

what is needed is enough precision to recognize and document contesting ideas or

ideology.

It is also possible to have ideology persist over time without concluding that it
36 Sven H. Steinmo, “American Exceptionalism Reconsidered: Culture or Institutions?” in

The Dynamics of American Politics: Approaches and Interpretations, eds. Lawrence C. Dodd
and Calvin Jillson (Boulder: Westview Press, 1994), pp. 108-109, 127-128.

37 Orren and Skowronek, The Search for American Political Development, p. 17.
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is static. Robert Lieberman not only argues for including what he calls “ideolog-

ical repertoires,” in political analysis, he also notes that values such as “ ‘liberty’

or ‘equality’ might be invoked to support very different practices in different con-

texts."38As with intercurrence, the variable manifestation or application of an

ideological thread over time is a sign that it is a complex factor, not a weak one.

The connection between ideology and culture that I outline is more nuanced than

what Steinmo provides. Even accepting for the moment Steinmo’s conflation of

ideology and culture, his conclusion that ideology and culture have no place in an

analysis of change is highly debatable. William Sewell provides a model in which

both change and contestation are ever present, even in the midst of the apparent

dominance of a particular set of cultural practices.39 Lisa Wedeen proposes some-

thing similar in her depiction of culture as a “dialectic” characterized by mutual

influence but also conflict between “actors’ practices and their systems of significa-

tion.” She argues that by seeing culture in this way, “meaning-making activities”

can be “both stable and changeable,” and “[allow] for inconsistency rather than

simply implying strict coherence."40 In a like manner, a particular ideology or

ideological current can be present in different historical contexts, and can thereby

help shape political development through the boundaries it creates. However, be-

cause these boundaries are tied to changing circumstances, they find expression in

different ways over the course of history, especially as related to particular policy

or political positions.
38 Lieberman, “Ideas, Institutions, and Political Order,” pp. 702-703.
39 William H. Sewell Jr., “Chapter 5: The Concept(s) of Culture,” in Logics of History: Social

Theory and Social Transformation (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 172-
173.

40 Lisa Wedeen, “Conceptualizing Culture: Possibilities for Political Science” American Polit-
ical Science Review 96 (2002), p. 720.
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Pitfalls of Path Dependence

This merging of adaptation and continuity distinguishes ideology-as-a-boundary-

condition from path dependence, one of the main ways that constraint has been

conceptualized in APD. Path dependence was introduced to social science by

economists in order to explain the market dominance of a particular technological

competitor, based not on that competitor’s technological superiority, but rather

on past decisions or outcomes resulting from rational choices that wind up ad-

vantaging the winning competitor later on.41 Paul Pierson has done careful work

to explain the theoretical basis for path dependence. Much of this work high-

lights the ways in which political institutions create conditions over time that

make the costs of change very high. This is not the only way of looking at the

causal impact of sequential events, as Pierson himself notes, though he argues that

his chosen definition focusing on “increasing returns processes” or “self-reinforcing

or positive feedback processes,” provides necessary analytical clarity through its

narrowness.42

Pierson’s model has a significant downside when it comes to understanding

ideology’s role in policymaking. Enacted policies are one mechanism that per-

petuates or carries ideological currents, representing an intersection of ideology

and institutions. But an ideological current does not necessarily vanish or lose

influence if it is not institutionalized through a particular policy or program. This

means that is not enough to study the policies that were actually enacted and,

therefore, contributed to a system of increasing returns. It is equally important to

identify policies and programs that were repeatedly proposed and rejected or sub-
41 W. Brian Arthur, "Competing Technologies, Increasing Returns, and Lock-In by Historical

Events," The Economic Journal, 97 (1989), pp. 642-665.
42 Pierson, “Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics,” pp. 251-252.
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stantially transformed, and to understand what made them politically unfeasible.

In this work I analyze successful employment policies as well as unsuccessful pol-

icy proposals. This enables me to incorporate what Peter Bachrach and Morton

S. Baratz refer to as the second face of power: “the nondecisionmaking process,”

or the ability to exclude issues from the political agenda.43

Other approaches to path dependence in political decision making go beyond

Pierson’s conception of increasing returns and, as a result, can offer a better basis

for analyzing ideology. For example, Sewell argues that the sequence of events

matters, or what he calls “eventful temporality.” Incorporating path dependence in

a broad way, Sewell’s model recognizes that “what has happened at an earlier point

in time will affect the possible outcomes of a sequence of events at a later point in

time” but also that “causal structures change over time,” as “general events bring

about historical changes in part by transforming the very cultural categories that

shape and constrain human action."44 In Sewell’s framework, changes in cultural

categories can alter understandings implicit to assigning costs to particular actions

or non-actions, thereby altering any existing processes of positive feedback. In

opting for a version of path dependence that does not contain this ambiguity

about the trajectory of sequential events, Pierson fails to incorporate Sewell’s

important insight about how cultural understandings provide meaning essential to

evaluating different choices. Pierson does not wholly ignore culture and ideology,

but drawing on North’s conception of “mental maps” as a tool used by actors

to interpret complex environments, he asserts that the “tenacious” adherence to

particular “basic outlooks on politics” is evidence of increasing returns in actors’
43 Peter Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz, “Two Faces of Power,” The American Political

Science Review 56 (1962), p. 949.
44 Sewell, “Three Temporalities: Toward an Eventful Sociology,” p. 263.
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perspectives.45 This is a convenient and even intuitive argument, but it provides

little in the way of analytical traction for understanding ideology’s role in politics.

Ideology itself may be correctly referred to as self-reinforcing, but asserting

that there is a high cost to changing ideology tells us nothing about how cultural

norms or modes of understanding interact with institutions and interests, variably

contributing to stability or change. The persistence of particular ontologies –

ways of seeing the world – as evidenced by political culture or ideology, does not

mean that other parts of the political arena are constant. Nor does the continued

existence of an ideological system mean that it is without significant change or

adjustment, or that policy positions, institutional arrangements, or statements of

political interests that draw on the ideological system will be static over time. This

means that path dependence, particularly a model based on increasing returns, is

simply not the a sufficiently powerful framework for describing the complicated

relationship between ideology and politics, or for fully capturing the ways in which

ideology functions as an adaptable constraint. At root, Pierson’s claim about

political culture’s resistance to displacement is an observation, not a description

of a mechanism that explains what is responsible for the resistance. This is what

a boundary condition offers that is distinct from path dependence: a way of

conceptualizing constraint in a more flexible manner, one that can equally be

applied to ideology, institutions, or interests.

Path dependency is also limited by its tendency to assume a certain uniformity

within the system, through its focus on how political decisions and structures

are working to reinforce a given path, rather than working at cross purposes.

Although the path may be interrupted or shifted during periods of distinct flux,

often called critical junctures, path dependency lends itself to identifying a single
45 Pierson, “Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics,” p. 260.
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political order that successfully directs policy. A number of APD scholars have

proposed an alternative way of considering political competition, positing that

there are multiple political orders operating simultaneously. This is also referred

to as intercurrence. Objecting to path dependence’s seamless view of history and

political development, the multiple orders framework sees conflict, not coherence,

as “the normal condition of the polity."46 The intercurrence model is particularly

useful for conceptualizing an ideological boundary condition that can constrain

policy choices even though it contains contradictory elements.

Another common exploration of constraint in APD is conducted through the

lens of institutional or state capacity. Such studies argue that the success of certain

policies and failures of, or limits on, other policies can be attributed to advantages

provided by existing institutional structures.47 Analyses focused on institutional

capacity often nod to path dependence since institutional structures, once cre-

ated, will tend to contribute to a system of increasing returns that reinforce the

existing arrangements rather than enabling competing institutional capacity to

be created. But the particular institutional arrangements that indicate the exis-

tence or absence of state capacity can also be thought of as establishing boundary

conditions on the exercise and even evolution of state power. During periods of

disruption when exogenous changes precipitate the demand for new or different

institutional structures, the state capacity argument is that past or existing pat-

terns of institutional control will still have a significant effect on the form of new

arrangements. When new institutional structures effectively eclipse the old, a

neat path dependence argument, particularly Pierson’s increasing returns model,
46 Orren and Skowronek, The Search for American Political Development, pp. 97, 103, 108.
47 For an example of state capacity as an explanation for the divergent outcomes of particular

policies see Theda Skocpol and Kenneth Finegold’s discussion of the Agricultural Assistance
Act and the National Recovery Act: State and Party in America’s New Deal (Madison: The
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995).
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is inadequate as an explanatory framework. By contrast, the idea of institutions

forming a boundary condition is more viable because it is more flexible.

Stephen Skowronek’s book, Building a New American State: The Expansion

of National Administrative Capacities, 1877-1920, is a seminal work on state de-

velopment that moves beyond the state capacity framework to articulate a more

robust understanding of how states adapt to changing circumstances. Skowronek

contends that the contours of state building are not best explained simply by “the

natural and adaptive reaction of governments to changing conditions.” Rather,

“states change (or fail to change) through political struggles rooted in and me-

diated by pre-established institutional arrangements,” in response to a variety of

stimuli prominently including extra-institutional forces. Taking up the American

case, Skowronek argues that in the wake of social and economic changes brought on

by industrialization at the close of the 19th century, calls for expanded state capac-

ity were negotiated within the framework of the existing state apparatus, rather

than simply replacing that apparatus outright. When “new national administra-

tive institutions first emerged free from the clutches of party domination, direct

court supervision, and localistic orientations,” what had occurred was transfor-

mation, not substitution. However, as the process progressed from “state building

as patchwork” to “state building as reconstruction” after the turn of the century,

the 19th century American state system of “courts and parties” had some amount

of legacy effect on the new bureaucratic structures but no longer constituted a

boundary condition. In Skowronek’s account of institutional boundaries, there

is room for both adaptation and continuity as the state’s institutional structures

experience incremental reform. What Skowronek seems to be pointing to in the

end is that the really persistent boundary condition on political practice is not a

particular set of institutional arrangements that are bound by path dependence,
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but rather that it is the intersection of institutional structures and social and

economic factors.48 Extrapolating from Skowronek’s argument about the interre-

lation of state institutions and the larger social and economic context in political

development, it follows that ideology can also bound political practice, even as

its interactions with institutions and interests cause it to undergo some degree of

gradual, adaptive change.

Institutions and Ideology

I argue that defining a sharp break between institutions and ideology can be mis-

leading and counter-productive. The political fragmentation caused by American

federalism is usually seen as an institutional impediment to policy change.49 In-

stead, drawing on Suzanne Mettler’s work on New Deal public welfare programs,

I propose that federalism’s constraining influence on policy development operates

on an ideological as well as an institutional dimension. Mettler shows that the

pattern of public welfare policy development in the New Deal led to unequal forms

of citizenship for men and women because the programs created two asymmetrical

levels of citizenship: State and national.50 These two tiers of citizenship are indis-

putably tied to federalism, but the question is whether that outcome was dictated

solely by institutional factors or also by policymakers’ ideological commitment to

the idea that those at the city, county, or State levels were in the best position
48 Stephen Skowronek, Building a New American State: The Expansion of National Admin-

istrative Capacities, 1877-1920 (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1982),
pp. viii-ix, 8-9, 15-16, 29-30, 166-167, 286-287.

49 This is, for example, one of Theda Skocpol’s main arguments in her work on U.S. social
welfare policy (Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers). Edwin Amenta makes a similar
argument in his book Bold Relief: Institutional Politics and the Origins of Modern American
Social Policy (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998).

50 Like Shklar, Mettler is deeply concerned with American citizenship, though she ex-
pands Shklar’s notion of standing to incorporate a dimension of inclusion through social policy
(Suzanne Mettler, Dividing Citizens: Gender and Federalism in New Deal Public Policy (Ithaca
and London: Cornell University Press, 1998), pp. 1-11).
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to accurately diagnose social and economic welfare problems and to design pol-

icy solutions. This preference for local as opposed to national policy design and

oversight has an institutional justification, since it provides for a greater level of

flexibility. But the conviction that those on the ground will make better policy

because of their awareness of local conditions and issues is, for many, an article of

faith, not subject to empirical evaluation of outcomes. I see Mettler’s argument

as including both institutional and ideological roots. Her work is important, not

just for its methodological implications, but also because the unequal forms of

citizenship that she brings to light are congruent with the dictates set out by

the two ideological currents that have constrained employment policy in America

since the New Deal.

According to Mettler, women were consistently disadvantaged by the budding

social welfare policies in the New Deal. That is, women were largely relegated to

State run programs that were primarily directed at non-workers. These programs

were means-tested and based on an assistance or charity model. By contrast, men

had greater access to the nationally operated programs which, following an insur-

ance model, were not only universally available to those with a particular work

history (and eventually their dependents) regardless of financial circumstances,

but tended to provide a higher level of benefits than the means tested programs.51

Mettler rightly identifies this institutional division as having lasting conse-

quences for social welfare provision and citizenship in the U.S. Underlying this

division, remains the question of why policymakers in the New Deal favored this

federal-State division. Rather than this being an institutional division forced on

policymakers, Mettler’s discussion makes it clear that key advisors in Franklin
51 It should be noted that inequality was present even among nationally administered pro-

grams. Old Age Insurance benefit levels were tied to wages, rather than distributed as a flat
rate, so the lowest earners also received the lowest benefits (Mettler, Dividing Citizens, p. 68).
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Delano Roosevelt’s administration (like Labor Secretary Frances Perkins and the

Committee on Economic Security’s Chairman Edwin Witte) worked to create

State-level programs based on a positive view of federalism, tightly bound to anti-

statism. Based on Louis Brandeis’ assertion that States should “serve as ‘labora-

tories of democracy’ for policy innovation and experimentation,” Perkins, Witte,

and even Brandeis himself, worked to convince Roosevelt to create State-run pub-

lic welfare programs.52 Mettler also identifies additional justifications for State

administration that had more institutional bases, including assuaging Southern

Democrats’ concerns about federal power accretion and protecting these welfare

programs against Supreme Court rulings of unconstitutionality.53 Interestingly,

though all these rationales are connected to anti-statism, the latter two portray

existing negativity towards the federal government as a threat to new programs

that federalism can assuage. However, the “laboratories of democracy” idea casts

federalism as positive in its own right; States are presumed to be more nimble and

progressive sites for policy innovation than the federal government.

The ideological underpinning of this use of federalism is also distinguished

by policymakers’ disregard of contrasting approaches. Mettler points out that

centralized social welfare policies were being developed in Europe concurrent with

America’s de-centralized New Deal policies, and that there were proponents of

national standards and national administration for social policy in the U.S. that

were competing with the federalists for control over program design. The fact that

the federalists won out with some policies, while the national standards champions

shaped others, led to men and women being incorporated into the new welfare

state very differently.54

52 Mettler, Dividing Citizens, pp. 59-62.
53 Mettler, Dividing Citizens, pp. 60-62.
54 Mettler, Dividing Citizens, pp. 8-9, 18-22, 29-30, 75-77, 123-124.
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There were racial repercussions as well. The federalists’ optimistic portrayal

of State control of social welfare policy could not fully elide the fact that Southern

resistance to national policy standards was deeply grounded in the desire to protect

the South’s racist regiime specifically States’ ability to discriminate on the basis

of race in their provision of social welfare benefits.55

Mettler’s work also suggests that federalism helped bolster the two liberal cur-

rents that bounded employment policy. Returning to Shklar’s understanding of

earning as a key marker of citizenship, the federalists were best able to make their

case for State control regarding public assistance policies that resembled relief or

charity. Non-earning recipients had less standing than those who worked for wages,

and were therefore less entitled to federal expressions of citizenship. Considering

such programs’ meager benefits and States’ ability to exclude individuals on the

basis of race, exemption from work-as-citizenship’s requirement to participate in

the private labor market seems to have carried a heavy price. The federalists

in Roosevelt’s cabinet had some success even among the programs extended to

workers, namely establishing Unemployment Insurance as a joint national-State

program. That result, too, aligns with the boundaries of work-as-citizenship and

labor-market anti-statism. Unemployment Insurance was structured as a con-

tributory insurance program, but its design as a time-limited program and the

discretion granted to States to set eligibility and benefit levels worked together

to prevent the program from supplanting work in the private labor market as the

main avenue for income.
55 Mettler, Dividing Citizens, pp. 93-96.
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Interests and Ideology

For all the ways in which institutions and ideology can work together to bound

policy, there is perhaps an even stronger case for thinking about how ideology and

political interests intersect. In her book on the struggles between business and or-

ganized labor in the U.S., Elizabeth Fones-Wolf explicitly combines them, looking

at how business interests during the period from 1945-1960 consciously worked to

shape political culture.56 The political “vision” that she sees business aiming to

spread contains the basic elements described here as labor-market anti-statism,

with some gestures toward work-as-citizenship: “corporate leaders constructed

and sold a specific vision of the reciprocal relationship of businesses and citizens

that stressed mutual rights and responsibilities. In this vision, corporate leaders

claimed the right to control America’s economic destiny without significant in-

terference from unions or the state,” and “linked economic success with freedom,

individualism and productivity."57

In important respects, Fones-Wolf actually strengthens the case for exploring

the roots and contours of the ideological currents and their role in shaping policy

before and after the time period between 1945 and 1960 that Fones-Wolf exam-

ines. At a theoretical level, Fones-Wolf’s analysis suggests that political interests

and political culture (ideology) are tightly linked, and that ideological perspec-

tives help to define interests and to provide a means of pursuing those interests’

political aims. This is not a small point, nor is it a foregone conclusion that

interest based analyses would incorporate ideology in this way. As a counter ex-

ample, Colin Gordon combines interests and institutions to make an argument
56 Elizabeth A. Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise: The Business Assault on Labor and

Liberalism, 1945-60 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994).
57 Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise, pp. 5-9.
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about how “U.S. democratic capitalism frames political choices” in the “peculiarly

weak and fragmented” context of U.S. institutions. He specifically positions that

argument as “an alternative to the cultural or ideological explanations preferred

by some historians and the class- or group-based behavior pursued by some social

scientists."58

At an empirical level, Fones-Wolf’s work provides evidence of the ideological

currents’ existence and shows how they favored particular policy perspectives over

others. While I recognize compatibility with Fones-Wolf, this project diverges in

several significant ways. First, whereas Fones-Wolf contrasts the business vision

with the liberal trade-union vision of the New Deal, I show that New Deal em-

ployment policy also contained elements of this business vision. In addition, in

Chapter 1 I traced the roots of what she calls the business vision back to basic

tenets of American liberalism as they intersected with understandings of capital-

ism. Furthermore, I demonstrate that ideology is more than an instrumental tool

for political actors, but also serves as a boundary condition constraining policy

discussions and choices.

American Employment Policy Analyses

Comparing this project with prior work on American employment policy illus-

trates that my ideologically oriented analysis contributes new insights on employ-

ment policy development. There are a number of scholarly accounts of American

domestic policy in the 20th century that either explicitly focus on national em-

ployment efforts, or include some attention to them as part of a more general
58 Gordon, New deals, pp. 5-7, 33-34.
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discussion of the social welfare state.59 Almost all scholarship on employment

policy notes that the scope of such policy in America has been strictly limited,

though the explanations for the limitation vary. Some of these accounts focus

on institutional variables including institutional capacity and path dependence,60

while others home in on interests (usually business),61 and still others combine

analysis of institutional features, the interests of various political actors, and at-

tention to how problem definition helps to set policy agendas and constrain policy

choices.62 Since the confined nature of U.S. employment policy has clearly been

well established, an obvious question is: what sets this project apart from these

other works? The simplest answer is the focus on the two liberal currents as a
59 Examples of works primarily focused on poverty and welfare policy in the U.S. that cover

one or several policies classified here as employment related, but do not advance arguments
about the pattern of employment policy per se include: Eva Bertram, The Workfare State:
Public Assistance Politics from the New Deal to the New Democrats (Philadelphia, Pennsylva-
nia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015); Robert C. Lieberman, Shifting the Color Line:
Race and the American Welfare State (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: Har-
vard University Press, 1998); and James T. Patterson, America’s Struggle against Poverty in
the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: Harvard University
Press, 2001).

60 Institutionalist examples include: Edwin Amenta, Bold Relief: Institutional Politics and the
Origins of Modern American Social Policy (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press,
1998), pp. 98-99; Eva Bertram, “The Institutional Origins of ‘Workfarist’ Social Policy,” Studies
in American Political Development, 21 (Fall 2007)), pp. 203-229; Judith Russell, Economics,
Bureaucracy, and Race: How Keynesians Misguided the War on Poverty (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2004); Theda Skocpol, Social Policy in the United States: Future Possibilities
in Historical Perspective (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1995), pp. 242-
245.

61 Interest examples include: Robert M. Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-
1964 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981); Colin Gordon, New Deals: Business, labor,
and politics in America, 1920-1935 (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press,
1994); Peter Swenson, “Arranged Alliance: Business Interests in the New Deal” Politics Society
25 (1997), pp. 66-116.

62 Combination analyses include: Elizabeth Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise: The Business
Assault on Labor and Liberalism, 1945-1960 (Urbana and Chicago: The University of Illinois
Press, 2004); Chad Alan Goldberg, Citizens and Paupers: Relief, Rights, and Race, from the
Freedmen’s Bureau to Workfare (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2007);
Desmond King, Actively Seeking Work?: The politics of unemployment and welfare policy in the
United States and Britain (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995); Gary Mucciaroni,
The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982 (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pitts-
burgh Press, 1990); Margaret Weir, Politics and Jobs: The Boundaries of Employment Policy
in the United States (Princeton:, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1992).
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boundary condition. A more complete answer is that focusing on these ideological

currents illustrates different boundary conditions around employment policy than

previous accounts offer. I show that work’s vaunted relationship to citizenship

and the persistent denial of an active right to employment constrained employ-

ment policy development. I also provide a way of understanding what prompted

the continuation of constraints, even when institutional or interest barriers were

absent.

Multi-Case Employment Policy Studies

Gary Mucciaroni and Margaret Weir have provided two of the most comprehensive

studies of American employment policies and their limitations. It is no coincidence

that both are part of the group that draws on a range of institutional, interest, and

ideational factors to explain the development of America’s employment policies.

Because these two books come closest to covering the full range of policy cases

examined in this project, a fairly close examination of their work is warranted.

Both are examples of careful and thoughtful scholarship on the limitations on

employment policy, and some of their claims are congruent with mine. However,

there remain a number of points of divergence between their work and this project

at both the methodological and empirical level.

As the title of his book suggests, The Political Failure of Employment Pol-

icy, 1945-1982, Mucciaroni sees the trajectory of employment policy in the four

decades following World War II as the foundering of a “liberal” vision that had

provided “faith in the capacity of the federal government to solve major social and

economic problems.”63 It is important to note that Mucciaroni is using “liberal”

to refer to the political agenda of the American Democratic party and affiliated
63 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 3-4.
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left-leaning political interests and actors. Beyond that difference in nomenclature,

many of the underlying questions that Mucciaroni asks are congruent with this

project’s motivations, such as why employment policy has been largely discon-

nected from labor-market management.

Mucciaroni offers a detailed account of employment policy development, break-

ing it down into two areas. The first is what he calls the “employment policy

subsystem” which is “concerned primarily with programmatic issues – eligibility

criteria for participants, the mix of services and benefits to be provided, adminis-

trative and service delivery arrangements, and the level of annual appropriations.”

The second arena of employment policy development encompasses the “broader

issues and policies that fall outside the subsystem but that critically impinge

upon it” such as “struggles to adopt full-employment legislation, major initiatives

in macroeconomic management, and other developments in economic policy that

have had a direct impact on the mission and scale of employment and training

programs.”64 Though this distinction is useful, I propose that the liberal tradi-

tion’s constraint on employment policy encompasses both the “subsystem” and

the “broader issues and policies that fall outside the subsystem.”

Mucciaroni includes ideology as part of what determines policymakers’ “un-

derstanding of problems and their crafting of policies,” but he is not attentive

enough to ideas about employment policy and he does not identify a lasting ide-

ological boundary condition on employment policy. In fact, he seeks to chart the

incomplete realization of active employment policy during a “liberal regime” and

contrast that with the more draconian approach at the start of a “conservative

regime.” Therefore, Mucciaroni casts the employment policies between the 1940s

and the 1970s as limited more by successful conservative opposition rather than
64 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, p. 6.
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bi-partisan adherence to a set of ideological currents. The theoretical payoff for

Mucciaroni is what the employment policy case can “contribute to the broader

debate over the exhaustion the liberal policy agenda.”65

I instead assert that what is important about the “liberal policy agenda” of the

post-war era is not whether or not it is exhausted, but the fact that that agenda

did not successfully challenge or provide clear alternatives to the liberal currents

marking the border around acceptable employment policies. Notwithstanding this

difference in our arguments, Mucciaroni advocates looking for contingency and

adaptation within constraint, and paying attention to issues and agendas that

were foreclosed by constraints. Thus, my ideological boundary condition model is

largely compatible with Mucciaroni’s overall approach, though it sheds light on a

different set of factors limiting employment policy in the post-war era.

There are also important areas of overlap between my work and Weir’s. At

the beginning of her account, Weir notes the “importance of work in American

political culture” and contrasts that with the “passive” approach to employment

policy that has not focused on “creating jobs, easing transitions into the labor

market for those already working, and facilitating movement into employment for

those entering the workforce.” By drawing attention to the fact that employment

policy seems “curiously out of step with dominant American values”66 Weir is

gesturing toward the implicit contradiction at the heart of the two liberal currents.

It is this apparent incongruity that leads me to ask: what explains the fact that

on the one hand we link work to status, but on the other hand we are resistant to

a government role in ensuring enough employment? Though Weir does mention

that calls for a right to work were routinely shot down, she does not delve much
65 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 7-8.
66 Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 4.
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further into the contours of this ideological tension. Instead, she focuses on the

institutional factors that helped particular policy and economic ideas win out over

alternatives, including political competition, coalition building, and institutional

capacity. One of Weir’s key contributions is to demonstrate how the employment

policy outcomes limited the policies’ range and therefore dulled their impact on

unemployment and other labor market issues.67

Weir observes that despite the American “distaste for programs that provide

income assistance to the able-bodied,” employment policy has “paradoxically op-

erated to promote dependency rather than to encourage economic independence.”

This is an insightful observation, but she does not go far enough with it. Weir

describes employment policy as “an unsettled area, characterized by false starts,

poorly implemented programs, and a vacillating national commitment.”68 When

seen through the lens of the ideological commitment to liberalism, the employment

policy arena has a discernible pattern which makes sense of much of the “unset-

tled” nature of employment policy development. To the extent that employment

policies engendered dependence among participants, it was actually in the name

of preserving the mandate for individuals to obtain work on their own in the pri-

vate market. So it is dependence disguised as independence, which because of the

value attached to independence in America makes it virtually unassailable. Seen

through the lens of the two liberal currents, the mis-match between the centrality

of work and the constraints on national employment policies is not a paradox,

because work’s value would diminish if the government took on too large a role in

ensuring access to employment.

Weir recognizes that a boundary exists around employment policy, but she
67 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 5-7.
68 Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 4.
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emphasizes the role of institutions. She concludes that there is an incongruity at

the heart of employment policy which is primarily due to a “pattern of innova-

tion and failure” within political institutions, which are then constrained by past

policy decisions.69 In Weir’s analysis, this creates a boundary condition which

includes a narrow focus on unemployment as opposed to more complicated labor

market limitations, policymakers’ neglect of institution building, and the diver-

gent paths for employment issues seen as economic as opposed to those seen as

social. Her concept of a boundary condition is similar in many respects to mine.

For example, the tendency to target policies at reducing the level of aggregate un-

employment without tackling underemployment or looking more closely at other

labor market failures fits within both of our boundary conditions.70 I depart from

her, however, in what constitutes the boundary, as well as more fundamentally

in identifying ideology as opposed to institutions as the root of what creates and

maintains the boundary condition. Both of these differences are evident in our

respective treatment of the role and impact of institutional capacity. Weir argues

that policymakers’ consistent failure to increase institutional capacity for employ-

ment policy was a key component of the boundary condition around employment

policy.71 By contrast, I see institutional capacity for employment policy as fairly

variable over the years between the New Deal and the Reagan Revolution, and at-

tribute the lack of permanent infrastructure for some sorts of programs, like public

jobs programs, as ideologically motivated rather than institutionally determined.

Weir incorporates ideational analysis into her institutional framework, but only

in a limited manner. In particular, Weir steers away from considering ideology be-

cause she argues that cultural or political values cannot “explain variations in the
69 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 5-7.
70 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 9, 13, 53.
71 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 5-6, 23, 30.
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shape and timing of particular policies.” Instead, she prefers “policy ideas” which

can be operationalized within institutions, as can her other main mechanisms for

understanding policy outcomes, such as political competition and coalition build-

ing.72 My analysis suggests that there is a value added by ideological analysis.

Policy ideas are undoubtedly important, but ideology provides metrics for generat-

ing, evaluating, and framing particular policy ideas and proposals, which metrics

can have a profound impact on the success or failure of policy ideas. My consider-

ation of ideological boundary conditions adds another useful dimension to Weir’s

framework, blending a causal argument with a boundary condition analysis.

In addition to these differences in methodological approach, discrepancies in

case study selection and historical interpretation distinguish Weir and Mucciaroni

from the present project. Neither Weir nor Mucciaroni devotes much attention

to the early New Deal’s short-lived federal public employment programs like the

Works Progress Administration (WPA). The analysis of these programs is impor-

tant because they helped inaugurate and define the system of constraint embodied

by the two liberal currents. This includes resistance to permanent public work

provision and restrictions on other employment policies that might undermine the

individual imperative to secure work. In leaving them out, Weir and Mucciaroni

do not do enough to help expose the ideological pattern at work. In Weir’s case,

neglecting this early example of public jobs programs leads her to attribute the

dissolution of the second major public employment program, the 1973 Compre-

hensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), solely to the general shift to the
72 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 19-25. Judith Russell does something very similar in her

book on employment policy during the Great Society. After opening the door for ideational
analysis with her contention that a “lack of consensus” about the cause of and cure for hard-
core unemployment hurt the prospects for job-creation policies, Russell largely focuses on the
intersection between “policy ideas” and institutional factors (Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy,
and Race, pp. 17-18.)
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right in the 1980s that “signaled the political failure of a set of ideas that had

helped organize the relationship among the federal government, the economy, and

American citizens for more than four decades."73 Reaching further back in his-

tory and examining another employment program, like the WPA, would point to

a different conclusion. The WPA’s rise and fall in many ways mirrored CETA’s

trajectory, and since there was no comparable shift to the right in the 1930s,

something else must explain the WPA’s demise. This, in turn, raises questions

about whether similar factors also contributed to CETA’s dissolution in the early

1980s.

In a similar vein, Mucciaroni highlights the shadow cast over CETA with

Ronald Reagan’s inauguration of “the most ideologically conservative” adminis-

tration in half a century, and calls CETA’s public service employment program

“an idea whose time had come and gone."74 The shift to the right in the 1980s was

certainly important, but making it a key causal factor (alongside interests and

policy ideas) obscures the larger pattern of constraint that operated before and

after the conservative turn. My contention is that the liberal currents had a con-

sistent influence on employment policy debate and development, though the form

of the constraint changed over time. The outcomes of past employment policy

debates that had largely foreclosed policies that conflicted with the liberal cur-

rents’ boundary provided a foundation for Reagan’s extremely narrow employment

policy. However, even Reagan’s agenda was constrained by the liberal currents.

Members of both political parties successfully pushed back against some of his

policy proposals, relying on arguments grounded in the liberal currents.

Mucciaroni acknowledges that ideology has played a role in defeating employ-
73 Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 1.
74 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 92-93.

90



CHAPTER 2. IDEOLOGY AS METHOD

ment policies like the 1945 Full Employment Act (FEA) that included a right

to work, or but he does not identify the “traditional American beliefs about the

role of government in the economy”75 as part of a broader ideological boundary

condition that consistently constrained other aspects of employment policy. For

example, Mucciaroni says the FEA sparked an “intense ideological debate over the

appropriate role of the state in the economy,” in which “cultural values” greatly

strengthened “conservative and business influence” working against the FEA.76

The contours and origins of the anti-full employment argument remain relatively

unexplored though, as does the relationship between work as a signifier of social

and political inclusion and arguments against making employment a positive right.

In addition, Mucciaroni spends more time analyzing the debates about Keynesian

economic doctrine in the 1940s and 1960s than he does exploring what made it

possible for “conservatives” to deploy arguments that linked full employment with

anti-Americanism. Finally, Mucciaroni variably uses ideology to refer to partisan

sentiment and fundamental frames of reference for American political culture.77

My use of ideology differs from Mucciaroni’s in a broad sense, since I define the

two liberal currents as constituting an ideological framework around employment

policy, rather than seeing ideology as a partisan expression. This distinction leads

me to different conclusions about ideology’s role in specific employment policy

debates, such as the 1945 full employment debate. Briefly, proponents of full

employment, which would have included public jobs programs, tried to frame these

measures as compatible with the liberal currents in order to make them politically

palatable, even though their policy proposals were fundamentally in conflict with

the liberal currents. This effort to dramatically change policy without taking
75 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 42-43.
76 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, p. 19.
77 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 23-24, 92-93.
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on the underlying ideological framework ultimately weakened their argument and

left them little ground on which to defend their ideologically controversial policy

proposals.

As noted above, Weir has less room for ideology in her account than Muccia-

roni. Remaining with the example of the FEA, she notes the significance that

the bill included a right to employment, but then largely subsumes the ideological

implications of such a policy change in her discussion of business opposition to the

bill. That opposition associated economic planning with “the specter of federal

domination of the economy and the end of market freedom,” and used that as the

basis for a successful political coalition in Congress that transformed the FEA into

the less revolutionary 1946 Employment Act. For Weir, the most important point

is that the Employment Act had little in the way of an institutional footprint, and

therefore did not create institutional capacity for national management of employ-

ment and unemployment.78 This is consistent with her overall argument about

institutional capacity and adherence to particular policy paths, but it means that

she overlooks the role and influence of ideological factors. From my standpoint,

the most important thing about the FEA is that its supporters tried to fit its

government-backed full employment proposals within the two liberal currents’ ex-

isting ideological framework. This meant that the bill’s proponents were unable to

adequately support and defend it when it came under attack based on its conflict

with the currents’ mandates about the separation between the government and

the labor market, and the individual responsibility for obtaining work.

The shortcomings inherent in relying primarily on institutions as causal fac-

tors is even greater in the case of the long-lasting campaign against public jobs

programs and a positive right to employment. Institutional structures, including
78 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 45-46, 49-50.
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existing policy approaches, can certainly create the predisposition for particular

policy choices, but it is more difficult to see how institutional absence can be

responsible for a range of policy ideas over the better part of a century. Policy-

makers’ acceptance of the liberal currents’ boundaries, though, can account for

the steady resistance to such proposals. In the case of public jobs programs, as

well as employment policy more broadly, the following chapters will provide nu-

merous examples of policymakers making particular policy choices in the face of

acknowledged evidence that such approaches cannot hope to meet their stated

objectives. Some other factor, besides institutions or economic goals, was guiding

policymakers.

Employment and Social Welfare Policy Studies

Works by Edwin Amenta, Eva Bertram, Chad Alan Goldberg, and Judith Russell

are also relevant to the debate about the sources and consequences of constraint

in American employment policy. These authors all highlight institutions as ex-

planatory factors, though the focus within institutions ranges from America’s

incomplete democratization, to political coalitions, to the relative weakness of

the executive, along with other non-institutional political factors.79 This project

considers some aspects of the American welfare state as they overlap with em-

ployment policy. While these five authors integrate a number of key employment

policies into their analysis of the American welfare state, the empirical scope of
79 Edwin Amenta, Bold Relief: Institutional Politics and the Origins of Modern American

Social Policy (Princeton:, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998); Eva C. Bertram, “The
Institutional Origins of ‘Workfarist’ Social Policy,” Studies in American Political Development,
21 (2007), pp. 203-229; Eva Bertram, The Workfare State: Public Assistance Politics from the
New Deal to the New Democrats (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015); Chad
Alan Goldberg, Citizens and Paupers: Relief, Rights, and Race, from the Freedmen’s Bureau
to Workfare (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2007); Judith Russell,
Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race: How Keynesians Misguided the War on Poverty (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2004).
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these studies is clearly distinct from mine. At a methodological level there are

other interesting differences, though we start from some similar positions. For

example, like me, Goldberg fundamentally recognizes links between citizenship,

political activity, and employment and social welfare policies.80 A brief review

of each of these authors’ contributions will further elucidate the novelty of my

approach, and show how it can help expand existing understandings of American

employment policy.

Amenta focuses on the New Deal, identifying that period as the point of origin

for an American social welfare policy typified by the pursuit of “work and relief” for

program participants. His stated approach is what he calls “institutional politics

theory,” which, he argues, makes room for understanding the limits on social policy

set by the institutional context while also identifying “the actors and resources

that drive public social provision.” 81 Amenta elaborates that the welfare system

was never completed or turned into a “work and relief state,” primarily because

of two institutional factors: the incomplete democratization of the South, and

the political parties’ patronage orientation that prevented sufficient spending at

the national level. Instead, these structural impediments explain what led to

the “waning of this reform regime” that held such promise at the start of the

New Deal.82 So, though Amenta clearly takes seriously the role that those in

government play in shaping policy, particularly those within the executive branch,

he sees constraint as deriving from institutional factors, and does not examine the

ideological context framing particular policy choices, including those that led to
80 Goldberg draws on T. H. Marshall’s characterization of citizenship that distinguishes be-

tween civil rights, political rights, and social rights. But he challenges Marshall’s claim that
welfare policies in the 20th century connected social rights and citizenship because distinctions
that were made between different segments of the poor conveyed rights (social, civil and political)
unevenly (Goldberg, Citizens and Paupers, pp. 2-3).

81 Amenta, Bold Relief, pp. 8-9, 12, 19.
82 Amenta, Bold Relief, pp. 13-15, 19-20, 23-24, 92.
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institutional limitations.

This means some of his reading of history is quite different from mine, such

as what led to the downfall of the WPA. According to Amenta, the WPA was

doomed by its “far-reaching nature and the national executive authority embod-

ied in it,” but not by lack of presidential support. In fact, Amenta sees Roosevelt

as a greater champion of the WPA and work relief than of other contributory in-

surance programs.83 If Amenta broadened his frame of reference to capture other

institutional battles, including Roosevelt’s support for Unemployment Insurance

and agricultural and industrial regulations, he would reach a different conclusion.

In Chapter 3, I argue that at its core the WPA was limited first because it was

created as an emergency program, requiring regular reauthorization and new ap-

propriations. Then during the Social Security Act’s planning process, Roosevelt

opted to preserve the WPA’s tentative structure rather than making it a per-

manent policy, precisely because of his concerns about work relief undermining

ideological and economic incentives for work in the private labor market. Amenta

gestures toward some of the ideological concerns when he refers to the impor-

tance of America’s economic liberalism, which “is devoted to making markets run

smoothly, by making public spending low in amount and degrading in delivery.”84

However, asking questions about why public spending was necessarily degrading

in delivery would have lead to a fuller exploration of the relationship between that

economic framework and the importance of specific types and forms of work as a

precondition for social and political inclusion.

Another way to consider institutions’ impact on the policy process is to look,

as Bertram does, at inter- and intra-party coalition building. Notwithstanding her
83 Amenta, Bold Relief, pp. 81-86, 90-92, 119-120, 220-222.
84 Amenta, Bold Relief, p. 8.
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focus on political party interactions, Bertram’s work on the origins and history

of “workfarism” in American social policy has relevance to this project. First, she

draws on a set of social welfare policies that include some of the employment poli-

cies covered in the case study chapters. Second, the argument she sets forth dis-

rupts the conventional narrative about liberal democratic expansion of America’s

social welfare state in the New Deal and Great Society eras followed by conser-

vative Republican-led retrenchment in the 1980s. Bertram replaces that account

with one in which Southern Democrats played a significant role in dismantling es-

tablished social welfare policies starting in the late 1960s.85 In so doing, Bertram

not only complicates the notion that there were clear party-line divisions between

Democrats and Republicans that respectively align with growing and shrinking

the welfare state, she demonstrates that there were key policy precursors in the

1960s and 1970s that helped set the stage in the 1980s for social welfare policy

contraction in general, and workfare in particular. Perhaps the most important

thing in this context, though, is her conception that “capacity” is “equally relevant

to making sense of the political project of retrenchment,” which implicitly carves

out room for the consideration of framing and ideology.86 Bertram points out that

in order to shift from a welfare model to a workfare model, basic assumptions first

made during the New Deal about who was in a position to work had to be revised.

She documents the shift from welfare to workfare, and discusses the ways in which

workfare policies reinforced the employment conditions offered by the private la-

bor market, even when they were patently inadequate.87 This is compatible with

my argument that the workfare revolution largely fits within the boundaries es-
85 Bertram, “The Institutional Origins of ‘Workfarist’ Social Policy,” pp. 203-207; Bertram,

The Workfare State, pp. 5-6.
86 Bertram, “The Institutional Origins of ‘Workfarist’ Social Policy,” p. 207.
87 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 6-7.
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tablished and maintained by the liberal currents. However, much of Bertram’s

argument, in both her initial article and her later book, is focused on how “polit-

ical compromises” and coalition building led to particular policy outcomes. She

does not discuss deeper ideological continuities in employment policies.88 What

I add is a closer and more systematic look at how the American liberal tradition

intersected with acceptance of a work-based welfare model, and what that shift

meant for the ideological and policy landscape around U.S. employment.

In his study of American social welfare policy, Goldberg incorporates attention

to institutional factors within a semiotic framework. Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu,

Goldberg analyzes policy through the lens of classification struggles over the labels

“citizens and paupers,” for clients of various social welfare programs. He compares

the outcomes of classification struggles at three different points in American his-

tory: the 1860s, the 1930s, and the 1990s, and he shows the differential results

for groups depending on whether they achieved the status of citizen or pauper.89

While his work suggests that understandings of citizenship create bounded and

meaningful classifications for participants of social welfare programs, Goldberg

is not specifically advancing a boundary condition analysis, or investigating the

ideological underpinnings of the weighted classifications that are at issue. In ad-

dition, Goldberg is not primarily focused on executive level policy planning and

debate, or even legislative considerations. Instead his data mostly tracks the ef-

forts of non-governmental political actors, namely members of social movements

and other interest groups, as they pursued the citizenship classification for par-

ticular social welfare recipients at different points in history. The state is not

wholly absent, since he also looks at how institutional factors like policy feedback
88 Bertram, “The Institutional Origins of ‘Workfarist’ Social Policy,” pp. 207-208, 217;

Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 11-14, 199-200, 202-203.
89 Goldberg, Citizens and Paupers, pp. 3-8.
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consolidated the classification that resulted from each struggle, with mounting

advantages and disadvantages respectively for citizens and paupers. He uses the

data necessary for his stated aim, but his framework excludes other important

evidence. For example, Goldberg does not look closely at the discussion within

the executive branch about whether or not to include a permanent public employ-

ment program in the 1935 Social Security Act.90 Had such a program made it into

the final bill, it would likely have had a significant impact on the classification

struggle waged over Works Progress Administration participants. A permanent

public jobs program might have increased the status associated with such jobs,

which would have changed the contours of the classification struggle itself.

There are important similarities between Goldberg’s classification struggle ap-

proach and my ideological approach. Like ideology, a classification struggle in-

volves semiotic processes of meaning making articulated in the political sphere.

Furthermore, the importance of certain labels or classifications is at least partly

defined by ideology, and the significance of the distinction between “citizens” and

“paupers” lines up with the two liberal currents. Thus, Goldberg’s work addresses

some of the stakes established and maintained by the liberal currents’ boundary

condition. However, I add an important clarification to his argument that “work

or public service” does not provide a consistent basis for citizenship.91 Based

on my research, a more precise statement is that work and public service had a

variable connection to citizenship because only private sector work (or military

service) which did not indicate a lack of independence was valorized. Therefore,

government jobs programs, such as the WPA’s work-relief, or the later workfare

programs did not constitute grounds for social inclusion in the same way that
90 Goldberg, Citizens and Paupers, pp. 107-108, 269-291.
91 Goldberg, Citizens and Paupers, pp. 12-13.
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paid, private work did.

The effect of institutional rivalry over policy ideas or approaches – sometimes

paired with claims about varying institutional capacity – appears as a causal

factor in a number of works on employment policy. It serves as one of Judith

Russell’s main arguments in her book about what accounts for the lack of job

creation policies in the Great Society’s War on Poverty. Weir and Mucciaroni do

not make institutional conflict a centerpiece of their analyses, but figures in to

each of their accounts as well. The core of such arguments is that rival offices’s

differential institutional capacity for research or implementation will largely deter-

mine which one’s policy approach wins.92 I will present evidence in the following

chapters showing that while there were differences of opinion about employment

policy between various executive departments, the differences in institutional ca-

pacity were not always substantial or decisive in determining policy outcomes.

More generally, though institutional rivalry, much like institutional capacity, is

an alternative explanation to ideological boundary conditions, it can also provide

a rationale for examining ideology. Any such argument requires an explanation

of what determines the different policy agendas of each institutional rival, and

what conditions helped the victor win out. Those conditions are not necessarily

institutional. In fact, in Chapter 4, I argue that the executive department that

repeatedly called for a public jobs program – the Office of Economic Opportunity

– was consistently ignored because such proposals were based on arguments that

lay outside the liberal currents’ boundaries.

Moving away from institutional arguments, investigations of the influence ex-

erted by various non-governmental actors or interests provide another set of ex-
92 Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race, pp. 18, 23-24, 34; Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp.

71-75; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, pp. 41-45, 46-47, 55-56, 129.
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planations for American employment and social welfare policies. Robert Collins,

Colin Gordon, and Peter A. Swenson explore business interests’ role in policy set-

tlements that included employment policies from the New Deal. Collins’ analysis

covers a longer time period, extending into the early years of the Great Soci-

ety. All three argue that business interests wield influence over such policy, but,

equally importantly, they agree that business interests are not united it their pol-

icy agendas, and are open to compromise in the policy planning process.93 Beyond

this general consensus, each of these authors advances a distinct perspective on

business interests’ interaction with the policy process. Collins is most interested

in how business contributed to the shift from policies grounded in the early New

Deal’s “social Keynesianism” to ones based instead on the “commercial Keynesian-

ism” of the post-War era, which he argues these interests accomplished by excising

“’radical’ alternatives."94 Gordon argues that business interests’ desire for regu-

lation that minimized costs caused by market competition is what led business

to advocate in favor of particular New Deal policies, including Unemployment

Insurance and compulsory federal pension programs.95 Building on Gordon’s ar-

gument about the importance to business of regulation that limited competition,

Swenson argues that there is more evidence that politicians tried to “engender

post facto cross-class alliances reaching into the business community,” rather than

that business applied direct pressure for these policies.96

To the extent that these authors focus on business support for policies that

fit within the boundaries set by the two liberal currents, I see their arguments as

demonstrating an intersection between interests and ideology. People who make
93 Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964, pp. 103-107; Gordon, New Deals,

pp. 14, 16; Swenson, “Arranged Alliance,” pp. 103-105.
94 Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964, pp. 17, 19-20.
95 Gordon, New Deals, pp. 2, 240.
96 Swenson, “Arranged Alliance,” p. 68.
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arguments about interests, particularly business interests, often implicitly or ex-

plicitly incorporate ideas and ideology into their analyses. In my view, business’

conception of what sorts of employment and regulatory policies would either ben-

efit them or provide minimal harm is not wholly separate from the ideological

currents, though I do not explicitly trace those connections in this project. What

is more interesting for my purposes is any discussion of business’ view of those

policies that threatened the confines of the liberal currents, such as public jobs

programs or a government commitment to ensure “full employment.” In that re-

gard it is Collins who has the most material to consider, since he discusses the

1945-46 full employment debate. All three authors leave public employment pro-

gram proposals out of their discussions of the 1935 Social Security Act debate.

Evidence emerges from Collins’ narrative that the liberal currents resonated

among business groups and their political allies. Collins makes it clear that the

proposed 1945 Full Employment Act incurred complex reactions from those repre-

senting business interests. Along with much of the country, business organizations

like the national Chamber of Commerce expressed concerns that ramping down

from World War II could have serious consequences for the national economy, and

particularly employment levels, which the government was in a position to help

alleviate. But business support for the goal of full employment was mixed with

distaste for any policy solution that would diminish “democracy” in favor of “a

regimented state.” Collins notes in particular that one of the first business au-

thored responses to the proposed Full Employment Act “attacked the substance

of the bill, not the principle that the government did indeed have a new and en-

larged role to play.” In other words, at least initially, business felt caught between

the economic benefits of maintaining full employment, not to mention popular

support for the principle of full employment, on the one hand, and the specific
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government mechanisms that might help secure full employment on the other.

Eventually though, the Chamber of Commerce resolved its internal dilemma in

favor of limiting government intervention, and began to lobby heavily against the

proposed bill. It found receptive allies in Congress, including Representative Will

Whittington who Collins notes was “vigorously opposed” to “the idea of a gov-

ernment ‘guarantee’ of the right to ‘employment.’"97 Essentially, Whittington was

marshaling an ideological argument against the bill.

As I will explore in greater detail in Chapter 3, this lends support to my

argument that the Full Employment Act’s authors strove to frame the bill as

compatible with the contours of the liberal currents and in so doing failed to

remove the stigma from a government work guarantee. At a more general level,

Collins’ work tracing the rise of commercial Keynesianism offers an explanation

for limitation in employment policy that is grounded in interests, not ideology.

However, since he dates that transformation to “the years immediately after World

War II,” it cannot be applied to constraint evident prior to that point, as can the

liberal currents.98 Because of the historical limits of his work, Collins cannot

identify or fully explain this important ideological constraint.

Conclusions

Incorporating ideas, and especially ideology, into political analysis allows for new

perspectives on what shapes and constrains political development. The recent fo-

cus within American Political Development on states and institutions, combined

with concerns that ideas and ideology are either too broad or too vague to ac-

count for political outcomes or development, have largely sidelined attention to
97 Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964, pp. 104-107.
98 Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964, pp. 99, 102-107, 142.
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ideational approaches. I resolve such problems by viewing ideology not as a causal

factor but as a boundary condition delimiting the field of acceptable politics or

policy. In conjunction with a historically and culturally grounded definition of the

ideological landscape, this ideological focus makes it possible to integrate demo-

cratic theory into the study of political development.

Acknowledging ideology’s political role does not necessitate jettisoning atten-

tion to institutions and interests. Throughout this work I provide theoretical and

empirical examples of how ideology can be incorporated into studies of political

institutions and interests. The following chapters trace a specific example of an

ideological boundary condition in America, namely how the American liberal con-

dition constrained employment policy development during the 20th century. My

case study selection and ideological approach set this work apart from existing

scholarship on American employment policy. I offer a way of recognizing lasting

limitations in American employment policy, and an explanation for the persistent

absence of a positive right to employment as well as interventionist employment

policies such as permanent public jobs programs, or minimum income programs,

that might set a precedent for an employment entitlement.
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Chapter 3

Finding Work and Hiding Workers

in the Long New Deal (1933-1947)

“The problem of finding jobs for unemployed workers is not particular
to periods of depression. It is a problem which faces millions of us
during every year of our working existence.” - Isidor Lubin, 19341

Prior to the Great Depression, the United States had virtually no established

unemployment policies on the federal level, except for that of non-involvement.2

By 1949, that had changed, and the basic contours of the U.S. approach to un-

employment were settled, with permanent public employment firmly out of the

picture. In the intervening two decades, that model was up for debate. Re-

sponding to high unemployment and underemployment, in 1933-1935, the federal
1 Isidor Lubin, United States Commissioner of Labor Statistics, “Finding Jobs for American

Workers,” in broadcast program of Intercollegiate Council, November 25, 1934, Folder: Article,
Radio Speech, “Finding Jobs for American Workers,” Intercollegiate Council Program, WRC,
Washington, D.C., Nov. 25, 1934, Box 157, Isidor Lubin Papers, Franklin Delano Roosevelt
Library, p. 1.

2 The federal pensions for Civil War veterans, though amounting to significant spending,
were not tied to unemployment, but to service in the armed forces, Theda Skocpol, Protecting
Soldiers and Mothers: the political origins of social policy in the United States (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1992), p. 102.
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government initiated a variety of measures, designed to boost employment and

shrink the number of unemployed. However, it was actually the mobilization for

World War II, not the employment and relief programs of the New Deal that gen-

erated enough jobs to pull the U.S. out of the Great Depression.3 In the midst

of that war, well before its conclusion could be predicted, U.S. policymakers were

working on plans to sustain the high level of employment that war mobilization

had brought about.4 Yet, the most concrete example of that, the proposed 1945

Full Employment Act (FEA) was not passed in its original form.

The early New Deal work-relief and Social Security Act (1935) policy discus-

sions and the FEA debate, though separated by war, and distinct in their approach

to unemployment, are connected in outcome because of the boundary connection

established by two liberal ideological currents. This connection is not a strict path

dependent one; in fact the two sets of policy debates each represent one side of

a dichotomous approach to unemployment. The early New Deal policies demon-

strate an individual-scale approach that provided very limited interventions into

unemployment. By contrast, in the late New Deal, the full employment debate

contextualized employment in a macro-economic framework. Yet at both points,

policy choices were conditioned and constrained by work-as-citizenship and labor-

market anti-statism.

Scholars have offered other explanations for the New Deal’s limited employ-
3 Philip Warken, A history of the National Resources Planning Board, 1933-1943, p. Dis-

sertation (New York: Garland Publishing, 1979), p. 186; Everett M. Kassalow, “The Great
Depression and the Transformation of the American Union Movement,” in The Business Cy-
cle and Public Policy, 1929-1980: A Compendium of Papers Submitted to the Joint Economic
Committee Congress of the United States (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1980). 319; Gerhard Colm, “Fiscal Policy and the Federal Budget,” in Income Stabilization for
a Developing Democracy, ed. Max F. Millikan (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953), p.
216.

4 “Memorandum for the President from Franklin Delano of the NRPB, March 14, 1941,”
Folder: NRPB 1939-1943, Official File 1092, FDRL; “Memorandum to the President, October
8, 1941” Box 2, NRPB, OF 1710, FDRL.
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ment policies, but gaps in these accounts demonstrate the need for an ideological

analysis. For example, Theda Skocpol and Margaret Weir assert that since the

Progressive Era there has been insufficient emphasis on creating the infrastructure

for “national economic planning for full employment.”5 While they are correct that

there has been no permanent institutional body dedicated to overseeing a policy

of full employment, state capacity does not explain the rise and fall of the New

Deal’s public work program which temporarily established significant institutional

structures for government sponsored employment. In addition, since extensive ca-

pacity for national economic management was created during the New Deal, the

fact that particular types of employment policy, such as a government guarantee

of work, were not included under that umbrella is significant. In the midst of a

general expansion of the national government, something prompted policymakers

to refrain from such measures. Therefore, the institutional characteristics, while

not unimportant, are an effect as much as a cause of such policy choices, making it

necessary to look elsewhere for factors that foreclosed full employment capacity.6

The limits put in place and maintained by the two liberal currents provides a

new way of looking at the New Deal’s employment policies, and shows that these

policies compromised the era’s commitment to equality. What federal policymak-

ers were most willing to do was create social programs that prioritized “workers,”

with detrimental effects for those who did not meet particular inclusion criteria.

In particular, there has been too little attention to work-relief and why work-

relief and Social Security were viewed and incorporated so differently into the
5 Theda Skocpol, Social Policy in the United States: Future Possibilities in Historical Per-

spective (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1995), p. 242; Weir, Politics and
Jobs, p. 28, 37, 54.

6 Between the Bureau of the Budget, the various Executive Departments and the Employment
Service, institutional capacity to plan and carry out economic management was in abundance
during the New Deal.
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New Deal, and the long term consequences of that separation. The significance of

these early policy decisions is especially relevant since there are accounts of the

New Deal that contrast the radicalism of the early New Deal with its later more

constricted purview. Edwin Amenta is one such who argues that the narrowing of

employment policy’s scope in the New Deal’s later years was due to a number of

political and institutional obstacles including the loss of a large “pro-spending or

reform-oriented contingent in Congress,” and increasing resistance from Southern

Democrats who benefitted from an undemocratic system in the region. Without

disputing that there were key differences in the policy approach to employment at

the start and end of the New Deal, Amenta’s narrative obscures key constraints

on even the most radical employment policy reforms early in the New Deal.7

Throughout the long New Deal, key policymakers worked to prevent the en-

actment of policies that would establish a right to employment. Though there

was agreement starting in the late 1930s that the government should offset short-

falls in labor market demand, specific standards were not set and the government

commitment to ensuring adequate employment was consistently limited. Three

different types of evidence demonstrate that these limitations had an ideological

component. First, statements made by policymakers referring to aspects of the

two liberal currents, such as the importance of work in the private sphere and the

debilitating effects of government relief are direct illustrations of ideology at work.

Second, the negative response to alternative proposals that tested or compromised

the liberal currents’ limits contrasted with more positive reactions to policies that

lay within the currents’ boundaries, shows that policymakers at least implicitly

understood the ideological boundaries and sought to maintain them. Finally, the

fact that policymakers systematically disregarded evidence in favor of transgres-
7 Amenta, Bold Relief, p. 92.
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sive policy proposals in order to help defeat those proposals, indicates that such

decisions were not rooted in simple interest-based calculations.

Breaking the discussion up into two parts, I will first examine how labor-market

anti-statism and work-as-citizenship impacted and were also re-ingrained in the

employment and unemployment policies of the early New Deal. Predicated on

the notion that large-scale unemployment was a temporary malady precipitated

by the crisis of the Depression, these policies created a system that relied on

stratifying potential relief recipients, rather than acknowledging or addressing

fundamental imbalances in the labor market. Fitting into this paradigm were

both the public work initiatives which were fundamentally relief programs, not

employment programs, and the SSA, which included categorical aid and the first

federal social insurance programs. Jointly, these policies connected citizenship

to work, and demonstrated policymakers’ hesitancy to set up permanent public

jobs programs. The very different outcomes of the public work programs and the

earned entitlements set up by the SSA are illustrative, because keeping work-relief

temporary helped avoid setting the groundwork for a right to employment.

Second, I will show that the debate over the proposed Full Employment Act

in 1945-1946 was also constrained by the two ideological currents. Though the

FEA represented an important shift in perspective on unemployment, for the first

time casting it as a macro-economic problem rather than just an issue of how

to dispense relief, it did not sever existing connections to work-as-citizenship and

labor-market anti-statism. The full employment debate shows that the FEA’s full-

employment intent, based in work-as-citizenship, was overshadowed by concerns

about a work guarantee and the very direct and permanent role that would have

created for the government in the economy. In other words, working against the

FEA was the tension at the heart of the liberal currents: the understanding that
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work’s vaunted position was based on its association with the private sector and

individual responsibility.8 However, because the FEA defenders did not dislodge

the liberal currents’ existing ideological framework, they had little with which to

defend such a change to the status quo.

Part I: Limited Responses to Unemployment in the

Early New Deal, 1933-1935

In the early 1930s, government work programs were seen as necessary backstops

in a labor market that was vastly underproducing jobs.9 Yet, the Civil Works

Administration (CWA) lasted for only a few months, and the Works Progress

Administration (WPA), though it spanned close to a decade, required regular

reauthorization from Congress, and was continually short of funds. It is striking

that these work programs remained provisional, while other the other major labor-

market initiatives, like those in the 1935 Social Security Act (SSA), were made

permanent. Eventually, this left the WPA in a tenuous position, and it was

abandoned in 1943.10

8 Business interests certainly had reason to defend the private sector as the main arena for
finding work, though Robert Collins, Colin Gordon and others demonstrate that over the course
of the New Deal, business interests were frequently split over the extent to which government in-
tervention in economic and labor market issues, including the FEA, would benefit them (Collins,
The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964, pp. 103-107; Gordon, New Deals, pp. 2, 240).

9 Corrington Gill to Harry Hopkins, “Relief Needs This Winter, Federal Emergency Relief
Administration, August 30, 1934, Folder: Baker, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-2,
4; Harry L. Hopkins to the President, “Memorandum concerning funds required by the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration, April 1, 1934 through June 30, 1934,” Folder: April-June
1934, Official File 444, pp. 1-2; Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Untitled Draft Memorandum on
inability to balance the budget because of the “failure of industry to pick up and provide work
for a greater number of our unemployed,” October 1, 1934, Folder: 1933-34, Box 1, OF 79,
FDRL.

10 Nancy E. Rose, Put to Work: Relief Programs of the Great Depression (New York: Cor-
nerstone Books, 2009), p. 87.
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Following directives from Roosevelt himself, the employment programs of the

early New Deal explicitly and implicitly drew on work-as-citizenship and labor-

market anti-statism as they sought new approaches to unemployment. It was very

important to policymakers that programs not compete with or supplant private

sector employment. The work-relief programs aimed to supplant the demoraliz-

ing program of direct relief, but still demarcated workers from non-workers, and

accorded greater status to workers than non-workers. As work-as-citizenship was

thus embedded in policy, certain groups lost civic and political standing, meaning

that even early New Deal employment policies created inequality. The contrasts

between the Social Security Act’s unemployment program and the WPA further

ingrained the distinction between public and private work, and even contributed

to an association between public works and relief.

Roosevelt’s Ideological Objections to Direct Relief

One way to recognize ideology’s influence on policy choices is when policymak-

ers specifically state policy positions that rely on ideological justifications. While

ideological influence may sometimes operate below the surface, in other cases pol-

icymakers fairly explicitly reference ideological justifications for policy positions.

There is evidence that as president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt worked to impose

limitations on federal programs for the unemployed that were based on his ide-

ological objections to relief. An examination of his attitude toward relief shows

that Roosevelt’s dislike for relief was rooted in the two liberal currents: work-as-

citizenship and labor-market anti-statism. Here, I examine Roosevelt’s position

on relief in detail.

When Roosevelt became president in 1933, he inherited the Emergency Relief
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Administration (renamed the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, FERA),

which had involved the federal government for the first time in providing direct

relief to the needy.11 While acceding that the scale of the economic distress war-

ranted such unprecedented action, the new president was openly uncomfortable

with federal relief. Distancing it from other government services, Roosevelt stated,

“I like to think of Government relief of all kinds as emergency relief.”12 President

Roosevelt’s distaste for federal direct relief has been well documented, and some

have argued that it was rooted in the fact that Roosevelt was keenly aware of

and interested in appeasing business interests, which included keeping a tight lid

on federal spending.13 However, that was as much an argument in favor of direct

relief as against it, since other approaches to unemployment, including work relief,

were from the start recognized as much more costly than the dole.14 Since business

interests were still interested in balancing the budget – even if they were willing

to temporarily back off of that goal during the height of the economic slump – the

least expensive approach had considerable appeal.15 The National Association of

Manufacturers went as far as to endorse direct relief in 1935, provided that it not
11 William Ranulf Brock, Welfare Democracy and the New Deal (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1988), p. 250.
12 Franklin Delano Roosevelt, “September 8, 1933” in The Public Papers and Addresses of

Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume II: The Year of Crisis, 1933, ed. Samuel Irving Rosenman (New
York: Random House, 1938), p. 359.

13 Robert M. Collins shows that Roosevelt though Roosevelt courted business approval, he
was also willing to upset business interests to further his New Deal agenda (Robert M. Collins,
The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981),
pp. 58-59).

14 “A National Program of Economic Security,” November 13, 1934, Folder: Jun-Nov 1934,
Box 48, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 4-5; Harry Hopkins, “Address of Harry L. Hop-
kins, Federal Emergency Relief Administrator, Before The New England Council, at 2 P. M.,
November 22, 1934, In the Statler Hotel, Boston, Mass.,” Box 9: 1934, Speeches, Harry Hopkins
Papers, FDRL, p. 2; Harry Hopkins, “Radio Address to the National Democratic Club of New
York,” December 15, 1934, Box 9: 1934, Speeches, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 4.

15 Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964, pp. 30-32; “Organized Business
Presents Its Recovery Program,” in Congressional Digest (January 1935), p. 26.
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so generous as to dis-incentivize work.16

Alongside Roosevelt’s desire to restrain federal spending by limiting relief,

there was an ideological basis to his conviction that the dole negatively affected

recipients’ self-esteem because it was not related to work. Though others have

noted Roosevelt’s strong distaste for the dole, the sources and consequences of his

ideological predisposition have not been fully explored. As a result, though ac-

counts may identify something that resembles work-as-citizenship, they are liable

to miss the labor-market anti-statist elements embedded in Roosevelt’s desire to

limit federal relief.17 Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s head of FERA (and later the

WPA), shared Roosevelt’s concern that direct relief would undermine recipients’

social pride, but he, along with many of his top administrators, diverged from

Roosevelt by strongly opposing the means test as a condition for direct relief

because applying a means test would lower relief recipients’ civic standing.18

Despite their differences, Hopkins and his administrators joined with Roosevelt

in supporting local direct relief over federal direct relief by 1935. This distinction

is important because it points to labor-market anti-statism’s influence on the

policymakers, not just the more commonly recognized desire to maintain the link

between income and wage work. Since local direct relief hinged on social work
16 Joanna C. Colcord and Russell H. Kurtz, “Unemployment and Community Action,” in The

Survey, (January 1935), pp. 23-24. Business interests also favored local relief over federal relief
because they feared a federal program would de-stigmatize relief receipt (“Organized Business
Presents its Recovery Program,” in Congressional Digest (January 1935), pp. 26-27; Colcord
and Kurtz, “Unemployment and Community Action,” p. 23).

17 For example, see: Patterson, America’s Struggle Against Poverty in the Twentieth Century,
p. 58.

18 Harry Hopkins, “Address of Harry L. Hopkins, Federal Emergency Relief Administrator,
Before the New England Council, at 2 P. M., November 22, 1934, In the Statler Hotel, Boston,
Mass.,” Box 9: 1934, Speeches, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 2, 5; Harry Hopkins, “Radio
Address to the National Democratic Club of New York,” December 15, 1934, Box 9: 1934,
Speeches, Harry Hopkins Papers,FDRL, p. 3; “RADIO ADDRESS BY Harry L. Hopkins, Federal
Emergency Relief Administrator Before the Annual United States Conference of Mayors at the
Congress Hotel Chicago at 9:45 P.M. Central Time, Friday, November 23, 1934,” Box 9: 1934,
Speeches, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 1.
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practices essentially identical to the means-test (an assessment of income and

assets used to determine if someone was poor), absent other factors, local direct

relief should not have been more appealing to Hopkins and his team than federal

direct relief. Moreover, throughout 1933 and 1934, States’ requests for money and

the large number of applications for relief through FERA demonstrated that there

was extensive demand for a federal program.19 However, Hopkins’ stance fits into

a labor-market anti-statist vein. Locating direct relief at the State and local levels

was part of a larger goal of preventing a permanent federal cash relief structure

which policymakers saw as threatening to undermine the mandate that individuals

find work on their own, and unduly expanding the federal government’s reach into

the private labor market in non-emergency conditions.

The calls for federal assistance did not go entirely unheard, but Roosevelt was

clear that he saw States and localities as proper site for direct relief, and that the

federal government should be seen as the vehicle of last resort for poor relief.20 It

was not just that Roosevelt and Hopkins preferred States; keeping the federal gov-

ernment distanced from relief provision reinforced the liberal currents’ framework.

The President directly connected this reluctance to involve the federal government

in relief to the goals of protecting citizens’ sense of individual responsibility, and

preventing the expansion of the federal government in a September 1933 speech,

I believe we Americans do not wish to see a permanent extension of
purely Government operations carried to the extent of relieving us of
our individual responsibilities as citizens, and it is with that thought
in mind that very early in this Administration we laid down in regard

19 Forrest A. Walker, The Civil Works Administration: An Experiment in Federal Work Relief,
1933-1934 (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1979), p. 27.

20 Roosevelt, “The Governors’ Conference at the White House, March 6, 1933,” in The Public
Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume II: The Year of Crisis, 1933, p. 19; Roo-
sevelt, “Roosevelt to Relief Administrators June 14, 1933,” in The Public Papers and Addresses
of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume II: The Year of Crisis, 1933, p. 238.
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to one portion of this great picture a somewhat simple rule. When
we came to the problem of meeting the emergency of human needs,
we did not rush blindly in and say, ‘The Government will take care of
it.’21

Sounding a lot like his predecessor, President Herbert Hoover, Roosevelt even

argued that direct relief should only pass to local and State governments once

private charities had exhausted their resources.

The fact that Roosevelt framed his commitment to limiting federal relief as

a way of retaining not just individual but State and local level responsibility is

revealing given the dire financial straits that States were in at the time. On the

subject of relief funding Roosevelt urged that “States and local units of Govern-

ment do their fair share. They must not expect the Federal Government to finance

more than a reasonable proportion of the total.”22 Yet, Roosevelt was aware that

many States and localities had exhausted their available funds and were unable

to raise more money through taxes or loans to pay for additional relief efforts.23

So, his insistence that States and localities not shirk their duty was based, not on

their actual ability to contribute, but on the negative consequences he expected

to follow if expectations of permanent federal relief were established.

Roosevelt’s willingness to advance major expansions of federal power, infras-

tructure, and spending in other policy arenas provides further evidence that cash

relief warranted special caution. Concurrent with its efforts to distance the fed-
21 Roosevelt, “Speech to Conference on Mobilization for Human Needs, September 8, 1933,”

in The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume II: The Year of Crisis,
1933, p. 356. Since at the time of this speech Roosevelt was increasing spending on FERA, it is
possible to construe this as simply rhetoric designed to appeal to the public. However, since the
president was wildly popular, he did not have to make such a claim for political reasons, which
suggests that it reflected his actual conviction.

22 Roosevelt, “Roosevelt to Relief Administrators June 14, 1933,” The Public Papers and
Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume II: The Year of Crisis, 1933, p. 239.

23 Harry Hopkins to Franklin Delano Roosevelt, “Memorandum,” July 7, 1933, Folder: White
House, Box 40, Confidential Political File, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL.
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eral government from direct relief, the Roosevelt administration was aggressively

centralizing regulation of the production side of the economy. The Agricultural

Adjustment Act (AAA), and the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) passed

respectively in May and June of 1933, granted the federal government expan-

sive powers over the agricultural production and manufacturing industries.24 The

NIRA required industries to create codes, subject to presidential approval, that

among other things, established minimum wage levels and maximum work hours

as part of an overall effort to decrease unemployment while protecting workers

and industry from negative side effects. The AAA’s core change was to regulate

production in agriculture by offering to pay farmers subsidies to compensate them

for growing fewer crops, thereby establishing a floor under prices for agricultural

products. In return for their participation, farmers gained access not only to the

crop reduction subsidies but to advantageous loans, export subsidies, and the op-

portunity to sell surpluses to the government. The AAA also allowed coordination

between processors and distributors as they set prices for farmers’ goods. This

amounted to a substantial non-temporary increase in the federal role in sectors

which had previously been controlled by either State and local government or by

private entities.25

The NIRA and AAA institute new regulatory mechanisms, but they also en-

tailed significant federal spending increases, on par with the amount appropriated

for relief. Title II of the NIRA established the Public Works Administration

(PWA), to which Congress appropriated $3.3 billion, and the subsidies paid to
24 Kenneth Finegold and Theda Skocpol, State and Party in America’s New Deal (Madison,

Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1995), p. 90.
25 Marc Allen Eisner, Regulatory Politics in Transition (Baltimore and London: The Johns

Hopkins University Press, 2000), pp. 73-74, 82-84, 91-93; Elizabeth Sanders, The Roots of
Reform: Farmers, Workers, and the American State 1877-1917 (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1999), pp. 7-8.
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farmers totaled more than $500 million in 1935.26 Meanwhile, FERA’s budget

for 1933-1935 was just over $3 billion. The PWA was essentially an employment

program; federal funds would be distributed throughout the country as private

contractors carried out major building and infrastructure-improvement projects.

Not all government spending was equivalent, since some programs entailed deficit

spending, while others were financed by new taxes. But that difference is in-

sufficient on its own to explain Roosevelt’s support for the AAA and NIRA but

not relief. For though the AAA’s subsidies were funded by a tax on agricultural

processors,27 the NIRA’s much greater pool of funding came out of the general

revenues.28 Juxtaposed with his dedication to limiting federal relief both program-

matically and fiscally, it is clear that the president’s anti-statism was selectively

targeted.

What made these expansions acceptable, and federal direct relief more prob-

lematic was that relief threatened to supplant the individual responsibility find

work in the private labor market. Roosevelt’s remarks on the proper sphere for

relief shows his concern that a federal direct relief program not only extended the

reach of the federal government, it had the potential to undermine citizens’ work-

ethic and the private sector’s labor market discipline. By contrast, though the

AAA and NIRA constituted federal interference in the general economic market

as well as the labor market, the two programs supplemented rather than sup-

planting the private labor market’s employment prerogatives. The PWA boosted

employment, but it was a temporary program, rather than a permanent labor
26 Eisner, Regulatory Politics in Transition, p. 95; Finegold and Skocpol, State and Party in

America’s New Deal, p. 93.
27 After the first AAA was ruled unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1936, Congress

passed a new AAA in 1938 that funded the subsidies through general taxation (Eisner, Regulatory
Politics in Transition, pp. 95-96).

28 Eisner, Regulatory Politics in Transition, pp. 92-93; Finegold and Skocpol, State and Party
in America’s New Deal, pp. 82-83, 93.

116



CHAPTER 3. THE LONG NEW DEAL, 1933-1947

market addition.29 Highlighting the gulf between the AAA and relief, southern

farmers pressured FERA administrators into limiting farmworker and sharecrop-

pers’ access to relief in order to maintain a captive pool of cheap labor, at the

same time that farm owners, including very large producers, were gaining signifi-

cant windfalls from the combined effects of crop reduction subsidies and increased

agricultural prices.30 Thus, not only did the NIRA and AAA fit more easily with

the liberal currents, the two pieces of legislation contributed to economic growth

without reducing inequality.

Stratifying the Out-of-Work Needy

The federal programs implemented to assist those out of work varied significantly

over the course of the New Deal, but there was a consistent push to divide the

needy into distinct groups. This categorization reflected and reinforced the two

ideological imperatives: minimizing government intervention in the labor market

and drawing social benefit distinctions that valorized work. In addition to FERA’s

direct relief program, the administration introduced a federal work-relief program

in 1933, the Civil Works Administration (CWA), succeeded in 1935 by the Works

Progress Administration (WPA). Also passed in 1935, the Social Security Act

(SSA) established another set of social insurance and assistance programs includ-

ing Old Age Insurance (OAI), Unemployment Insurance (UI), Old Age Assistance

(OAA), and Aid to Dependent Children (ADC). All of these policy initiatives

relied on classifications initially established by FERA that mapped onto to the

independent worker-citizen on the one hand, and the dependent non-worker on the
29 Presaging the preference for assisting middle-class unemployed through manpower training

programs, the PWA did more to help skilled, experienced workers, than the unskilled unem-
ployed.

30 Michael Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State (Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1999), pp. 42, 82; Eisner, Regulatory Politics in Transition, pp. 94-95.
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other. The former were called “employables” and the latter, “unemployables.”31

Employables were seen as the unfortunate victims of an economic catastro-

phe, whereas unemployables were considered either physically incapable of work-

ing (children, the aged, and the infirm) or excused from wage work due to other

obligations (like single mothers’ care-taking responsibilities), regardless of the eco-

nomic climate.32 Categorizing the out of work needy was not just a bookkeeping

issue; it determined what type of program someone was eligible for, and also made

it possible to shrink the number of potential workers in the labor market.33 Only

those considered employable were eligible to participate in the CWA’s and WPA’s

work-relief programs and the SSA’s employment-based insurance programs, OAI

and UI. The unemployable were relegated first to direct relief – federal cash relief

that helped to subsidize local cash relief to the poor – and later to the SSA’s

less generous aid programs, OAA and ADC. The OAA and ADC closely resem-

bled direct relief, not only in their reliance on a stigmatizing means test, but in

devolving significant authority to States for their administration, which meant

that administrators had great latitude in setting benefit levels and qualifications

for participation. Some part of the categorization made sense – for example, it

relieved children and the physically incapable from the responsibility to work –

but in application categorization also prevented some who wanted to work from

accessing work-relief. The Roosevelt administration never intended to provide

work-relief or find employment for all of the unemployed needy and used these

categories to reduce the number considered unemployed. This was accomplished in

part through the more-or-less legitimate removal of unemployables from the tally
31 Josephine Chapin Brown, Public Relief 1929-1939 (New York: Henry Holt & Company,

1940), p. 150.
32 Corrington Gill “How Many Are Unemployable?” in The Survey 71 (January 1935), p. 3.
33 Brock,Welfare Democracy and the New Deal, p. 281.

118



CHAPTER 3. THE LONG NEW DEAL, 1933-1947

of unemployed. In addition, because the definitions for employable and unemploy-

able were imprecise, federal and State governments applied them overly broadly,

and even in contradictory ways, to the disproportionate detriment of women and

blacks. Categorizing the out-of-work needy as employable or unemployable helped

establish the tie between paid employment and citizenship.

Categorization had a complicated relationship to work-as-citizenship. Recog-

nizing a category of the needy unemployed who were not castigated for failing to

work signaled a departure from the Elizabethan Poor Laws, and suggested the

possibility that work was not the only basis for inclusion in federal social pro-

vision. Yet in creating the distinction between employables and unemployables,

New Deal policymakers also reinforced employment as the normative expectation.

In addition, as noted above, the benefits accorded to employables and unemploy-

ables were not only distinct, but unequal. Programs for employables were more

remunerative and less intrusive than those for unemployables.34 The unequal ac-

cess to citizenship that categorization created had a disproportionate effect on

some groups. Many needy unemployed were labeled unemployable, due to their

race, gender, or previous occupation, as well as the sheer volume of the unem-

ployed, and not because they demonstrated an unwillingness or inability to work.

In totality, the New Deal’s social provision programs established a hierarchical

system that fortified work as the path to greater social benefits and inclusion.

Despite policymakers reliance on it, employability was not a cut and dry issue.

According to Josephine Chapin Brown, a social worker and FERA administrator,

it was actually difficult to determine employability, and the categories were even

contested by the unemployed themselves.35

34 Suzanne Mettler, Dividing Citizens: Gender and Federalism in New Deal Public Policy
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998) pp. 16-21.

35 Brown, Public Relief 1929-1939, p. 237.
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So how did the specific New Deal employment and relief programs intersect

with these categories? Direct relief through FERA was held in the lowest es-

timation in the Roosevelt administration because of its inverse association with

work, even though its participants included those with work histories. Rating

above direct relief was a new proposal for a federal work-relief program. Roo-

sevelt, Hopkins, and other top FERA administrators explicitly contrasted the

shame of direct relief with the greater civic pride that federal work-relief would

provide for participants.36 However, work relief’s greater alignment with work-as-

citizenship, as compared to direct relief, brought it into conflict with labor-market

anti-statism’s injunctions against the federal government providing a permanent

employment program or a work guarantee. Roosevelt and his advisors extolled the

virtues of work relief, but they did not ever let such programs grow large enough

to encompass the majority of the unemployed who were clamoring for work.37

For example, many needy blacks and women were routinely excluded from

work-relief, and were only able to obtain government assistance through direct

relief.38 There were also many able-bodied who were excluded from work-relief

because of their “unusual occupations or because they lived in remote or isolated

locations.”39 Thus, in an ironic twist, the shame associated with direct relief,
36 Roosevelt, “Informal and Extemporaneous Remarks to Relief Administrators. June 14,

1933,” in The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume II: The Year of
Crisis, 1933, p. 242; Harry Hopkins, “Address of Harry L. Hopkins, Federal Emergency Relief
Administrator, Before the New England Council, at 2 P. M., November 22, 1934, In the Statler
Hotel, Boston, Mass.,” Box 9: 1934, Speeches, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 2, 5; Harry
Hopkins, “Radio Address to the National Democratic Club of New York,” December 15, 1934,
Harry Hopkins Papers, Box 9: 1934, Speeches, FDRL, p. 3; “RADIO ADDRESS BY Harry L.
Hopkins, Federal Emergency Relief Administrator Before the Annual United States Conference
of Mayors at the Congress Hotel Chicago at 9:45 P.M. Central Time, Friday, November 23,
1934,” Box 9: 1934, Speeches, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 3-4.

37 Bonnie Fox Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934: The Business of Emer-
gency Employment in the New Deal (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984),
p. 42-43; Brown, Public Relief 1929-1939, 166-167.

38 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 80-82.
39 Brown, Public Relief 1929-1939, p. 170.
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which was supposed to help galvanize the able-bodied needy into working was

also being applied to those who wanted to work but were excluded from work-

relief because they had been labeled incapable of working.

Essentially, the Roosevelt administration did not expect or want all of the

unemployed to participate in a federal work-relief program, or for work-relief to

become a permanent program. Helping make their case for restricting access

to work-relief were arguments that the non-able-bodied unemployed and other

groups, such as needy single mothers, were not only to be ill-suited to participate

in a work program, but to not even be deserving of federal assistance. Corrington

Gill, Assistant Administrator of FERA, articulated the basis of the distinction:

When we come to the unemployables, it is obvious that we are in a
field which, in any proper sense of the word, is not unemployment
relief. The primary responsibility for their care should rest on state
and local governments, or in some special cases, on private agencies.40

In combination, the deliberate funding caps put on work-relief programs, their

temporary design, and the exclusion of those deemed unable or unfit to work

from most work-relief programs, limited the federal government’s labor market

intrusion even as racial and gender inequality was institutionalized.

The CWA’s work-relief program was in many ways the exception that proved

the rule about the importance of categorizing the needy unemployed. Running

just from November 1933 to May 1934, the CWA was a temporary offshoot of

FERA and the NIRA’s Public Works Administration.41 Drawing its funds from

the PWA’s appropriation, and its participants half from FERA’s direct relief rolls

and half from applicants not on relief, the CWA temporarily blurred the line
40 Gill, “How Many Are Unemployable,” p. 4.
41 “CWA Description Report,” November 8, 1933, Box 5, OF 444b CWA, FDRL; Brown,

Public Relief 1929-1939, p. 159.
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between the different types of needy. Observers credited the CWA with reducing

the negative perception of relief, and contributing to an increase in applications to

relief rolls in the spring of 1934.42 Through its combination of lack of means test

(for those not coming from the relief rolls), provision of work, and fairly generous

cash paycheck based on prevailing private wage rates, the CWA was unlike any

previous relief program, and, it turned out, unlike any that followed.43 That

included its immediate successor, the WPA, which though it also provided work

and a paycheck, relied on a means test, and paid closer to a subsistence wage.44

Radical as it was, the CWA was limited in two clear respects. First, starting

a pattern that was replicated in the WPA, the size of the CWA did not match

the need as measured by the number of those out of work. At its peak, the CWA

employed some four million out-of-work laborers, and that peak lasted for about

a month. Even during that time, the president’s Council on Economic Security

estimated that there were an additional 10-11 million able-bodied unemployed

looking for work.45 Second, the program was extremely temporary, and Roo-

sevelt was deaf to protests from CWA workers, state and local politicians, and

Congressmen, that the program be extended.46

42 Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934, 45; Hopkins set a deadline after
which new applicants for relief could not be transferred to the CWA. This indicates the sheer
scale of unemployment and also that the new program would be seen as more desirable by many
that had previously not wanted to apply for relief, “CWA Conference,” Box 25, CWA Conference
1933, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 41.

43 Walker, The Civil Works Administration, p. 45; Brown, Public Relief 1929-1939, p. 235;
Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934, p. 36.

44 Amenta, Bold Relief, 84.
45 On CWA’s unmet need: “Draft of A National Program of Economic Security, Prepared by

Schnapper of CES, October 24, 1934” Folder: Economic& Social Security June-November 1934,
Box 48, Relief Plans and Programs 1933-1938, Memoranda and Reports, Harry Hopkins Papers,
FDRL. Nancy Rose reports that 7 million more people applied to the CWA than were included
in the program, (Put to Work, p. 38). On WPA’s unmet need, see: Brock, Welfare Democracy
and the New Deal, pp. 280, 284; Brown, Public Relief 1929-1939, p. 169; “Memorandum from
Harry Hopkins to President Roosevelt,” November 20, 1935, 11/20/35, Folder: White House,
Box 40 Confidential Political File, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL.

46 Assorted correspondence protesting the ending of the CWA: Box 5, OF 444b CWA, FDRL.
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As Roosevelt’s administration deliberated in 1934 on a program to replace

FERA and the CWA, their planning documents indicated an increased reliance

on categories for the unemployed. The experience with FERA and the CWA indi-

cated that these categories held greater salience for the policymakers than they did

to their target populations. For example, FERA administrator Josephine Brown

notes that a number of widows with children participated in the CWA either be-

cause they were unable to obtain other benefits, or because the CWA benefits

were better.47 But dividing the needy up had the important benefit of reduc-

ing the number considered unemployed, which was useful from a cost perspective

as well as potentially boosting economic confidence. All of the needy who were

deemed incapable of work, whether due to real or perceived physical limitation

(such as youth or old age), or social obligation (such as single-motherhood), were

expected to participate in some other type of social welfare program that more

closely resembled direct relief.48

Generally those other social provision programs cost less than work relief.

This was in part because direct relief entailed much less overhead than work

projects, but also because the relief could take the form of in-kind assistance,

such as the commodity food program that distributed surplus agricultural goods

to the needy, and the levels of cash distributed were less than work-relief wages.

For every instance of a single mother gaining access to a work-relief slot, there

were many more cases of categories being used to limit access to the programs

that conveyed greater social standing. Since adherence to the liberal currents

necessitated restrictions like categorization, the early New Deal employment and
47 Brown, Public Relief 1929-1939, p. 162.
48 “Draft of A National Program of Economic Security, Prepared by Schnapper of CES, Oc-

tober 24, 1934,” Folder: Economic & Social Security June-November 1934, Box 48, Relief Plans
and Programs 1933-1938, Memoranda and Reports, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL.
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relief programs actually contributed to a diminished notion of citizenship as a

status based as much on exclusion as inclusion.

The 1935 Social Security Act was intended to provide a more comprehensive

approach to social welfare. However, the SSA also built on these divisions and

imposed further stratification on the needy, relegating direct relief to States while

the federal government retained control over work-relief and some of the new work-

based insurance programs. Described by those in Roosevelt’s administration, it

sounded like the SSA would fill a gap in existing social welfare provision:

A large number of the unemployable relief families would be provided
for under the proposed economic security legislation, especially the
aged, women with dependent children, those suffering from sickness
either temporary or chronic, invalidity, and from the consequences of
industrial accidents.49

The reality of the legislation was much more complicated, and much more predi-

cated on unequal treatment of workers and non-workers.

To begin with, it was far from clear that the “unemployable relief families”

really were unemployable. Other scholars have established that the differential

benefits and administration of the SSA’s two types of programs - insurance and

assistance - institutionalized inequality, particularly in terms of race and gender.

Women and blacks were already disadvantaged in their social and labor market

status, and the SSA incorporated them without disrupting most of those pat-

terns, thereby perpetuating their inferior standing and access to benefits under

the new social welfare policy. In other words, these groups were more likely to

be covered by the SSA’s categorical assistance programs (Old Age Assistance and

Aid to Dependent Children), which had lower benefit levels and greater stigma
49 Gill, “How Many Are Unemployable,” 4.
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than the employment related insurance programs (Old Age Insurance and Unem-

ployment Insurance), due to a number of factors. Many women worked in the

home rather than in the private labor market, precluding them from participat-

ing in the work-based insurance programs. In addition, since domestic and most

agricultural work were excluded from the insurance programs, such workers, a

disproportionate number of whom were blacks and women, were relegated to the

assistance programs. At the same time, as noted above, direct relief to farm-

workers and sharecroppers in the South was sharply restricted at the behest of

large farming establishments, and black families suffered from racial discrimina-

tion in the distribution of ADC, particularly in the South, but also elsewhere in

the country.50

Building on this insight about the SSA’s differential levels of inclusion, I ar-

gue that the foundation of that inequality can be traced to the liberal currents.

The fact that the SSA’s insurance programs, OAI and UI, were tied to work his-

tory and carried higher benefit levels, while the assistance programs, OAA and

ADC, had no association with work and closely resembled direct relief in both

their payment levels and requiring a means test, reflected and reinforced a nar-

row view of civic inclusion based on paid employment. Moreover, the legislation

made clear distinctions, both in terms of federal versus State administration and

program permanence, between categorical assistance, work-based insurance, and

work-relief. In 1936 Arthur J. Altmeyer (technical director of the CES, and As-

sistant Secretary of Labor) explicitly linked the SSA’s social insurance model to

promoting individual work output:
50 Mettler, Dividing Citizens, pp. 16-21; Gwendolyn Mink, The Wages of Motherhood: In-

equality in the Welfare State, 1917-1942 (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1995);
Robert C. Lieberman, Shifting the Color Line: Race and the American Welfare State (Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, and London, England: Harvard University Press, 1998), pp. 29-34, 64,
127, 138-139.
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The social insurance approach procerds upon the assumption that it
is desirable to retain so far as possible the advantage of a compet-
itive society. The greatest advantage of a truly competitive society
is that it offers the maximum incentive to individual initiative and
thrift and in so doing brings about an automatic adjustment between
the individual’s interest and the common interest. Probably the most
important aspect of this identity of interest arising out of free compe-
tition is the equality which is achieved between the cost of production
and the price of the product. The social insurance approach stimu-
lates individual initiative and thrift because it gears benefits directly to
the wage-earning history so that the steady, long-time worker receives
more benefits than the unsteady, short-time worker.51

In a 1935 article, FERA economic analyst Emerson Ross argued that the dis-

continuation of FERA was based on “defining the role of the federal government”

as providing work, and localities as providing relief.52 The two liberal currents

provided direct motivation for this division. Distancing the federal government

from direct relief was a way of accommodating labor-market anti-statism because

the SSA’s new assistance programs, OAI and ADC, were framed as permanent

entitlements, unlike FERA’s earlier emergency provisions. As will be discussed at

greater length in the following section, the SSA’s insurance programs, OAI and

UI, were also permanent entitlements, but since eligibility for them was based on

previous employment and came with certain limiting conditions, they were largely

congruent with work-as-citizenship. Only the WPA’s work-relief straddled the lib-

eral currents’ boundary as a federal program that might compete with the private

labor market in providing jobs. This potential was kept in check because alone
51 Arthur Altmeyer to Willcox, “The Social Insurance Approach to Social Security,” December

2, 1936, Folder: 056, 1935-July 1940, Central File, Box 60, Record Group 47, National Archives,
pp. 2-3, material provided by Michael K. Brown.

52 Emerson Ross, “IV. The Works Progress Administration,” in The Municipal Year Book, eds.
Clarence Eugene Ridley and Orin Frederyc Nolting (Chicago: International City Management
Association, 1937), p. 433.
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among the programs increasing the nation’s social security, work-relief stayed a

temporary, “emergency” provision.

Furthermore, with the SSA’s passage those who were eligible for benefits

through one of the SSA’s new areas of categorical assistance became ineligible

for participation in the WPA. This meant that even if they considered them-

selves able-bodied and wanted to work, persons over 65 and single women with

dependent children were not at liberty to choose work-relief over categorical as-

sistance. There is evidence that many excluded from the WPA them would have

participated if they could because of the WPA’s higher wages and greater social

standing. Prompted by constituent complaints, Ohio Senator Robert J. Bulkley

wrote to Roosevelt protesting these exclusions, noting that it left legal aliens with

more options than those two citizen groups.53

In essence, the creation of categories for the needy unemployed rested on a

contradictory set of assumptions that trace back to long-established beliefs about

work, citizenship, and the role of the state in the labor market. Work was prefer-

able to the dole, but work-relief as a solution to an underperforming labor market

presented a number of clear dangers. One of these was fiscal; providing work re-

lief to the entire population of out-of-work needy would require very large public

outlays. But Roosevelt and his administration were just as careful about avoiding

a permanent federal work-relief program, or otherwise establishing a precedent

for a right to work. They kept the number of people who needed work or work

relief manageable by removing certain groups from the labor market, and, at least

theoretically, giving them access to direct relief in the form of new categorical
53 February 23, 1937, Letter “Senator Robert J. Bulkley to Franklin Delano Roosevelt,” Box

3, OF 1710, FDRL; “Moore to Franklin Delano Roosevelt, November 30, 1938,” Box 15, OF
444c Misc., FDRL, p. 1; Moore to Franklin Delano Roosevelt, December 8, 1938, Box 15, OF
444c Misc., FDRL, p. 1.
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assistance programs. As a result of these constraints and policy choices, early

New Deal social policy instituted an unequal system which limited freedom and

choice for the unemployed, even as it created unprecedented social provisioning

programs.

Comparing the WPA and SSA

Although they overlapped in development, the Works Progress Administration’s

work-relief program and the Social Security Act’s economic security measures

had quite divergent outcomes. The former was enacted under the Emergency

Relief Appropriations Act of 1935, and remained strictly provisional until it was

discontinued in 1943, while the 1935 Social Security Act established a number

of permanent entitlements, most of which are still in place eighty years later.

Policymakers’ interest in accommodating the liberal currents’ boundary condition

provided an important motivation for this distinction and the currents constrained

the policy debates on the WPA and SSA in other ways as well. In the WPA’s

case, policymakers and business interests made it clear that it was important

that work-relief constitute as little intervention into the private labor market as

possible and not establish an entitlement to employment that would disturb the

individual responsibility to obtain work in the private labor market.54 In addition
54 Edwin Amenta makes the startling claim that Roosevelt considered a government work

program a higher priority than the rest of the social welfare initiatives that were passed in the
Social Security Act of 1935 (Edwin Amenta, Bold Relief: Institutional Politics and the Origins
of Modern American Social Policy (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998) p.
83). The historical record does not support this conclusion. In fact, though Harry Hopkins was a
strong advocate for government work provision for able-bodied unemployed, Roosevelt’s stance
was much more ambiguous. Long a champion for work-relief as an alternative to direct relief,
Harry Hopkins convinced the president to embark on the experiment that was the Civil Works
Administration. But Roosevelt’s support for work-relief must be balanced by his insistence that
the CWA end in the spring of 1934 and his decision to separate the WPA from the rest of the
SSA (“CWA Description Report,” November 8, 1933, Box 5, OF 444b CWA, FDRL; Walker,
The Civil Works Administration, p. 33).
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to keeping work-relief a temporary program, this was accomplished by limiting

both the WPA’s funding and the types of jobs available under the WPA. The SSA

created a number of permanent programs but they made various accommodations

to the liberal currents, including the unequal treatment of categorical assistance

and work-based social insurance programs described above. Beyond that, the

faction that favored making Unemployment Insurance benefits temporary won

out over those proposing other alternatives because temporary benefits were more

compatible with the currents’ ideological imperatives. Thus, the liberal currents

affected the course of debate over the WPA and SSA, and then the policies enacted

at the conclusion of those debates served to reinforce work-as-citizenship and

labor-market anti-statism’s dictates.

In the summer of 1934, with the CWA definitively ended, Roosevelt’s admin-

istration sought a new policy approach to combat unemployment. To that end,

Roosevelt created the Presidential Committee on Economic Security (CES), which

was to study the economic and social situation in the U.S. and present him with

a comprehensive policy dealing with the various sources of economic insecurity by

the end of the year.55 Hopkins was involved in this new initiative as well, trying to

convince Roosevelt that a work program was central to economic security. Though

Roosevelt wanted to end relief, there was no guarantee that he would agree to a

permanent public works program. When Roosevelt introduced the plan to craft

legislation that would create economic security on June 8, 1934, he outlined three

areas related to individuals’ security: housing, living in areas where there was

employment, and social insurance for unavoidable problems. He came close to

articulating a right to work:
55 “Executive Order, June 26, 1934,” Folder: June-Nov 1934, Box 48, Harry Hopkins Papers,

FDRL; “Memorandum from Attorney General to Franklin Delano Roosevelt,June 26, 1934,”
Folder: June-Nov 1934, Box 48, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 1.
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These three great objectives–the security of the home, the security of
livelihood, and the security of social insurance–are, it seems to me, a
minimum of the promise that we can offer to the American people.
They constitute a right which belongs to every individual and every
family willing to work. They are the essential fulfillment of measures
already taken toward relief, recovery and reconstruction.56

Yet, there was little in terms of concrete proposals backing up his proposal that

“security of livelihood” should be a right. Instead, Roosevelt’s emphasis on relo-

cating the unemployed to areas with greater employment prospects suggested that

most unemployment could by solved by a matching people up with jobs, which

downplayed the potential for a permanent or recurring problem of too few jobs

in the private sector.57 This trend continued; as planning for the new economic

security program progressed, the idea of a right to a livelihood was not turned

into a specific legislative proposal.

It became clear that any new work-relief program had to be constructed within

certain ideological constraints, including limiting the impact on the private labor

market by restricting the types and number of jobs offered under work-relief, and

preserving the individual work-ethic by keeping work-relief an emergency measure

not a right. That the CWA had provided work, not cash relief, was an important

ideological element of the program.58 However, that work created two problems.

To begin with, because the CWA strove to mimic private employment with so-

cially productive work and decent wages, it became very expensive.59 It also raised

questions about the effect of that work on private industry. This was a solid strike
56 Roosevelt, The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume III, The

Advance of Recovery and Reform 1934, pp. 287-292.
57 Roosevelt, The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Volume III, The

Advance of Recovery and Reform 1934, pp. 287-292.
58 Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934, p. vii, 240; Walker, The Civil Works

Administration, p. 46.
59 Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934, p. 213.
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against government work programs as a whole. Reprising the fear of early Amer-

ican political thinkers that government authority would lead to abuse of power,

business leaders constructed a narrative in which the government, if unchecked,

could become a competitor with private industry, and either drive wages up or

eliminate jobs.60 This argument was even leveled against the CWA’s “production-

for-use” programs, which put relief recipients to work producing goods that were

then distributed to others in need. Production-for-use was widely acknowledged

as the cheapest way for the government to provide assistance to the needy. De-

spite its low cost, and the fact that production-for-use effectively bypassed the

market altogether, the business community cast it as dangerous to the economic

system as a whole.61

It is important to recognize that business opposition to the CWA and work-

relief in general was not simply a matter of self-interest as opposed to an ideological

position. Rather, business’ arguments about the negative effects work-relief could

have on the labor market fit into and reinforced labor-market anti-statism, helping

to construct a consistent ideological climate around the New Deal’s employment

policies. Pointing to the intersection of business interests and the liberal cur-

rents, Elizabeth Fones-Wolf argues many businesses and business organizations

in the 1930s saw the New Deal’s industrial relations and social welfare policies

in distinctly ideological terms. What programs like work-relief threatened was

the foundation of America’s “individualism and freedom,” and the system of free-
60 Benjamin F. Hallett, “The Sovereignty Of The People,” in Social Theories of Jacksonian

Democracy: representative writings of the period 1825-1850, ed. Joseph L. Blau (New York:
Liberal Arts Press, 1947) p. 113; Kenneth S. Davis, FDR: The New Deal Years, 1933-1937, A
History (New York: Random House, 1986), p. 312.

61 “The Lowest Possible Outlay for Relief” Jacob Baker to Harry Hopkins, November 13, 1934,
Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL; “The Problem of Relief,” in Business Week (December
8, 1934), p. 36.
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enterprise itself.62 Though key business organizations like the U.S. Chamber of

Commerce had initially supported the National Industrial Relations Act’s move

toward a more planned economy and its large public works program as exigent

responses to economic catastrophe, that support was contingent on the persis-

tence of a state of emergency. Once businesses recognized that an early recovery

was underway, they were anxious to make the case for the capacity of the private

sector to meet full employment as long as the federal government balanced the

budget. As this cooperative atmosphere between business and the Roosevelt ad-

ministration dissolved in early 1935, at least in part due to the introduction of

the legislation authorizing the WPA and SSA, it is clear that business opposition

was not the only voice championing restraint in employment policy.63

Tellingly, the liberal currents’ constraints influenced even those who were com-

mitted to pursuing work-relief as a permanent measure. Staunch advocates of

work-relief, including Harry Hopkins, Corrington Gill, and Aubrey Williams (As-

sistant Federal Relief Administrator), volunteered that work-relief should only

encompass only a few types of jobs, such as those providing public goods and

infrastructure, and pay less than private jobs in order to prevent it from com-

peting with private industry.64 Limiting wages and the types of jobs provided
62 Elizabeth Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise: The Business Assault on Labor and Liber-

alism, 1945-60 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1994), pp. 16-18, 24-25.
63 Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1933-1964, pp. 29-31, 38, 41, 59.
64 “A Program for Social and Economic Security,” undated, circa October 1934, Folder: Relief

Plans and Programs 1933-1939, Memoranda and Reports, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL
p. 5; Aubrey Williams, with revisions by Corrington Gill, “The Plan to Give Work to the Able-
Bodied Needy Unemployed,” November 30, 1934, Folder: Relief Plans and Programs 1933-1939,
Memoranda and Reports, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-2, 4; Aubrey Williams
to Harry Hopkins, October 30, 1934, Folder: Relief Plans and Programs 1933-1939, Memoranda
and Reports, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-2; Corrington Gill to Harry Hopkins,
“Relief Needs Winter 1934,” attached to November 6, 1934 Corrington Gill memo, Folder: Baker,
Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL; “Henry L. Hopkins Testimony Before the Bureau of the
Budget, 22 January 1934,” Folder: H.L.H. Testimony Before Bureau of Budget, Box 80 FERA-
WPA Legislation and Legal Proceedings, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 28.
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under work-relief are examples of how those supporting work-relief responded to

and tried to counter the labor-market anti-statist argument against work-relief.

In testimony before the Bureau of the Budget in January 1934, Hopkins argued

for the necessity of direct government involvement in a labor market that did not

produce enough jobs. He stated that private employers could not be expected

to consistently maintain high levels of employment by themselves because of the

nature of capitalism: “The responsibility of industry is to do a job as cheaply

as possible and manufacture goods as cheaply as possible, and not to carry on

their payroll employees they do not need.” Hopkins urged that something more

than a program of short-term Unemployment Insurance was needed to meet the

need of the nine million unemployed. He was careful to note that his desire for

a permanent work program would still protect industry and “give them work on

things that industry does not encompass.” In his testimony, Hopkins also drew a

distinction between the CWA’s work-relief program and either an earned entitle-

ment or regular employment, and argued that the CWA’s participants saw it that

way as well: “They don’t consider they are on the Government’s payroll like a

veteran’s pension or civil service payroll. I think the workers feel the Government

has provided them with temporary jobs.”65

In late 1934, facing the knowledge that economic growth had not mitigated a

serious deficiency in privately created jobs, FERA Administrator Corrington Gill

conscientiously suggested that work programs only cover a few areas of production,

and otherwise be limited to construction and infrastructure projects.66 Thus, the
65 “Henry L. Hopkins Testimony Before the Bureau of the Budget, 22 January 1934,” Folder:

H.L.H. Testimony Before Bureau of Budget, Box 80 FERA-WPA Legislation and Legal Pro-
ceedings, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 13, 16, 28.

66 Corrington Gill to Harry Hopkins, “Relief Needs Winter 1934,” attached to November 6,
1934 Corrington Gill memo, Folder: Baker, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL; “FERA
Review of Economic Conditions, Aug 23, 1934,” Box 2 July-October 1934, OF 444, FDRL, p.
1-2,; Rose, Put to Work, pp. 12, 84.
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desire to end direct relief through a jobs program was pitted against the dictates of

limiting government intervention in the private sphere of employment. Opponents

to a public work-relief program also argued that it threatened to create dependency

and that participants would construe that employment as a right.67 Policy that

either explicitly or implicitly established a government work guarantee was prob-

lematic not just from a labor-market anti-statism vantage point. The tie between

private employment and civic standing was an important component of work-as-

citizenship that a work guarantee would destabilize. The dependency charge was

also leveled against those on relief, and Harry Hopkins reported that there was

even talk of disenfranchising people on relief in order to make it less attractive.68

That the same fear could be extended to direct relief and government work-relief

indicates that to policymakers, anything supplanting private work dangerously

compromised the individual responsibility that was a core part of citizenship.

This was the essence of the challenge that New Deal policymakers faced: how

to create deeper government social provisions while upholding the ideological com-

mitment to individual responsibility.69 Within these complicated parameters, the

CES began to formulate an approach to economic security that culminated in the

landmark Social Security Act of 1935. Among the policy possibilities under consid-

eration were both a permanent work-relief program and Unemployment Insurance

tied to a work program. The CES’ policy deliberation process is thus an example

of the tension created when employment policy proposals bumped up against the
67 Schwartz, The Civil Works Administration, 1933-1934, p. 149.
68 Harry Hopkins, Spending to Save: The Complete Story of Relief (New York: W. W. Norton,

Incorporated, 1936), p. 110.
69 Louis Hartz says of Roosevelt: “even when Franklin Roosevelt adopted many of the quasi-

collectivist measures of the European Liberal reformers, he did not use their lanugage of class
but submerged his liberalism and spoke pragmatically of solving ‘problems,’ ” (Louis Hartz, The
Liberal Tradition in America (San Diego, New York, London: A Harvest Book, Harcourt Brace
& Company, 1995/1991), p. 205.
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ideological limits set by work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism. The

resolution of that conflict demonstrated both the ideological currents’ persuasive

power, and created new institutional mechanisms for their perpetuation.

Hopkins clearly hoped that the legislation that grew out of the CES’ study

would include a permanent work program. In a June 1934 memo Hopkins sug-

gested that the CES would focus on eight areas, starting with “1. Development

of work opportunities in private employment” and “2. Direct provision of work

opportunity by the Government.” These were followed by various insurance and

assistance categories including unemployment compensation, old age pensions,

health insurance, survivors insurance, workers compensation, and relief for em-

ployables and unemployables.70 At first, the CES sounded agreement with Hop-

kins, extolling the virtues of a public work program which would provide work

opportunities for the unemployed, and also increase circulation of money and ag-

gregate demand. Its Executive Director, Edwin E. Witte submitted an initial

outline in August 1934, in which he suggested five possible approaches, social

insurance, annuity, a work guarantee, relief, and a combination of approaches.

Of these, Witte said the work guarantee, which would involve public works and

planning, “is one which most completely answers the ideal of economic security,

as it relates to the problem of unemployment” and that it “is also assumed to be

by far the best policy to society at large.”71

In their preliminary report submitted in September 1934, the CES advocated a

social welfare package that linked Unemployment Insurance with a work program.

The report extolled the merits and popularity of government work provision to the
70 Attorney General to the President, Folder: June-Nov 34, 6/26/34, Box 48, Harry Hopkins

Papers, FDRL, p. 4.
71 Edwin E. Witte, “Possible General Approaches to the Problem of Economic Security, First

Tentative Outline,” Folder E&SS, 8/16/34, Box 48, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 3.
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unemployed, though it also acknowledged the financial strain that employing all

the able-bodied unemployed would pose. Social insurance, the report stated, “has

manifest limitations in being readily applicable only to the employed population,

in coming into operation only slowly, and in placing considerable burdens upon

industry and the workers at a time when both profits and wages are low.”

Yet, over the course of that autumn, the CES increasingly focused on Unem-

ployment Insurance, not a work program, while administrators at FERA continued

to develop a work program. Witte’s own description suggests that FERA and the

CES had different ideological and institutional viewpoints on the cause of and

solution to unemployment, and possibly also an institutional rivalry. The CES’

proposal, Unemployment Insurance (UI), which provided newly unemployed work-

ers in particular categories with very short-term benefits, treated unemployment

as a frictional issue. In other words, workers moving from one job to another,

might need temporary assistance. By contrast, FERA’s works program was able

to deal with long-term unemployment, and those not recently unemployed. The

funding sources for the two approaches were also quite different. Where the CES

envisioned UI as a contributory system, in which employers paid into a reserve

fund from which eligible unemployed could draw benefits, a works program was fi-

nanced through general revenue.72 In addition, because of funding considerations,

there was little parity between the work-program proposals and private sector

work. The new work program did not resemble the CWA as much as FERA’s

means-tested work-relief program, though in FERA’s proposal it was a long-term

or permanent measure.73 These competing policy proposals show that after an
72 Committee on Economic Security, Report to the President (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Gov-

ernment Printing Office, 1935), p. 16-17.
73 “A National Work Program,” December 14, 1934, Folder: Jacob Baker Memo on National

Work Program, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL.
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initial openness that included work relief, Witte was shifting to a narrower policy

response to unemployment, and one that was more in line with the ideological

constraints. Witte claimed that the separate policy trajectories for the unem-

ployment reduction programs proposed by the CES and FERA was at the behest

of Hopkins, who, upon gaining the ear of the President with regard to the work

program, chose to pursue that program independent of the CES.74 Such an in-

stitutional split, however, does not explain the limitations the CES imposed on

Unemployment Insurance or the CES’ neglect of long-term unemployment.

Witte’s story of institutional rivalry is also contested by other policymakers

participating in the process. Rexford G. Tugwell, Roosevelt’s Undersecretary of

Agriculture, reports that he and Hopkins were disappointed that the CES’s final

December 1934 report had focused on Unemployment Insurance, and omitted a

work program. Tugwell further states that he and Hopkins prevailed upon the

CES to rewrite the report and include a works program as an important economic

security effort.75 According to Witte and other sources, in December, Hopkins

sought to explicitly join the work program with the other economic security leg-

islation.76 Among those who were present during the final discussions there is

agreement that the final separation of the work program from the rest of the eco-

nomic security provisions was made at the eleventh hour, favored by Roosevelt’s

Secretary of the Treasury, Henry Morgenthau Jr. and his Director of the Bu-

reau of the Budget, Daniel Bell.77 Apparently, Roosevelt’s financial advisors were
74 Witte, The Development of the Social Security Act: a memorandum on the history of the

Committee on Economic Security and drafting and legislative history of the Social Security Act
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1963), pp. 11-12.

75 Rexford G. Tugwell, The Diary of Rexford G. Tugwell: The New Deal, 1932-1935, ed.
Michael Vincent Namorato (New York: Greenwood Press, 1992), p. 179.

76 Witte, The Development of the Social Security Act, pp. 77-78; Arthur W. Mcmahon, John
D. Millett, and Gladys Ogden, The Administration of Federal Work Relief (Chicago: Public
Administration Service, 1941), pp. 26-27.

77 Witte, The Development of the Social Security Act, pp. 77-78.
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uncomfortable with including a public work program in “the enactment of the be-

ginnings of a permanent structure of security,” and wanted the work component

to be “a strictly temporary expedient.”78

Looking closely at this policy construction and debate shows that a govern-

ment work program as a permanent unemployment reduction measure was thus

explored, and even seriously considered during the early phase of the New Deal.

But it faced serious opposition, both because its cost would make balancing the

budget harder, and because of the threat it posed to the liberal currents’ vision

of work, citizenship and the states role in the labor market. By instituting a

lasting role for the federal government in providing work for the unemployed,

a permanent government work program would have contravened the core tenets

of both labor-market anti-statism and work-as-citizenship, and possibly laid the

groundwork for a right to employment. The conflict over and eventual demise of

a permanent government work program, as part of what became the Social Secu-

rity Act, renders visible the ideological currents’ influence on the policy debate.

Policymakers’ decision to adhere to the currents’ framework, rather than breaking

with it, reinforced the ideological boundary on employment policy.

Michael Brown and June Hopkins offer two different explanations for Roo-

sevelt’s last-minute move to side with his financial advisors. Brown argues that

this was a fiscal decision intended to keep a lid on long-term spending. Short-term

spending was seen as quite different from spending that might incur long-term

deficits or tax increases.79 Linking the decision to Roosevelt’s ideological distaste

for direct relief, Hopkins argues that Roosevelt did not see work-relief as distinct

from direct relief and so preferred Unemployment Insurance as a permanent mea-
78 Mcmahon, et al, The Administration of Federal Work Relief, pp. 26-27.
79 Brown, Race, Money and the American Welfare State, pp. 39, 52-53.
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sure.80 In a sense, both of them are right. The financial and ideological motives

that prompted Roosevelt to separate the work program from the SSA overlapped

in important respects.

Detaching the work program did not balance the budget or save money in the

short term. The appropriation for the new federal work-relief program was four

billion dollars, and combined with money left over from previous appropriations,

matched the sum suggested by FERA staff for a permanent work program.81

Importantly though, the temporary work program allowed Roosevelt to couch

the spending in terms that made it sound more compatible with fiscal conser-

vatism. Morgenthau suggested that Roosevelt tell Congress that the budget was

balanced, aside from emergency expenditures related to unemployment and re-

lief.82 Like the separation between the employment programs themselves, this

budgetary partition helped preserve the distinction in non-emergency times be-

tween publicly provided social welfare and privately obtained work. Thus, the

SSA’s UI and the WPA were not only influenced by the ideological currents dur-

ing the policy debate process, but as enacted, the two policies served to reinforce

labor-market anti-statism and work-as-citizenship and establish an institutional

legacy with policy feedback potential.

Even as a permanent program, UI’s design cast unemployment as a short-

term issue, whereas both direct relief and work relief, if made permanent, would

have divorced benefits from work history and suggested that the 1930s’ economic

crisis was not an aberration. However, both UI and the temporary work program
80 June Hopkins, Harry Hopkins: Sudden Hero, Brash Reformer (New York: Palgrave

MacMillan, 2008), pp. 184, 194.
81 “A National Work Program,” 12/14/34, Box 49: Jacob Baker Memo on National Work Pro-

gram, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL; John Morton Blum, Roosevelt and Morgenthau (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1970), p. 116.

82 Blum, Roosevelt and Morgenthau, p. 117.
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characterized unemployment as a temporary problem. This matched Roosevelt’s

conviction that private employment would eventually absorb all but the most

temporary unemployment.83 Yet, there was actually significant evidence that the

private sector was not capable of absorbing the bulk of unemployment. There were

at least nine million able-bodied unemployed in early 1934, which was why Hopkins

argued that there needed to be a work-relief program after the CWA ended.84 The

lowest that the unemployment rate dipped in 1934 was just over 16%; over the

course of that year there were between 7 and 12 million unemployed adults.85 That

there were still not enough private sector jobs was precisely the argument that

underly the permanent work-relief program.86 The fact that Roosevelt was willing

to base his employment policy decision on this belief that the private sector would

provide enough jobs, in the face of evidence to the contrary, indicates his strong

attachment to the liberal currents’ biases. The final policy outcome in which UI

was included in the Social Security Act and a work-relief program, the WPA, was

enacted as a distinct emergency measure, shows the ideological currents’ resilience

when confronted with evidence-based challenges.
83 Brown, Race, Money and the American Welfare State, p. 53.
84 “Henry L. Hopkins Testimony Before the Bureau of the Budget, 22 January 1934,” Folder:

H.L.H. Testimony Before Bureau of Budget, Box 80 FERA-WPA Legislation and Legal Pro-
ceedings, Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 27.

85 National Bureau of Economic Research, Unemployment Rate for United States
[M0892AUSM156SNBR], retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, https:

//research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/M0892AUSM156SNBR/, November 11, 2015; Na-
tional Bureau of Economic Research, Unemployment for United States [M08I4AUSM175NNBR],
retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis https://research.stlouisfed.org/
fred2/series/M08I4AUSM175NNBR/, November 12, 2015.

86 “A Program for Social and Economic Security,” undated, circa October 1934, Folder: Relief
Plans and Programs 1933-1939, Memoranda and Reports, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL
p. 5; Aubrey Williams, with revisions by Corrington Gill, “The Plan to Give Work to the Able-
Bodied Needy Unemployed,” November 30, 1934, Folder: Relief Plans and Programs 1933-1939,
Memoranda and Reports, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-2, 4; Aubrey Williams
to Harry Hopkins, October 30, 1934, Folder: Relief Plans and Programs 1933-1939, Memoranda
and Reports, Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-2; Corrington Gill to Harry Hopkins,
“Relief Needs Winter 1934,” attached to November 6, 1934 Corrington Gill memo, Folder: Baker,
Box 49, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL.
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The differentiation between social welfare provision and private work was un-

derscored by the fact that for the duration of the WPA, its workers were not

included in employment statistics, “WPA workers were not ‘employed’ if the work

they did was paid for by the government.”87 But neither were they counted as

unemployed by the government.88 In addition, public opinion polls indicates that

feeling about the WPA was mixed, and in some cases even contradictory. For

example, although survey data in the late 1930s consistently showed that people

preferred work-relief to direct relief, there was also strong sentiment that the so-

lution to unemployment was to “Force reliefers [sic] into employment by slashing

the WPA and other forms of relief.”89 Taken in the context of the existing bond

between work in the private labor market and social citizenship, these conflicting

statements about work-relief make sense; work-relief was only a positive when it

was compared to programs that more fundamentally contravened the injunction

that citizens find work on their own.

Frances Perkins, Roosevelt’s Secretary of Labor, reported that early on Hop-

kins advocated to Roosevelt a program of “unemployment and old-age insurance,

and that payments should be made as a matter of right and not as a matter of

need.” Roosevelt summarily dismissed that proposal, insisting that contributory

social insurance programs be kept separate from need-based assistance, so that

the latter could be discontinued as soon as possible.90 Another iteration of Roo-

sevelt’s predilection to differentiate between earned and unearned benefits, it also
87 Barry D. Karl, The Uneasy State: The United States from 1915-1945 (Chicago and London:

The University of Chicago Press, 1983), p. 136.
88 “A Program for Social and Economic Security,” undated, circa October 1934, Box 49, Harry

Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 1.
89 “Summary of Public Relief Opinion Relating to the WPA and Relief,” February 20, 1939,

Folder: Relief Plans and Programs: Results of Various Polls re WPA and Unemployment, Box
55, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, p. 2-3, 6-7.

90 Frances Perkins, The Roosevelt I Knew (New York: The Viking Press, 1946), p. 284.
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indicated his confidence that the need for any sort of assistance program would

be temporary. Yet what wound up being discontinued first was actually the work

program, while the categorical assistance which was enfolded into the SSA, proved

much longer lasting.

Part II: The Full Employment Debate

A decade after the SSA passed, the 1945-46 full employment debate raised the pos-

sibility of a more permanent interventionist employment policy, based not on the

social perils of unemployment but on the benefits to the entire nation and economy

of a high rate of production and employment. A contentious debate over the 1945

Full Employment Act (FEA) ensued in Congress, and particularly in the House of

Representatives that raised challenges to the liberal currents. Those endorsing full

employment, which by 1944 included President Roosevelt, were actually working

from an ideological paradigm that ran counter to key parts of labor-market anti-

statism and work-as-citizenship. The FEA’s government-backed full employment

goals, as part of larger macro-economic planning measures, situated the federal

government as a permanent presence alongside private business in the labor mar-

ket, and went a long way towards enshrining employment as a right. Yet, the bill’s

supporters were hampered by a number of factors: the success of the early 1930s

rhetoric against work-relief and government work; the institutionalized separation

between work-relief and the other economic security measures; Roosevelt’s failure

to alter the WPA’s temporary structure in the wake of the 1937-38 recession; and

the ambiguous economic implications drawn from mobilization for World War II

and reconversion to a peacetime economy. Taken together, these factors created

an uncertain foundation for full employment.
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In an attempt to make the bill more politically palatable in Congress, the

FEA’s supporters sought to present their bill as non-threatening to the existing

ideology. That put them in a position in which they could not either fully con-

struct or defend a competing ideology for the measure. As a result, the FEA

was watered down. What eventually passed as the 1946 Employment Act (EA)

established neither an ideological nor an institutional basis for a new approach to

unemployment, and labor-market anti-statism and work-as-citizenship continued

to dominate the employment policy arena. In the post-war era of generally rising

wages and economic prosperity this legislative outcome and its ideological impli-

cations had long-lasting effects on those who remained on the fringes of the labor

market, of whom blacks made up a disproportionate number.

Recession, War, and the Incomplete Groundwork for Full

Employment

The recession that hit the U.S. in 1937-38 and awareness of the stimulating effects

that mobilization for World War II had on the American economy in general, and

employment in particular, created opportunities for President Roosevelt to alter

his approach to employment policy. Though the President did somewhat amend

his economic doctrine, there is evidence that he maintained allegiance to the

basic features of the liberal currents when it came to employment policy through

the early 1940s. Roosevelt did make at least a rhetorical shift by embracing a

right to work in 1944. However, by then, the two main institutional champions

of government supported work policies and full employment, the WPA and the

National Labor Relations Board had been shut down, and there was little else

in the way of established policy that challenged the liberal currents’ ideological
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arguments against government work programs and full employment.

In 1936 and early 1937, not long after the fateful decision in 1935 to sepa-

rate the WPA from the Social Security Act, the early signs of economic recovery

prompted Roosevelt to scale back federal spending in order to balance the bud-

get. However, by late 1937 the improvement had been replaced by a recession, and

Roosevelt debated with his advisors about how to respond.91 Recession, following

so closely on the heels of the Depression, helped to usher in a commitment to a

permanent government role in managing the economy.92 However, this commit-

ment did not guarantee a specific type or level of government intervention into

labor markets, and so did not fully alter the existing approach to employment

policy. An important indication of this is that those supporting work-relief were

only partially successful in their goals for the WPA. Though the WPA was ex-

panded, it remained a temporary provision. The measures the President endorsed

in the spring of 1938 included federal spending or loans amounting to more than

$6 billion, including nearly $3 billion on public works and work-relief, with fully

$1.5 billion for the WPA. Congress not only approved Roosevelt’s request for these

appropriations, it actually increased the total funds.93

The United States entered World War II in 1941, and even before that, pro-

duction related to the war effort was helping, much more than any New Deal
91 Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964, pp. 44, 59; Mucciaroni, The Political

Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 22; Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 37.
92 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, p. 21; Skocpol, Social

Policy in the United States, pp. 215; Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 32-33, 37-41.
93 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Message to Congress on Stimulating Recovery,” April 14,

1938, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=15626&st=&st1=, accessed November
12, 2015; Herbert Stein, The Fiscal Revolution in America: Policy in Pursuit of Reality (Wash-
ington, D.C.: AEI Press, 1996), p. 109; Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Harry Hopkins (WPA
Administrator), March 2, 1938, Folder: White House (1), Box 40 (Confidential Political File),
Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-2.
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programs, to increase employment and pull the country out of the Depression.94

With its substantial boost to employment, the wartime economy is also generally

credited as sounding the death knell for the WPA (renamed the Work Projects

Administration in 1939), but in the early 1940s this was not an inevitable outcome,

at least as far as the WPA was concerned. In June of 1941, the WPA’s Acting

Commissioner, Howard O. Hunter, wrote to Harry Hopkins about a bill to create

a more permanent government work program that the Conference of Mayors and

the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) had put together, and expected

would be sponsored shortly in Congress. Hunter told Hopkins that he approved

of the bill, which sought to divorce the government work program from relief and

justify it instead as furthering the goal of “full employment,” which would be useful

during the war and also important after its conclusion.95 Such a bill would likely

have greatly transformed the WPA’s mandate, and posed a serious challenge to

the liberal currents, but there is no record in the House of Representatives’ library

for the 77th Congress indicating that the bill was introduced.96

Elsewhere Hunter offered both war and peacetime justifications for investing
94 Frederic A. Delano, NRPB Chairman, to the President, Quarterly Report “Trends of Em-

ployment and Business.” June 6, 1941, Folder: NRPB: 1941, Box 143, President’s Secretary’s
Files, FDRL, p. 1; Colm “Fiscal Policy and the Federal Budget,” p. 216; Kassalow, “The
Great Depression and the Transformation of the American Union Movement,” p. 319; U.S.
Government Printing Office, Full Employment Act of 1945: Hearings Before the Committee on
Expenditures in the Executive Departments, House of Representatives, Seventy-Ninth Congress,
First Session, on H. R. 2202, a bill to establish a national policy and program for assuring con-
tinuing full employment in a free competitive economy, through the concerted efforts of industry,
agriculture, labor, state and local governments, and the federal government. September 25, 26,
27, 28, October 2, 9, 10 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1945), p. 455.

95 Howard O. Hunter (Acting Commissioner of Work Projects, Work Projects Administration)
to Harry Hopkins, June 6, 1941, Folder: Work Projects Administration (1), Box 257, FDRL,
Harry Hopkins Papers, p. 1.

96 South Trimble, Clerk of the House of Representatives, and Hans Jorgensen, Tally Clerk,
“Seventy-Seventh Congress, Calendars of the United States House of Representatives and History
of Legislation,” (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1942), http://library.
clerk.house.gov/reference-files/House_Calendar_77th_Congress.pdf, accessed August
11, 2015.
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in the production capacity to support full employment. As long as the war was

being waged, he declared “’full employment of labor is essential to full defense

because modern war demands the energy of everybody.’ ” Dismissing business’

concerns that increasing their productive capacity would leave them without ad-

equate markets once the war ended, Hunter asserted that since “ ‘we can produce

goods that the American people will want and in producing those goods, we can

put workers to work who need work.’ ” 97

Similar arguments for full employment policies, based on the merits of gov-

ernment planning for a full production economy, were coming out of the National

Resources Planning Board (NRPB) in the early 1940s. The NRPB, originally

called the National Planning Board, was created in the 1933 and headed by the

President’s uncle, Frederic A. Delano. The Board initially oversaw the adminis-

tration of Public Works programs. After a federal reorganization in 1939, it was

moved to the Office of the Executive, renamed the National Resources Planning

Board, and tasked with advising the President about how best to manage the

nation’s resources, physical and human. Essentially, the NRPB was supposed to

serve as a clearinghouse for data that could be used to coordinate resource plan-

ning at the national level to ensure increasing living and work standards, and a

minimum of waste.98 With that data compiled, it was up to the President and

Congress to create institutional mechanisms through which the planning could be
97 “WPA Chief Calls for More Effort: 100 Per Cent Defense Need of U. S., Citadel Alumni

Told by Hunter,” unidentified newspaper, May 31, 1941, Folder: Work Projects Administration
(1), Box 257, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL.

98 National Resources Planning Board, Security, Work, and Relief Policies: A Report by the
National Resources Planning Board, 1942 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1942); Charles E. Merriam, “The National Resources Planning Board,” Public Administration
Review 1 (Winter 1941), p. 116; Donald T. Critchlow, “Review: New Deal Planning: The
National Resources Planning Board by Marion Clawson,” The Public Historian 4 (Summer
1982), p. 115.
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carried out.99 In 1940 the NRPB was urging Roosevelt to introduce legislation

to centralize public works planning in order to most efficiently promote a stable

employment environment. Otherwise, “State and local government policies may

frustrate the efforts of the Federal Government to provide employment stabiliza-

tion,” and the country could be left unable to get work programs started quickly

when necessary. The NRPB would compile data for such planning and design

“useful, needed projects without in any way committing the Government to the

immediate construction of such works,” as part of that overall effort.100

NRPB reports indicate that war-related spending quickly dwarfed the New

Deal’s economic recovery program spending. In the first half of 1941, before the

U.S. had joined the war, a dramatic rise in federal spending to spur industrial

production capacity as part of America’s assistance to its European allies was

already apparent. The federal government had gone from spending a total of $9.8

billion ($5.9 billion of which was tax revenue, while the remaining $3.9 billion was

borrowed) in 1940 to $13.4 billion ($7.4 billion of which was tax revenue, while the

remaining $5 billion was borrowed) by mid-1941, and estimates were that 1942

expenditures would be $25 billion ($12.6 billion projected tax revenue, leaving

$11.4 billion as deficit spending).101 After joining the war in December 1941,

spending increased even more dramatically. Part way through 1943, the NRPB

noted that federal spending on wartime production had reached $14.5 billion in

1942, which did not count spending on the actual military buildup,

the vast expenditures for Army and Navy camps and barracks and
99 NRPB, Security, Work, and Relief Policies, p. iii; Weir Politics and Jobs, p. 45.

100 Confidential Draft Materials for Presidential Message on National Resources Planning
Board, circa December 30, 1940, Folder: NRPB, Box 23, James Rowe Papers, FDRL, pp.
4-6.

101 NRPB Trends and Stabilization Section, “Second Quarter Report: 1941, National Income,
Prices, Employment, and Unemployment,” Folder: NRPB: Inc., Prices, Employment and Un-
employment, Box 143, PSF, FDRL, p. 10.
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depots, training establishments, housing developments, transportation
facilities, community facilities, power production, and other training
and servicing facilities.102

These rapid changes caused some labor market issues, including shortages of

trained workers for some industries, and also sparked concerns within the WPA

and NRPB about how to plan for continued full employment after the end of

the war.103 WPA administrators were certain that the improved employment

prospects for some groups during the war, particularly, blacks, women, and older

workers, would be temporary, necessitating a government work program to provide

them employment upon the war’s end:

When the war is over there will be an immediate need for a work
program, and provisions should be made now for developing a com-
prehensive program of post-war public works and public services. It
will be necessary to provide useful work for a great many older men and
women who will be the first ones dropped from private employment
when the war is over.104

Aside from the problem of a tendency for discrimination in the labor market, this

argument for a public jobs program was based on the assumption that the private

sector would not, on its own, provide enough jobs once the war spending ended.

The NRPB also sought to make government supported employment policies

part of reconversion planning, further threatening the liberal currents. As early as

1940 the Board argued that significant government planning, including long term

public works projects presently deferred in favor of defense projects, was needed
102 Charles E. Merriam, Acting Chairman, National Resources Planning Board, to the Presi-

dent, March 15, 1943, Folder: NRPB, Box 7, PSF, FDRL, p. 1.
103 NRPB Trends and Stabilization Section, “Second Quarter Report: 1941, National Income,

Prices, Employment, and Unemployment,” Folder: NRPB: Inc., Prices, Employment and Un-
employment, Box 143, PSF, FDRL, pp. 3, 26.

104 Memorandum for Discussion, November 9, 1942, Folder: Work Projects Administration,
Box 257, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-3.
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to maintain the high levels of production and employment that characterized the

defense effort 105 In its later reports, including the 1942 Security, Work, and Relief

Policies, and the 1943 Human Resources of the United States, the NRPB presented

a vision in which economic health and social welfare were not only compatible, but

both were essential to the nation’s continued security. In other words, they were

advocating prosperity alongside equality. As part of that vision for the future, the

NRPB argued that full employment was necessary and achievable after the war if

the government followed the policies it recommended, which included higher taxes

on the rich, and lower ones on the poor.106

Aware that public work was controversial and had significant political oppo-

nents, the NRPB made efforts to present public work as merely one part of an

overall reconversion strategy, but also sought to de-stigmatize perceptions about

public work. For example, a 1943 report endorsed the stance that “the primary ef-

forts of the Government in bringing about post-war manpower adjustment should

be devoted to stimulating the increase of normal employment, and that public

work undertaken chiefly to provide employment should be invoked only when the

need is demonstrated.” So public work would be necessary mainly if other ef-

forts were insufficient. But the report also stated “Public works and services are,

however, a part of our normal civilian economy and in fact in normal times offer

a large volume of employment,” and that it was important to avoid agriculture

being “the dumping ground for the industrial unemployed.”107

105 Additional Material for Draft Message, attached to: Confidential Draft Materials for Pres-
idential Message on National Resources Planning Board, circa December 30, 1940, James Rowe
Papers, Box 23, Folder: NRPB, FDRL, pp. 2-3.

106 NRPB, Security, Work, and Relief Policies, pp. 1-2; National Resources Planning Board,
Human Resources of the United States (USA: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1943).

107 National Resources Planning Board, Demobilization and Readjustment: Report of the Con-
ference on Postwar Readjustment of Civilian and Military Personnel, June 1943 (USA: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1943), Folder: NRPB, Box 203, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp.
90-91, 95.
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After presenting arguments and policies based outside the two liberal currents,

both the WPA and the NRPB became targets. Under pressure from Congress,

Roosevelt terminated the WPA in 1942 and Congress discontinued the NRPB’s

funding in 1943.108 Faced with their imminent demise, administrators at both the

WPA and NRPB continued to advocate for an increased government role in pro-

viding employment in order to offset labor market deficiencies. After it became

clear that the WPA would be disbanded and any ongoing projects transferred

to the Federal Works Agency by the end of 1943, leadership at the WPA still

hoped that some degree of their overall mission and institutional expertise would

be maintained if the “trained administrative employees of the WPA” were able to

move over to the Federal Works Agency, which would help deal with unemploy-

ment after the war.109

For its part, the NRPB released a “New Bill of Rights” in 1944 which, though

in no way minding as legislation, sought to provoke discussion about employment

issues. Along with “the right to work usefully and creatively through the pro-

ductive years,” the NRPB argued for expanded access to social welfare services

to provide for the basic necessities of life including “food, clothing, shelter, and

medical care.”110 These new rights were consonant with the NRPB’s characteriza-

tion of the interrelationship of economic growth and social welfare, but they were

distinctly incompatible with the liberal currents’ interdiction on a government

backed right to work. Michael Brown makes an argument similar to this, claim-
108 On the WPA’s termination: Edwin Amenta, Bold Relief, p. 7, 192; Chad Allen Goldberg,

Citizens and Pauers: Relief, Rights, and Race, from the Freedmen’s Bureau to Workfare (Chicago
and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), pp. 149-150. On the NRPB’s termination:
Bailey Congress Makes a Law, p. 27; Skocpol Social Policy in the United States, p. 175.

109 Memorandum for Discussion, November 9, 1942, Folder: Work Projects Administration,
Box 257, Harry Hopkins Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-3.

110 Charles E. Merriam, “The National Resources Planning Board: A Chapter in American
Planning Experience,” The American Political Science Review 38 (December 1944), pp. 1079-
1080.
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ing that the “proto-social democratic ideology of the 1940s lacked any grounding

in American political culture,” which made it hard to find a stable platform for

policies based on both growth and equality.111

The wedding of social and economic policy did not wholly die with the NRPB.

Many of its over-arching goals were supported by organized labor and the Townsend

movement. In addition, President Roosevelt included the right to work at a living

wage as part of his “Second Bill of Rights” in his 1944 State of the Union Address,

and the FEA was a legislative translation of the NRPB’s stated goal of full em-

ployment.112 However, the foundation for a right to work and full employment was

far from certain. Roosevelt’s enumeration of a right to work at a decent wage was

not immediately followed up with legislation that would have turned that rhetoric

into policy. If this did reflect a genuine shift in Roosevelt’s understanding of the

relationship between private work, citizenship and the government, it was too lit-

tle, too late to undo the effects of earlier rhetoric against relief and work-relief,

and the lack of a policy foundation for a government entitlement to employment.

When the FEA was introduced, its sponsor called Roosevelt’s promise nothing

more than “a meaningless figure of speech,” until it was backed by concrete legis-

lation.113

The NRPB had argued that the lesson from war mobilization was that full
111 Brown, “The Ambiguity of Reform in the New Deal,” p. 409.
112 James E. Murray, “Remarks before the Full Employment Meeting, Hamilton-Hotel, Wash-

ington, D.C.,” September 12, 1945, Folder: NRPB: Income, Prices, Employment, and Unem-
ployment, Box 143, PSF, FDRL, p. 1; Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State,
pp. 103-104; Stephen Kemp Bailey Congress Makes a Law: The Story Behind the Employment
Act of 1946 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1968), pp. 92-93, 160.

113 Full Employment Act of 1945: Hearings Before a Subcommittee on the Committee on
Banking and Currency, United States Senate, Seventy-ninth Congress, First Session, on S.380,
a Bill to Establish a National Policy and Program for Assuring Continuing Full Employment
in a Free Competitive Economy, Through the Concerted Efforts of Industry, Agriculture, Labor,
State and Local Governments, and the Federal Government. July 30, 31, August 21, 22, 23, 24,
28, 29, 30, 3l and September 1 (USA: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1945), p. 10.
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employment was dependent on extensive government involvement in the economy

and labor market, through both spending and planning. Many Americans, as well

as many members of Congress seemed to agree. Stephen Kemp Bailey notes that

of those surveyed in a 1944 poll “67.7 percent [were] in favor of the proposition that

the federal government should, if necessary, assure jobs for all.”114 In the 1944

elections both political parties had backed the idea of “full employment,” and there

was serious concern among policy makers in Congress that the reconversion process

from a war to a non-war economy could prompt renewed unemployment.115 The

high rates of employment resulting from war mobilization seem also to have hurt

the case for full employment policies. Theda Skocpol cites public opinion polls

from 1943 that show that a majority of those surveyed did not think that the

NRPB’s recommendations for employment and relief programs would affect them

personally.116 In combination, this indicates that as the war drew to a close there

was a great deal of ambiguity about the prospects for economic and employment

growth in America, and the government’s role in assuring future prosperity.

Planning, Spending, and the Ideological Arguments Against

Full Employment

The FEA was a specific legislative challenge to the narrative that unemployment

could be dealt with largely at the level of the individual. The proposed solu-

tion was not to interrogate the role of work in social standing, but to attempt

to create enough work for everyone. As a goal, this was both ambitious and

vague. The ambiguity of full employment, and the means of achieving it, as well
114 Bailey, Congress Makes a Law, p. 179.
115 Bailey, Congress Makes a Law, p. 60; Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964,

pp. 99-103.
116 Skocpol, Social Policy in the United States, p. 192.
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as its perceived connections to previous New Deal work-relief made this a difficult

endeavor for its advocates. During the debate in Congress, the FEA was vari-

ously characterized as a planning or a spending bill, and it was attacked on both

counts. Although the FEA proposed numerous types of government economic

management, and focused on supporting employment in the private sector, the

fact that it included reference to a public works programs became a focus in the

Congressional debate. This tended to obscure the fact that the bill originated

as a comprehensive planning measure that would use government spending on

programs such as public works as a last-resort measure, while largely relying on

other means including monetary policy, and production incentives for business.117

Because of existing labor-market anti-statist sentiment, which saw planning as

a threat to free-enterprise and spending on public employment as both fiscally

irresponsible and a repudiation of the individual responsibility to find work in the

private sector, the bill’s sponsors were forced into a position where they could

defend the bill neither as a planning bill, nor as a spending bill.

Other scholars have explicitly or implicitly drawn attention to the ideologi-

cal stakes of the full employment debate. Stephen Kemp Bailey in his extremely

detailed account of the Full Employment Act asserts that an important, and ul-

timately persuasive, feature of the argument against the bill was based on the

supposed ideological incompatibility of “full employment and freedom.”118 Build-

ing on Bailey’s argument, Gary Mucciaroni draws a connection between the per-

suasive power of business arguments against the FEA and America’s “ideological

climate,” which he characterizes as “a provincial conservatism friendly to busi-
117 Thomas Schelling to Gerhard Colm, “Vinson’s Testimony on the Full Employment Bill,”

October 31, 1945, Folder Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full Employment, Louis H. Bean
Papers, FDRL.

118 Bailey, Congress Makes a Law, p. 130.
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ness and hostile to government.”119 A.E. Holmans comes close to diagnosing an

ideological motivation for the efforts to derail the FEA in his work on America’s

post-war fiscal policies. He contends that the

nature of the issues raised by Roosevelt and the New Deal, and the
embroiling of compensatory fiscal policy with the passions aroused by
those issues, are the reasons why compensatory fiscal policy as an anti-
deflationary technique has been opposed so rigorously and so long in
the United States.120

Essentially, Holmans is saying that the political viability of using counter-cyclical

government spending as a macro-economic tool for boosting growth during slack

periods was compromised by its association with the New Deal’s social welfare

spending and labor market interventions, including industrial regulations and

work-relief. However, Bailey, Mucciaroni and Holmans do not delve deeply enough

into the ideological roots or implications of the opposition to full employment pol-

icy.

Augmenting their arguments, I contend that despite attempts to have the

Full Employment Act rely on arguments about the macro-economic benefits of

a ‘full-production’ economy such as was experienced during World War II, the

proposed legislation brought up old arguments about the role of the state in the

labor market and seemed to threaten the privileged position of work in the private

sector. The FEA pushed up against the liberal currents, and that made it hard to

champion. Treasury Secretary Fred M. Vinson in his testimony on the FEA stated,

“In a modern industrial society the opportunity to work is the very basis of the

inalienable and God-given rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”121

119 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 218.
120 A. E. Holmans, United States Fiscal Policy, 1945-1959: Its Contribution to Economic

Stability (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), p. 29.
121 “Statement of Secretary Vinson before the House Committee on Expenditures in the Ex-
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But, if the FEA’s assurance of access to a job was close to a direct articulation

of work-as-citizenship, it was hurt by the way that it was seen as encroaching on

that current’s counterpart, labor-market anti-statism.

Barry Karl suggests that the centralized control during WWII, particularly

the efforts of the Office of Price Administration were more responsible for creat-

ing business ire against government intervention in the economy akin to the FEA

than New Deal programs.122 General business opposition to the FEA should not

disguise the fact that there were several different opinions and response strategies

among key business organizations after the bill’s introduction. Notwithstanding

this variation, there were some key issues that even the most moderate business

groups were unwilling to compromise on, and these sticking points overlap with

the boundaries defended by the liberal currents. Echoing their calls to limit spend-

ing at the first signs of an economic recovery in 1936, business interests worked to

prevent the FEA from establishing a permanent program of government spend-

ing to compensate for labor market slack, while intervention short of that was

more tenable. Robert Collins notes that though business groups, like the local

and State chapters of the Chamber of Commerce, had negative reactions to the

FEA, the national leadership of the Chamber was less quick to come out against

the bill. Like the federal government, the Chamber’s national organization was

extremely interested in preventing “renewed mass unemployment” after the war,

and not necessarily opposed to the government contributing to economic manage-

ment. Eventually the Chamber of Commerce did provide testimony against the

bill and worked to limit its spending provisions, though it temporized somewhat

ecutive Departments, on the Full Employment Bill,” October 31, 1945, Treasury Department,
Folder: Full Employment (Hearings), Box 12: Full Employment, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL,
p. 8.

122 Karl, The Uneasy State, pp. 219-220.
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by endorsing “countercyclical public works and tax reduction in hard times.”123

Elizabeth Fones-Wolf delineates between business groups who outright op-

posed the bill and more moderate businessmen who “disseminated reports on the

employment issue that accepted the idea of a limited federal involvement in the

economy but rejected compensatory government spending as the solution to un-

employment.” She states that as long as the bill left “responsibility for providing

employment...in the private sector” business leaders were satisfied.124 I would add

that the changes that business leaders sought not only left provision of work in

private hands, they also failed to disturb the individual mandate to find work,

another key element of the liberal currents.

The FEA’s Congressional supporters repeatedly characterized federal spend-

ing on public works as “a last resort measure.” The way in which they described

public works spending suggests that they saw it operating as a counter-cyclical

economic stabilizer, if not quite as automatically as a program like Unemploy-

ment Insurance, the payments for which rose and fell according to the business

cycle without any additional government action.125 Congress would not only have

had the opportunity, but in fact been required, to debate about what particular

measures would be implemented in the case of an economic downturn. However,

the response from members of Congress makes is clear that they did not view

spending on public works was dispassionately as one of a range of economic tools.

Instead, unlike the bill’s other forms of government counter-cyclical intervention,

including monetary adjustments and tax-based production incentives, which were
123 Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, 1929-1964, pp. 101-104, 110.
124 Fones-Wolf, Selling Free Enterprise, pp. 33.
125 Thomas Schelling to Gerhard Colm, “Vinson’s Testimony on the Full Employment Bill,”

October 31, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Bill (Hearings) (2), Box 12, Louis H. Bean Papers,
FDRL, p. 2; James E. Murray, Remarks before the Full Employment Meeting, Hamilton-
Hotel, Washington, D.C., September 12, 1945, Folder: NRPB: Income, Prices, Employment,
and Unemployment, Box 143, PSF, FDRL, p. 1.

156



CHAPTER 3. THE LONG NEW DEAL, 1933-1947

apparently more acceptable forms of counter-cyclical economic management, fed-

eral spending was singled out as the main target of the FEA’s opposition.

The way in which forestalling deficit spending on public works became a central

rallying point for the opposition to the FEA is interesting, considering that accord-

ing to Barton J. Bernstein, allowance for budget deficits was increasingly the norm:

“in practice, many so-called conservatives no longer feared annual deficits” and

“even non-Keynesians did not recommend balancing the budget in fiscal 1946.”126

This suggests that it was the combination of spending and public works that was

the sticking point. In fact, arguments against the FEA indicate that the bill’s

spending on public works was associated with a government guarantee of work,

and it was that which provided significant motivation for the FEA’s Congressional

opponents.

Indicating its connection to the established bastion of federal planning, mem-

bers of the Bureau of the Budget’s Fiscal Division were deeply involved in the

inception and later defense of the Full Employment Act. Prominent among those

working on the bill were Louis H. Bean (Chief Fiscal Analyst, Fiscal Division,

Bureau of the Budget), Gerhard Colm (Principal Fiscal Analyst and Assistant

Chief, Bureau of the Budget, Fiscal Division), and J. Weldon Jones (Assistant

Director, Bureau of the Budget).127 Although some in that group had extensive
126 Barton J. Bernstein, “Economic Policies,” in The Truman Period as a Research Field, ed.

Richard S. Kirkendall (Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 1967), p. 99; Barton J. Bernstein,
“Charting a Course Between Inflation and Depression: Secretary of the Treasury Fred Vinson
and the Truman Administration’s Tax Bill,” Register of the Kentucky Historical Society 66
(1968), pp. 55-56.

127 Bailey, Congress Makes a Law, p. 21; Bertram Gross to Louis Bean, “the real stuff on the
hearings,” April 30, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12, Louis H. Bean Papers,
FDRL; Senator Bertram M. Gross to Louis Bean, Gerhard Colm,“General plan for Public Hear-
ings on FEA,” June 6, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12, Louis H. Bean Papers,
FDRL; J. Weldon Jones to Louis H. Bean, “Report of House Committee Hearing with Secretary
Wallace,” October 31, 1945, folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12, Louis H. Bean Papers,
FDRL; Notes for Senator Murray, September 23, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box
12, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL.
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critiques of the laissez-faire economic model, they and the Congressional sponsors

attempted to pre-empt claims that the FEA would allow the federal government

to replace or compete with private enterprise. The bill, therefore, explicitly stated

its support for free enterprise in its first section, and listed an array of mechanisms

that the federal government could use if private investment failed to achieve full

employment.128 Moreover, the FEA had no actual appropriations, and any pro-

posed measures meant to promote full employment would have to be separately

passed by Congress.129

Section 3-c of the bill which enumerated the use of Federal investment and

expenditure, should all other means of promoting investment commensurate with

full employment fail, received the bulk of the attention in the subsequent hearings

on the bill. However, the section immediately preceding that, 3-b, indicated just

how much deliberation would be required before concrete employment-boosting

mechanisms were put into effect. If the combination of private, federal and state

investment were insufficient to induce production at a full employment level, the

first step would be recommendations for legislation including, though not limited

to,

current and projected Federal policies and activities with reference to
banking and currency, monopoly and competition, wages and working
conditions, foreign trade and investment, agriculture, taxation, social
security, the development of natural resources, and other matters as
may directly or indirectly affect the level of non-Federal investment
and expenditure.130

128 “The Full Employment Act of 1945: S-380 Introduced by Senators Murray, Wagner, Thomas
of Utah, O’Mahoney, Morse, Tobey, Aiken and Langer” in Economic Sentinel (Los Angeles
Chamber of Commerce,1945), pp. 1, 5; Draft September 21, 1945, Bean Papers, Box 12: Full
Employment, Folder Full Employment Hearings, FDRL; April 30, 1945 Bertram Gross to Louis
Bean “the real stuff on the hearings” Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full Employ-
ment, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL.

129 “The Full Employment Act of 1945,” pp. 5-7.
130 “The Full Employment Act of 1945,” p. 5.
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Thus, the FEA’s supporters could accurately argue that the bill did not pro-

pose a set solution to unemployment, but simply laid out a procedure for the

President to present ideas to Congress for creating additional investment and pro-

duction, at no point mandating specific levels of government spending. In fact, a

memo written by Louis Bean indicates that within the Fiscal Division the inclusion

of federal investment and expenditure was seen as a means of boosting business

confidence in order to obviate much actual government spending.131 Bean also an-

ticipated that the bill would enable the expansion of private industry, especially

in under-developed areas.132

Bailey notes that the initial employment proposal submitted to the Senate

had already been toned down in sub-committee from its original drafting, in an

effort to broaden the bill’s appeal. The changes that were made before it was

introduced in Congress for full debate, included the revision of the following pas-

sage from “‘It is the responsibility of the Government to guarantee that right by

assuring continuing full employment’ ” to “ ‘it is the policy of the United States to

assure the existence at all times of sufficient employment opportunities.’ ”133 Alvin

H. Hansen, a fervent proponent of the FEA who served on the Board of Governors

of the Federal Reserve Bank, recommended characterizing “full employment as a

major goal of national policy and not in terms of ‘assuring’ full employment.”134

Clearly the bill’s supporters knew that an overt statement about a right to em-

ployment was politically risky. It is important to recognize that faced with this
131 “The Policy on Federal Investment and Expenditure,” undated, attached to Personal Com-

munication from Bertram Gross to Louis H. Bean, September 11, 1945, Folder: FEA, Memo-
randa – Gross, Box 12: Full Employment, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL.

132 Draft September 21, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full Employment,
Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL, p. 11-12.

133 Bailey, Congress Makes a Law, pp. 57, 58-59 emphasis in original.
134 Alvin H. Hansen, Board of Governors of FED, to Louis Bean, June 9, 1945, Folder: Full

Employment Correspondence, Box 12: Full Employment, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL.
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problem they sought to avoid direct confrontation on this key component of the

liberal currents, rather than offering an alternative ideological justification for an

entitlement to work.

This pattern of deflecting attacks as opposed to facing them head-on is also

discernible in the general characterizations of the FEA that its supporters sup-

plied. From the start, the sponsors of the bill had decried claims that the FEA was

a program of deficit spending, and represented the FEA as requiring only minimal

government intervention.135 The attempt to distance the FEA from deficit spend-

ing was seen by some of its supporters as a mistake, since it provided fodder for

the opposition to propose amendments that explicitly forbade incurring deficits.136

On the ideological level, it was another example of the FEA’s proponents backing

off from a more positive articulation of what necessitated future deficit spending.

In the Senate hearings on the bill, the FEA’s supporters used new macro-

economic conceptions to justify the bill, and tried to couch the bill’s proposals in

terms congruent with the liberal currents. Wyoming Democratic Senator Joseph

O’Mahoney argued that full employment was a good business bill and that full em-

ployment was actually necessary in order to control government debt and prevent

inflation.137 The bill’s sponsor, Senator James E. Murray, a Montana Democrat,

also cited high employment as a means of combatting national debt.138 Secretary
135 Full Employment Act of 1945: Hearings Before the Committee on Expenditures in the Exec-

utive Departments, House of Representatives, pp. 322-323; Arthur Smithies to J. Weldon Jones,
Bureau of Budget Material on Full Employment Bill, Fiscal Division, October 25, 1945, Box 71,
#432, RG 51 39.3, NA, p. 11; James E. Murray, Remarks before the Full Employment Meet-
ing, Hamilton-Hotel, Washington, D.C., September 12, 1945, Folder: NRPB: Income, Prices,
Employment, and Unemployment, Box 143, PSF, FDRL.

136 Arthur Smithies to J. Weldon Jones, Bureau of Budget Material on Full Employment Bill,
Fiscal Division, October 25, 1945, Box 71, #432, RG 51 39.3, NA, p. 1.

137 Memorandum from Louis H. Bean to J. W. Jones, July 30, 1945, Box 12: Full Employment,
Folder Full Employment Bill, FDRL; Memorandum from Louis H. Bean to J. Weldon Jones,
July 30, 1945, Bean Papers, Box 12: Full Employment, Folder Full Employment Bill, FDRL.

138 Remarks by Honorable James E. Murray (US Senator, Dem. Montana), p. September 12,
1945, Bean Papers, Box 12: Full Employment, Folder Full Employment Hearings, FDRL, p. 1.
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of Commerce Henry A. Wallace, in his endorsement of the bill, characterized the

bill as based primarily around promoting private industry, with the government

using fiscal, taxation, and monetary measures.139 He, like the bill’s other support-

ers, stressed that the bill’s main purpose was to “stimulate private consumption

and investment,” and promote private enterprise rather than having government

spending supply all of the funds, or enter into competition with private enter-

prise. However, even as he demonstrated that the bill was essentially a planning

measure, he worked to downplay the government’s planing role. Wallace called it

“intelligent planning” not a “planned economy” and claimed that “the only alter-

native to the full-employment bill is a planned economy which imposes specific

controls on the production and distribution methods of business.”140

The avoidance strategy did not succeed, and the FEA sponsors’ argument that

the FEA would facilitate job creation in private industry fell on deaf ears. Oppo-

nents insisted that the bill would replace private enterprise with the government,

a clear violation of labor-market anti-statism.141 For example, during the House

Hearings on the FEA, Democratic Congressman Donald J. Irwin of Connecticut,

stated his conviction that the bill would nationalize jobs, and asserted that fed-

eral aid always brings “ ‘federal poison.’ ”142 Congressman Ralph E. Church, a

Republican from Illinois, saw the FEA as constituting “government red tape and
139 “Statement of Henry A. Wallace, Secretary of Commerce, Washington, D.C.,” Full Employ-

ment Act of 1945: Hearings Before a Subcommittee on the Committee on Banking and Currency,
United States Senate, pp. 322-323, 457; Remarks by Honorable James E. Murray (US Sena-
tor, Dem. Montana), September 12, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full
Employment, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL, p. 1.

140 “Statement of Henry A. Wallace, Secretary of Commerce, Washington, D.C.,” Full Employ-
ment Act of 1945: Hearings Before a Subcommittee on the Committee on Banking and Currency,
United States Senate, pp. 452-454, 456.

141 Notes for Senator Murray, September 23, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box
12: Full Employment, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL.

142 Louis H. Bean to J. Weldon Jones, “Report of House Committee Hearing with Secretary
Wallace,” October 31, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full Employment,
Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL, p. 2.
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regulation” which would stifle business’ ability to create full employment on its

own.143 Alabama Democratic Congressman Carter Manasco, Chair of the House

Committee on Expenditures which reviewed the FEA, kept arguing that federal

jobs would be the main route to full employment, even when Fred Vinson, as

Secretary of the Treasury, referred to public works as a “last resort measure.”144

Ohio Republican Senator Robert Taft, one of the orchestrators of the opposi-

tion to the FEA in the Senate, worked to add amendments to the bill that would

limit its spending capacity and prevent employment from becoming a right. He

was solidly against “compensatory spending” and inclusion of the phrase “assur-

ance” of employment in the bill.145 Taft’s efforts to modify both suggest that he

saw a connection between spending and an entitlement to employment. Taft’s

proposed ‘balanced budget’ amendment, which was adopted unanimously by the

Senate in October 1945, substituted a tax-and-spend policy for long-term deficit

spending, though it did leave open the possibility for temporary deficits. Senator

George remarked during the session that opposition to Taft’s amendment would

be tantamount to “[admitting] frankly that this is a program for deficit spending,

indeed, unlimited deficit spending.”146 In the end, the version of the employment

bill that passed did not include this budget restriction, and substituted to similar

effect, a reference to “ ‘sound finance.’ ”147

143 Marjorie Knebelman to Louis H. Bean, “Memorandum on House Hearing on the Full Em-
ployment Bill, November 5, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full Employment,
Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL, p. 1.

144 Thomas Schnelling to Gerhard Colm, “Vinson’s Testimony on the Full Employment Bill,”
October 31, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full Employment, Louis H. Bean
Papers, FDRL, p. 2.

145 “Amendments to Full Employment Bill” September 10, 1945, from Louis H. Bean to H. C.
Loeffler and Gerhard Colm, Box 71, #432, RG 51 39.3, NA.

146 Gerhard Colm to J. Wendon Jones, “The ‘balanced budget’ amendment to the full employ-
ment bill,” October 8, 1945, Box 71, #432, RG 51 39.3, NA, pp. 1, 3.

147 Gerhard Colm to J. Weldon Jones, “House Committee Bill on Production and Employment,”
November 26, 1945, Box 71, #432, RG 51 39.3, NA, p. 2.
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The FEA’s opponents definitely played on the negative associations with New

Deal relief policy as they attacked the bill. In the House hearings on the FEA

Chairman Manasco characterized the New Deal’s spending as “ ‘a threat hanging

over business’ ” that “resulted in continued unemployment.” The failure of the

1930s federal spending to achieve full employment was also cited by Michigan

Republican Representative Clare Hoffman to illustrate problems with the FEA’s

basic premise, though no comparable consideration of the spending on the war

effort seemed to figure into his assessment. Republican Congressman Walter Judd

stated that “his conscience would not permit him to vote for a ‘blank check’ to

provide such volume of expenditures as may be needed,” and suggested that the

bill’s objective of assuring jobs might run into conflict with the government’s fiscal

solvency. The potential damage the FEA might wreck on the individual work ethic

was also visible in the opposition’s statements on the bill. Representative Hoffman

argued against what he saw as the bill’s implicit support of unionized workers,

including strikers, at the expense of non-unionized workers. Collective bargaining

had been authorized by Congress under the 1935 National Labor Relations Act,

but Hoffman’s objections indicate that sentiments were still mixed on how that

right fit in with the individual mandate to work in the private sector. Also raising

alarms about the future of the private employment, an unnamed Congressman

from California complained during the hearings on the FEA that “in his district

men were refusing to go back to farm work at wages higher than they were getting

in 1939.”148 Treasury Secretary Vinson derided this sort of argument against the

FEA as incompatible with American values,
148 Louis H. Bean to J. Weldon Jones, “House Committee Hearings on Full Employment,”

October 31, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full Employment, Louis H.
Bean Papers, FDRL, pp. 1-3; Thomas Schelling to Gerhard Colm, “Vinson’s Testimony on the
Full Employment Bill,” October 31, 1945, Folder: Full Employment Hearings (2), Box 12: Full
Employment, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL, p. 1.
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Lastly, some of the Club ‘intellectuals’ [meaning standard opponents
to the FEA] believe that a pool of the unemployed helps keep labor in
its place, which is conducive to the profitable operation of the enter-
prises with which they are connected. Naturally, these persons seldom
express their opinions for the records.” 149

By focusing on the potential problem of deficits funding public works and the

resultant destruction of the private employment system, the FEA’s opposition was

actually building on the rhetorical arguments marshaled by Roosevelt and his ad-

ministration against relief in the 1930s. It was up to individuals to obtain work for

themselves in the private labor market, and relief, including work-relief, outside of

emergency circumstances, would upset that important social value. Conflating full

employment with relief was made easier by the existing association between public

works projects and direct relief. Republican Senator Edward H. Moore of Okla-

homa explicitly connected the dots between full employment and relief, asserting

that full employment meant workers subsidizing “those who fail or refuse to work

and produce.”150 The Farm Bureau also invoked the negative consequences of

relief in its statement against the FEA, though its argument was based on relief’s

effect on the cost of labor, not its destruction of the work ethic. In an interesting

intersection of interests and ideology, the Farm Bureau’s statement against the

FEA also illustrates negative perceptions of relief, in particular its detrimental

effect on the costs of labor. The Farm Bureau’s Ed O’Neal, himself a Southern

plantation owner and an opponent to many New Deal policies, complained that

“ ‘The Farmers of the Nation resent not being able to hire help because relief
149 “Statement of Secretary Vinson before the House Committee on Expenditures in the Ex-

ecutive Departments, on the Full Employment Bill,” October 31, 1945, Treasury Department,
Folder: Full Employment Hearings, Box 12: Full Employment, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL p.
7.

150 Holmans, United States Fiscal Policy, 1945-1959, p. 42.
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projects in the community can outbid them for labor.’ ”151 Though this objection

was grounded in farmers’ interest in ensuing continued access to cheap labor, it

fit directly into a narrative about the negative effect that relief could have on the

private labor market, including contributing to wage hikes and labor shortages.152

Thus, the FEA’s opposition side-stepped the underlying premise of the bill that

the periodic increases in unemployment were harmful not just to individuals, but

to the economy as a whole. Acknowledging that would have threatened the estab-

lished narrative that the unemployed needy simply did not espouse the necessary

American work ethic.

Not all federal spending was equally problematic in the mid 1940s, which

reinforces the conclusion that ideological, not just fiscal, objections undergirded

the opposition to the FEA. For example, in June 1944, just a year before the

FEA was introduced, Congress passed the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, which

provided veterans with extended unemployment, housing and education benefits.

This measure enjoyed broad conservative support, though it too entailed broad

spending increases.153 This bipartisan endorsement makes sense in the light of

the liberal currents. Like those included in the SSA’s contributory insurance

programs, the veterans were seen as having ‘earned’ benefits through their war

service. The legislation was also motivated by macro-economic goals related to

reconversion, but these economic considerations seemed to be subsidiary to work-

as-citizenship requirements. The bill had initially been proposed as a more far

reaching social welfare program, but it was transformed into another temporary
151 Bailey, Congress Makes a Law, p. 148, emphasis in original.
152 Actually, it was common practice in rural areas to kick recipients off of relief or ADC when

there were agricultural labor shortages.
153 Richard O. Davies, “Social Welfare Policies,” in The Truman Period as a Research Field,

ed. Richard S. Kirkendall (Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 1967), p. 159.
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measure targeted solely at returning veterans.154

The Ideological and Institutional Consequences of Dilution

A number of key accounts of the full employment debate, drawing on Stephen

Kemp Bailey’s conclusion, agree that the 1946 Employment Act’s final form ren-

dered it a fairly empty statement about the desirability of high employment,

without any means to realize that goal. However, the traditional understanding

of the dilution of the FEA into the EA also rests many of its conclusions on the in-

adequate institutional structures established under the Employment Act and the

transition from the FEA’s ‘social Keynesian’ approach that joined government

economic measures with social welfare policies, to the EA’s nascent ‘commercial

Keynesian approach,’ that made no such connection.155

By contrast, I argue that the dilution of the FEA was important more for its

ideological implications than in any institutional capacity or economic doctrine

it foreclosed. What made the early versions of the bill most revolutionary was

the ideological alternative they proposed to the liberal currents. The generally

flattering light cast on the FEA overstates the institutional import of the original

bill, and concludes, without sufficient evidence, that the transition to the EA was

what set America on the path toward government economic intervention separated

from social welfare interventions.156

154 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, p. 115; Karl, The Uneasy State, p.
222.

155 Bailey, Congress Makes a Law,; Collins, The Business Response to Keynes, p. 107; Muc-
ciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy 1945-1982, pp. 19, 23-25, Skocpol, Social
Policy in the United States, p. 215, 231, 238, 244; Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 9, 45-46, 51.

156 Both variations of Keynesianism are based on the writings of John Maynard Keynes who in
the 1930s asserted that economic downturns of sufficient depth would not be rectified through
the mechanics of the “free market” (John Maynard Keynes, The General Theory of Employ-
ment, Interest, and Money (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and Distributors, 2006). Keynes
rejected the classical economics assumption that economic depressions are a natural feature of
the market, for which the unhindered mobility of prices and wages can provide a path toward
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In fact, there would have needed to be significant institutional capacity con-

structed in the wake of the FEA for it to alter the existing approach to unemploy-

ment, and the original bill had both social Keynesian and commercial Keynesian

elements, making it unclear which approach would have won out. Many scholars

seem to assume that if the FEA had been passed, greater institutional capac-

ity for addressing full employment perspective would have necessarily followed,

and that such capacity would have united economic and social welfare goals.157

I agree with this argument only insofar as seeing the FEA as a necessary con-

dition for a new approach to employment and unemployment. But because the

change that the FEA would have brought was primarily ideological rather than

institutional, it was not, on its own, sufficient to herald a repudiation of the ex-

isting policies that valorized employment in the private sector over other sorts of

recovery and job creation. Instead, he proposed that with an economic depression of sufficient
magnitude, the economy could reach an underemployment equilibrium, from which there would
be no market-driven mechanism that would spur greater production, spending, or employment.
Because an extended depression and unemployment reduces the total pool of money circulat-
ing in the economy, there is no justifiable reason for business, on its own, to contribute to
job creation through increased investment or production. Thus, Keynes argued, the need for
a government spur or stimulus to the economic system, to guide it back to a more productive
equilibrium (James A. Caporaso and David P. Levine, Theories of Political Economy (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 101-103, 106, 114-116; Keynes, The General
Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, pp. 234-235, 271). The difference between social
Keynesianism and commercial Keynesianism is what form the government stimulus takes. So-
cial Keynesians support measures to stimulate demand such as government spending that are
also redistributive and fill in where the market cannot or will not. This could include policies to
create public or private jobs, or providing Unemployment Insurance, education and job training,
and public health care (Margaret Weir, “Ideas and Politics: The Acceptance of Keynesianism
in Britain and the United States,” in The Political Power of Economic Ideas: Keynesianism
Across Nations, ed. Peter A. Hall (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1989),
p. 170). Commercial Keynesians favored measures to stimulate demand that were less fiscally
demanding, and saw no need to connect policies to redistribution or social welfare policies in gen-
eral. They preferred manipulation of fiscal policies (taxing or not taxing) and monetary policies
(interest rates), and only limited public spending. The key for commercial Keynesians was that
any increase in government spending or deficit would be temporary and as non-interventionist
as possible (Colm, “Fiscal Policy and the Federal Budget,” p. 214; Skocpol, Social Policy in the
United States, p. 215).

157 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 19; Skocpol, Social
Policy in the United States, pp. 215; Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 46-47.
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work and treated unemployment as an individual failing. From the perspective of

work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism connection, the omission of the

commitment to full employment in the final Employment Act was a significant

change since it removed the specter of a right to employment. How that commit-

ment to full employment would have been carried out institutionally, particularly

in relation to existing employment and labor legislation, is not as clear.

A contingent within organized labor recognized this uncertainty about the

FEA’s implementation. The American Federation of Labor (AFL) was quite ten-

tative in its support for the bill, due to concerns that government sponsorship of

full employment might negatively effect important labor supports that had been

recently gained including minimum wages, Unemployment Insurance, and other

fair labor practices passed by executive order. Recognizing that its approval of

the bill would be politically advantageous, the Bureau of the Budget went out of

its way to court the AFL’s endorsement for the FEA.158 The Congress of Indus-

trial Organizations (CIO) was more amenable than the AFL to the bill. Started

in the midst of the Depression, the CIO “attributed the downturn of late 1937

and 1938 to the abrupt decline in Federal spending after 1936, when government

‘reduced its expenditures and began at the same time to collect increased taxes.’ ”

Hoping to avoid another such catastrophic drop in federal spending, the CIO was

ready to support government backed full employment, and as noted earlier, had

even helped put together a legislative proposal for a non-relief government work

program in 1941.159

158 Louis Bean to J. W. Jones, “Conference on Full Employment, CIO Political Action Com-
mittee, New York, January 14-15, 1944,” January 21, 1944, Box 71, #431, RG 51 39.3, NA, pp.
1-2; Louis Bean to H. C. Loeffler, “Full Employment Activities,” May 31, 1945, Box 71, #432,
RG 51 39.3, NA, p. 1; Bailey, Congress Makes a Law, pp. 78-80.

159 Kassalow, “The Great Depression and the Transformation of the American Union Move-
ment,” p. 332.
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The FEA contained no provisions for specific appropriations, and the debate-

provoking commitment of federal expenditures to make up for a deficit in private

production or employment was far more vague than the specific commitments laid

out in earlier employment related bills such as the Social Security Act.160 Treasury

Secretary Vinson stressed in his testimony on the bill that the FEA’s boost to

business confidence and the findings disseminated by the new ‘National Produc-

tion and Employment Budget’ would promote economic stability and growth and

thereby avoid the necessity of returning to the provision of “relief.” He argued that

such sophisticated economic analysis would provide Congress with the “tools” to

make good policy decisions, but that even with the FEA in place, the government

would need to “take the positive steps that will facilitate and encourage an ex-

pansion of consumption and private investment whenever this becomes necessary

to prevent a great depression.”161 In essence it was up to Congress to enumerate

the specific government responses to economic downturns based on the data and

analysis in the National Budget, and Vinson expected that to take the form of

“changes in credit policy” more often than any program of “expansion of public

construction.”162

Thus, it is not clear that from a programmatic perspective the FEA would have

been significantly different from the EA, unless it had been followed by additional

legislation that spelled out specifically redistributive policies as opposed to less

intrusive measures. Making a redistributive agenda even less urgent, the feared
160 U.S. Government Printing Office, The Full Employment Bill of 1945: Hearings Before the

Committee on Expenditures in the Executive Departments, House of Representatives, pp. 5-7;
U.S. Congress, Social Security Act of 1935 (1935), Titles 1-3.

161 “Statement of Secretary Vinson before the House Committee on Expenditures in the Ex-
ecutive Departments, on the Full Employment Bill,” October 31, 1945, Treasury Department,
Louis H. Bean Papers, Box 12, Folder: Full Employment (Hearings), FDRL, p. 4.

162 “Statement of Secretary Vinson before the House Committee on Expenditures in the Ex-
ecutive Departments, on the Full Employment Bill,” October 31, 1945, Treasury Department,
Folder: Full Employment (Hearings), Box 12, Louis H. Bean Papers, FDRL, pp. 5-6.
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rise in unemployment did not materialize with the end of the war, and instead

focus turned to controlling inflation.163 According to Leon Keyserling, a member

of the Council of Economic Advisers from 1946-1953, the main problem was not

the change from the FEA to the EA, but the fact that the EA was essentially

ignored.164

Therefore, it is necessary to take a closer look at claims that the FEA was

an important missed opportunity to create a centralized planning apparatus in

the executive branch. Margaret Weir argues that the absence of the institutional

capacity that the National Employment and Production Budget would have cre-

ated, and the resulting division of economic planning within the Executive Branch

between the Bureau of the Budget and the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA)

foreclosed deficit spending as a post-war economic tool.165 Two things compro-

mise this conclusion. First, rather than deficit spending being wholly off the table,

the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA), the economic advisory group created

by the EA, evaluated deficit spending in 1946 and 1947 and decided that it was

not the best means of achieving the production goals that it understood the EA

mandated.166 Second, more fundamentally, there was significant evidence of plan-

ning capacity and coordination within the executive branch that both pre- and

post-dated the EA.

In the early and mid 1940s, the Bureau of the Budget (BOB) was a key in-

stitutional site for economic planning.167 Director of the Bureau of the Budget,
163 Council of Economic Advisers, Second Annual Report to the President (Washington, D. C.:

U.S. Government Printing Office, December 1947), p. 7.
164 Interview with Leon Keyserling, conducted by Michael K. Brown, November 11, 1984,

Washington, D.C.; Leon H. Keyserling, “The Council of Economic Advisers Since 1946: Its
Contributions and Failures,” in Atlantic Economic Journal 6 (March 1978), p. 18.

165 Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 53-54.
166 Council of Economic Advisers, Second Annual Report to the President, 27.
167 Assorted memoranda in: Folder: Conferences with President Roosevelt, 1943-45, Folder:

Conferences with President Truman, 1945, Folder: White House Memoranda, 1946, Box 3,
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Harold Smith met weekly with President Roosevelt, and later with President Tru-

man, to discuss upcoming legislation, programs within the federal agencies, and

the overall economic situation. The work that the BOB was conducting amounted

to macro-economic planning, even if that term was not yet in vogue. For exam-

ple, Smith was at pains to convince Truman in a September 1945 meeting that

action needed to be taken in order to prevent Congress from precipitously cutting

funding to essential programs and disrupting the reconversion process.168

In his advisory capacity to President Truman, Budget Director Smith weighed

in on the employment bill that emerged from Congress in 1946. He apparently

approved the overall import of the final employment bill. In a memo to the White

House, Smith recommended Truman sign the bill, citing its basic congruence with

Truman’s legislative program laid out September 6, 1945, and January 14, 1946.

Smith acknowledged that though “the language of the bill is not as forthright

as the language of the original Senate version endorsed by the President, it is

similar in substance.” More interestingly, Smith explicitly stated that the National

Production and Employment Budget’s replacement with the ‘Economic Report’

was not substantial, since either would provide the necessary economic analysis

needed for planning future action.

Instead, what Smith saw as possibly the most significant issue with the EA

was the presumption that the

policies designed to create and maintain maximum employment, pro-
duction, and purchasing power can be separated from other aspects
of the federal program, and that responsibility for advising the Presi-
dent on employment policies can be separated from responsibility for

Harold Smith Papers, FDRL; Assorted memoranda in Folder: White House Memoranda, Apr.
13-Dec. 31, 1945, Box 4, Harold Smith Papers, FDRL; Karl, The Uneasy State, p. 219.

168 “Conference with the President, September 5, 1945” Harold Smith Papers, Box 3, Folder:
Conferences with President Truman 1945, FDRL, p. 1.
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counseling him on other aspects of his economic and fiscal program.

However, he recommended that this obstacle to comprehensive planning could

be mitigated “by presidential action, particularly by the selection of the presi-

dential appointees and by staff arrangements within the Executive Office of the

President.”169

Smith further noted the similarity between the BOB and the new CEA and

recommended close coordination:

It would be highly desirable if the Council’s special facilities for eco-
nomic analysis and the existing facilities in the Bureau of the Budget
can be made to complement each other. The preparation of the Presi-
dent’s Economic Report and the preparation of the President’s Budget
must obviously be closely interrelated operations.170

According to Gerhard Colm, the EA did facilitate this administrative coordination

and improved the coherency and impact of the President’s three yearly addresses:

the State of the Union, the Economic Report, and the Budget Message.171

Institutional capacity is important, but it is not everything. Just as ideology

finds expression through concrete measures including public policy and govern-

ment institutions, institutional capacity is directed, at least in part, by ideology.

It is certainly the case that this capacity for economic planning did not constitute

a platform for employment policies that contravened the established boundaries of

work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism. The full employment debate

concluded without any positive articulation of a right to work, which was a nec-

essary, if insufficient, condition for dislodging the liberal currents. Without the
169 Harold Smith, Director of the Bureau of the Budget, to Mr. Latta (White House), February

13, 1946, Samuel I. Rosenman Papers, Box 9, Bill File 2/20-2/26/1946, Harry S. Truman Library,
pp. 1-2.

170 Harold Smith, Director of the Bureau of the Budget, to Mr. Latta (White House), February
13, 1946, Samuel I. Rosenman Papers, Box 9, Bill File 2/20-2/26/1946, HSTL, p. 3.

171 Colm, “Fiscal Policy and the Federal Budget,” pp. 235-236.
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stimulus of either drastic depression or global war, the federal government had no

ongoing impetus to reprise its role in providing either government work programs,

or funding for expanded private sector employment.

Conclusions

Ideology, in the form of two liberal currents – work-as-citizenship and labor-market

anti-statism – constrained both early and late New Deal employment policy. Ulti-

mately however, for civic inclusion, an extremely important issue is how ideology

intersects with institutions. Institutions, including social and employment pol-

icy, are important sites for delineating social and political inclusion. Although

without attention to ideology, the ways in which they accomplish this are easily

overlooked. Key decisions made by the executive and legislative branches in the

1930s and 1940s illustrate that understandings about the social standing conveyed

through private work and the inability of the federal government to act as a sub-

stitute for the private labor market had a profound effect on the policies that serve

as the foundation of America’s approach to employment and unemployment.

The New Deal’s early policies combatting unemployment, including direct re-

lief, work-relief, and Unemployment Insurance, were considered best if they were

either emergency programs, or only available for a limited period of time. Such

conditions meant that they trespassed minimally into work-as-citizenship’s re-

quirement that individuals obtain work for themselves, and the private labor

market’s prerogative of providing work. As a result of decisions linking work-

relief to means testing, limiting its funding, and separating it from a larger docket

of social security measures, the work-relief programs of the New Deal expanded

the conception of citizenship only as compared to the lack of social rights imbued

173



CHAPTER 3. THE LONG NEW DEAL, 1933-1947

in direct relief. Unemployment Insurance, tied as it was to participants’ work

history, had a more positive effect on social citizenship. But since UI was only de-

signed to offset short-term unemployment and was jointly administered by States

and the federal government, its benefits were not sufficient to make up for ongoing

labor market inadequacies.

The full employment debate partially re-contextualized the unemployment

question as one of economic health, which had the potential to destabilize the

liberal currents’ insistence that unemployment was an individual rather than a

labor market failure. But, in part because “full employment” straddled economic

and social arenas, the demands of economic growth proved insufficient as a basis

for substantially expanding citizenship to include the majority of the unemployed,

and the proponents of the Full Employment Act did not successfully provide an

ideological alternative to the liberal currents that could have served as a more

robust foundation for a full employment policy.

Starting during the New Deal, the federal government adopted a general mind-

set in which boosting production and economic growth was the tide that was sup-

posed to lift all boats. That turned out not to be a realistic expectation because

equality was not a specific provision of either the era’s economic or employment

policies. During the New Deal, guided by the dictates of the liberal currents,

employment policy created unequal access to benefits, meaning that were winners

and losers. Recognizing the influence of the liberal currents provides a starting

point for questioning the dominant idea that maximum employment will necessar-

ily follow as long as economic growth is present. The second CEA annual report

asserted that maximum employment is achievable in a poor economy as well as in

a vibrant one, though in a poor one it would mean “everyone slaving away with

feeble tools to eke out a meager living.” The report’s authors concluded, there-
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fore, that it is more appropriate to work for maximum production than maximum

employment, and, moreover, state that full production is necessary in order to

attain “the highest standards of living.”172

America’s experience in the decades since the conclusion of the New Deal has

borne out this prediction, showing that even during periods of extended economic

growth there is not always enough productive, meaningful work to go around.

Instead, the necessities of profit and growth resulted in fundamental changes in

the labor market, including increases in “temporary employment,” which meant

even less economic security for many workers.173 Prioritizing economic growth

without paying commensurate attention to basic labor market conditions and the

distribution of income and resources within the economic and social realms was

most ideologically feasible, but it was also a recipe for income inequality.

172 Council of Economic Advisers, Second Annual Report to the President, p. 7.
173 Katherine V. W. Stone, From Widgets to Digits: Employment Regulation for the Changing

Workplace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 67.
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Chapter 4

Ever More Unequal Prosperity in

the Great Society and Beyond

(1963-1977)

Seen in its best light, the Great Society and the years that followed (1963-1977)

worked to complete the social and economic promise of the New Deal, extending

opportunity and prosperity to all Americans, and explicitly including African-

Americans in new ways. While the Great Society was another period of political

opening for employment policy, when important questions about unemployment

and inequality were debated and some groundbreaking policies were enacted, the

spectrum of employment policy in these years was also constrained by an ideolog-

ical boundary condition grounded in the American liberal tradition. The unem-

ployment policies enacted by the Great Society’s presidential administrations, and

the two that followed – namely, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Richard

M. Nixon, and Gerald R. Ford – sought to reduce unemployment and economic

insecurity without compromising the basic tenets of the two liberal currents that
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bounded employment policy discussions: work-as-citizenship and labor-market

anti-statism. Advancing employment policy within the liberal currents’ bound-

ary condition created dilemmas for these presidential administrations. Kennedy

and Johnson had to figure out how to pursue an activist macro-economic policy

and a national campaign to reduce entrenched economic insecurity – particularly

among historically disadvantaged populations – while maintaining the privileged

position of private sector work. This led Kennedy and Johnson to largely pursue

policies that reinforced the labor market’s existing processes, rather than calling

for fundamental alterations. Later, Nixon and Ford sought to to stimulate eco-

nomic growth, foster job creation, and reform social policy in a period of economic

downturn and stagnation, and amidst rising public hostility to social welfare pro-

grams. Though various alternatives were weighed by these administrations, some

of which posed explicit challenges to the liberal currents, the ideological boundary

condition remained substantially intact through the late 1970s.

At first glance the labor market during most the Great Society does not seem

to have warranted much intervention. It is true that the national unemployment

rate during the 1960s and early 1970s was generally fairly low, usually between

4% and 6%.1 However, the low unemployment rate served to disguise economic

insecurity for many individuals. For example, at the close of 1963, while over-

all unemployment was only 5.9%, the unemployment rate for blacks was nearly

double that at 10.7%, the unemployment rate for 14-19 year olds was even higher

at 17.2%, and the Department of Labor reported that 37 major labor market

areas had unemployment rates over 6%. Much of this unemployment was not

simply short-term turnover as workers shifted from one job to another; 35% of
1 David R. Cameron, “The Politics and Economics of the Business Cycle,” in The Political

Economy: Readings in the Politics and Economics of American Public Policy, eds. Thomas
Ferguson and Joel Rogers (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1984), p. 240.
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the unemployed had been without work for 15 weeks or more, and another 17%

had been without work for 27 weeks or more. In addition to insufficient labor

market demand in many areas, changes in the types of jobs and wages and bene-

fits available meant that underemployment – when workers who wanted to work

full time were only able to secure part-time work – was a growing problem that

did not show up in the unemployment rate. The Secretary of Labor estimated

that over a million workers were under-employed in late 1963. This, combined

with nearly another million people who would try to enter the labor market “if

the job prospects improved” meant that there were at least 6 million Americans

without stable footing in the labor market at the close of 1963. Over the course

of that year, more than 15 million Americans had experienced some period of

involuntary unemployment. With the Department of Labor expecting that the

labor force would continue to grow at a rate of more than a million people a year,

such economic insecurity would continue to increase unless there was a substantial

uptick in stable, full-time jobs.2

The Kennedy and Johnson administrations were well aware of these issues and

articulated their interest in improving things for the unemployed and the econom-

ically disadvantaged. The Civil Rights Movement’s leaders had also articulated an

agenda that included promoting economic opportunity for blacks. However, the

Kennedy and Johnson administrations’ efforts to increase access to employment

were constrained by their commitment to the liberal currents. Implicit in the

Civil Rights Movement’s push to improve employment prospects for blacks was

a challenge to work-as-citizenship’s basic precepts, since routine, ingrained racial

discrimination had historically prevented many in the black community from se-
2 Willard Wirtz to the President, December 9, 1963, Folder: 11/22/63-9/2/65, LA 2, Box 6,

White House Central File (WHCF), Lyndon Baines Johnson Library (LBJL).
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curing access to the sorts of stable jobs that provided social welfare benefits. How

could work serve as a basic route to social and political inclusion if some people

were prevented from full and free participation in the labor market? The Kennedy

and Johnson administrations did not provide a satisfying answer to that question,

though they made some efforts to remedy outright discrimination in the labor

market and to increase the number of jobs in the labor market. Overall, their em-

ployment policies generally supported rather than disrupted work-as-citizenship

and labor-market anti-statism. Kennedy and Johnson demonstrated a preference

for macro-economic policy and programs such as manpower training as solutions

for unemployment, both of which were labor market reinforcing, instead of la-

bor market altering. Johnson also repeatedly declined to support public jobs

programs, which was a distinctly labor market altering policy.

The Nixon and Ford administrations were less concerned with the econom-

ically disadvantaged, or furthering the Civil Rights Movement’s agenda. They

did develop a variety of employment and macro-economic policies to respond to

the “stagflation” crisis, the unprecedented economic conditions of simultaneously

rising inflation and unemployment. However, like their predecessors, Nixon’s and

Ford’s employment policy agendas largely conformed to the liberal currents dic-

tates. Both Nixon and Ford promoted macro-economic measures as unemploy-

ment reduction instruments, and consistently resisted proposals to create perma-

nent public service employment programs. Under the Nixon and Ford adminis-

trations there were also some examples of employment policies, either proposed or

enacted, that challenged the liberal currents’ boundary. For Nixon this included

both proposals that originated within his administration, and ones coming from

Congress that he only reluctantly acceded to. A key policy proposal that pushed

against the currents’ boundary was Nixon’s linked manpower and welfare pol-
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icy reform plan, which involved establishing a minimum income program for the

poor. The minimum income program, though motivated by a work-as-citizenship

based interest in increasing the work output of the poor, would have fundamen-

tally contravened the liberal currents by broadening poor peoples’ alternatives

to private sector work. Yet, Nixon resisted other policies that conflicted with

the liberal currents’ boundary, such as policies that included temporary and more

permanent public service employment programs, notably the 1973 Comprehensive

Employment and Training Act. Ford’s administration did not generate employ-

ment policy proposals that pushed against the liberal currents. However, due to

exigent economic and political circumstances, Ford did agree to several expan-

sions in public service employment. There was growing bipartisan acceptance of

public service employment in the 1970s that showed that some policymakers were

willing to venture farther into labor market altering policies. But even this devel-

opment did not signal a wholesale abandonment of the liberal currents’ definition

of work as a paid, private sector activity. When a new full employment bill was

introduced in Congress that included a work guarantee, it occasioned opposition

from Democrats as well as Republicans and was sufficiently altered that it did not

extend a right to a employment.

The institution-focused analysis of American employment policies that cur-

rently predominates among American Political Development (APD) scholars does

not adequately recognize or explain the ideological limitations evident in the em-

ployment policies of these years. Largely passing over ideology, existing Great So-

ciety employment policy studies hone in on bureaucratic rivalry over employment

policy ideas, political party competition, and inadequate institutional structures

or capacity as explanations for the employment policy outcomes in the 1960s and
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1970s.3 A prominent example of the institutional rivalry argument is the compe-

tition during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations between the Council of

Economic Advisers (CEA) and Bureau of the Budget (BOB) on the one side and

the Department of Labor (DOL) on the other.4 The CEA, these studies argue,

enjoyed greater presidential support and thus succeeded in quashing more “pro-

gressive” labor market policy proposals put forward by the DOL and members of

Congress, including public employment.5 Although the DOL is often portrayed as

the institutional champion for public employment during the War on Poverty, the

DOL’s position during that period was actually quite ambiguous when it came to

policy mechanisms for achieving full employment. Policymakers at the DOL were
3 See, for example: Gary Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy 1945-1982

(University of Pittsburgh Press: Pittsburgh, PA, 1990); Margaret Weir, Politics and Jobs: The
Boundaries of Employment Policy in the United States, (Princeton University Press: Princeton,
NJ, 1992); and Judith Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race: How Keynesians Misguided
the War on Poverty (Columbia University Press: New York, 2003). However, it is important to
note a number of scholarly works on the era present causal arguments not based primarily on
institutions. See, for example: Henry J. Aaron, Politics and the Professors: The Great Society
in Perspective (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1978); Michael Brown, Race, Money,
and the American Welfare State (Cornell University Press: Ithaca, 1999); Garry Kottosen, Dou-
glas N. Thompson, Reducing Unemployment: A Case for Government Deregulation (Westport
Conn: Praeger Publisher, 1996); David Raphael Riemer, The Prisoners of Welfare: Liberat-
ing America’s Poor from Unemployment and low-wages (New York: Praeger, 1988); John B.
Williamson, Strategies Against Poverty in America (New York: Schenkman Pub. Co, 1975).
There are also works that are largely historical and present less in the way of causal arguments.
See, for example: Irving Bernstein, Promises Kept: John F. Kennedy’s New Frontier ( New
York: Oxford University Press, 1991); Robert A. Caro, The Years of Lyndon Johnson: The
Passage of Power (New York: Vintage Books, 2012); Michael L. Gillette, Launching the War
on Poverty: An Oral History (New York: Twayne Publishers, an Imprint of Simon & Schuster
Macmillan, and Prentice Hall International 1996); Lyndon B. Johnson, My Hope for America
(New York: Random House, 1964).

4 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy 1945-1982, pp. 46-47, 55-56; Weir,
Politics and Jobs, pp. 71-75; Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race, pp. 18, 23-24, 34.

5 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 71; Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race, p. 34;
Mucciaroni is more nuanced than this, but not so different in his characterization of structuralists
versus Keynesians (Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, pp. 41-45, 46-47).
Under the administration of President Nixon’s Labor Secretary James D. Hodgson, the DOL
was actually an active proponent of public employment, though it was essentially a lone voice in
the administration (Secretary of Labor James Hodgson to President Richard Nixon, January 22,
1972, “The Public Employment System,” Folder: January-March 1971, Employment Program,
Box 16, President’s Handwriting Files, White House Special Files, Staff Member and Office
Files, Richard M. Nixon Library).
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not immune to the ideological forces that influenced the CEA, BOB and other

presidential advisers. In addition, though there were institutional divisions, and

differences in capacity, these institutionalist analyses at best explain how “full-

employment legislation” was blocked, not why numerous political interests did

not want “the federal government to reorder its economic policy priorities and

increase spending and public investment to guarantee jobs to anyone unable to

find employment in the private sector.”6 Ideology is the missing link in this story.

An analysis of the legislative record reveals that the two liberal currents led var-

ious interests to conclude that a full employment policy through public service

employment was unacceptable.

Institutionalists also see political party competition as a driving force in policy-

making,7 but in the years between Kennedy and Ford’s presidencies, partisan

dynamics are insufficient as an explanation for the various administrations’ em-

ployment policy agendas and decisions. For example, all four presidents opposed

public service employment, indicating that party affiliation did not govern that

policy preference. Party competition and compromise between the executive

branch and opposition political parties in Congress can help explain some pol-

icy outcomes such as why the manpower side of Nixon’s agenda included a public

service employment program, and why Ford also passed bills expanding public

service employment. But party competition does fully explain other key policy

outcomes. This includes Kennedy’s and Johnson’s successful opposition to public

employment proposals and bipartisan opposition to proposals to create a posi-

tive right to employment. Moreover, party agendas would not have predicted

that the Republican Nixon administration would have pursued income redistribu-
6 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 139.
7 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 113-114.
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tion and explicitly joined poverty and manpower program design in his “Revenue

Sharing” reform package. Further highlighting the unexpected nature of Nixon’s

move, though Kennedy and Johnson explicitly sought to reduce economic insecu-

rity among the poor, both of the Democratic presidents worked to keep income

redistribution out of the War on Poverty (WOP).

Looking more closely at ideology’s role can explain both the points of overlap

and divergence among these administrations. More specifically, the same two ide-

ological currents that bounded employment policy possibilities in the New Deal

again constrained options and shaped outcomes in this era. As in the New Deal,

political and economic circumstances led some policymakers to propose policies

that challenged the currents’ limits on employment policies. Though the boundary

around employment policy was subject to some degree of adaptation as a result,

the liberal currents’ basic shape and influence remained intact. This meant that

during the Great Society neither growing income inequality nor substantial shifts

in the composition and functioning of labor markets received adequate attention,

since those most affected by the growth in low-wage and contingent work were

not considered to be as important socially or economically as the more established

white male workforce. Instead, work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism

predisposed Great Society policymakers and their successors to focus on the de-

mand for labor only in the most general sense of facilitating overall economic

growth, and cast most unemployment, underemployment, and resulting economic

insecurity, as non-economic problems. In total, the employment policies between

1962 and 1977 reinforced and expanded on the worst legacies of the New Deal’s

employment policies: individual or cultural explanations for long-term economic

insecurity among able-bodied adults, short-term public employment, a new focus

on training rather than more substantive labor market interventions for the un-
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employed and under-employed, and separate and unequal policy paths for workers

with long-term work histories and non-workers or workers with fewer skills and

work experience.

Part I: The War on Poverty and the the Empty

Promise of Opportunity

The Kennedy and Johnson administrations were rhetorical champions of the im-

portance of access to opportunity, job creation, and economic growth. In actual

employment policy terms, policymakers in these two administrations worked to

decrease unemployment through measures that targeted economic and job growth

without dealing with other core labor market inadequacies. Though the admin-

istrations’ economic growth policies helped bring unemployment down below 4%

between 1966 and 1970, throughout the 1960s there were still significant segments

of the population facing economic insecurity because of an insufficient quantity

of jobs and an inadequate number of stable, full-time jobs.8 Two distinct sets

of employment policy discussions demonstrate the constraining influence of work-

as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism during the War on Poverty (WOP)

1964-1969. The first set focused on reducing unemployment through labor market

bolstering initiatives, including the 1962 Manpower Development and Training

Act (MDTA), and the 1964 Tax Cut. The second group, which culminated in
8 Cameron, “The Politics and Economics of the Business Cycle,” pp. 240; US. Bureau of Labor

Statistics, Employment Level: Part-Time for Economic Reasons, All Industries [LNS12032194],
retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, https://research.stlouisfed.

org/fred2/series/LNS12032194/, November 11, 2015; US. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Unem-
ployment Level: Nonagriculture, Private Wage and Salary Workers [LNU03032229], retrieved
from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/
series/LNU03032229/, November 11, 2015.
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the anti-poverty programs initiated by the 1964 Economic Opportunity Act, at-

tributed entrenched economic insecurity to cultural patterns rather than economic

deficiencies, and was almost entirely non-economic in design.

Both the macro-economic and the anti-poverty policies acknowledged that un-

employment had negative economic and social effects. However, neither set of pol-

icy intervention was based on a nuanced analysis of labor market mechanics and

in each case the policy goal was to reform individuals not the labor market. Direct

job creation was never seriously undertaken; antipathy toward public employment

as an unemployment solution was prominent in both sets of policy discussions. As

a result, the WOP policies as a whole entrenched the conviction that labor market

inadequacies were not an appropriate target for unemployment-reduction efforts.

In addition, none of the Kennedy-Johnson employment measures addressed one

of the most important labor market realities of the era: the confinement of many

workers to a secondary labor market characterized by unsteady, low-wage work.9

The rise in this type of work over the 1960s, particularly in the service sector, was

key driver of economic insecurity that employment policy did little to remedy.10

Many other scholars, including E. Wight Bakke, Gary Mucciaroni, David

Raphael Riemer, and Margaret Weir have argued that the Great Society’s macro-

economic policies did not sufficiently explore or address labor market demand.11

However, there are some key distinctions between this existing work and my overall

understanding of this period’s employment policy. To begin with, unlike previous
9 Peter B. Doeringer and Michael J. Piore, Internal Labor Markets and Manpower Analysis

(Washington, D.C.: Manpower Administration (DOL), Office of Manpower Research, 1970), pp.
273-274.

10 Donghoon Lee and Kenneth I. Wolpin, “Intersectoral Labor Mobility and the Growth of
the Service Sector,” Econometric Society 74:1 (January 2006), pp. 1, 6.

11 E. Wight Bakke, The Mission of Manpower Policy, Kalamazoo, Michigan: W. E. Upjohn
Institute for Employment Research, 1969, Box 125, Manpower, Herbert Stein Papers, SMOF,
WHCF, RMNL; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 47; Riemer, The
Prisoners of Welfare, pp. 30, 39; Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 71.
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analyses, my particular interest is in the ideological underpinnings of this insuffi-

cient attention to labor market demand. My focus on the two liberal currents also

leads me to different conclusions about the Great Society’s employment policies.

For example, I show that the Great Society’s early manpower training programs

and tax policies were consistent with the War on Poverty programs’ reform ef-

forts directed at individuals, rather than fundamentally divergent approaches. By

contrast, Margaret Weir argues that there was a clear break between the policies

before and after the War on Poverty, and that institutional factors were respon-

sible for that change.12 Though employment policy was closely intertwined with

the poverty program, the poverty program was not the impetus for restricting

experimentation with labor market policy. The MDTA and 1964 Tax Cut which

predated the poverty effort demonstrate similar limits on employment policy. This

suggests that institutional interactions, though certainly important to policy im-

plementation, are not the best explanation of the boundary conditions on policy

design.

The two ideological currents help us understand certain, otherwise puzzling,

things about the employment policies coming out of the early 1960s. The Kennedy

and Johnson administrations had information indicating that labor market weak-

ness – as measured both by the quantity and quality of available jobs – was a key

source of unemployment, underemployment, and economic insecurity. Members

of Johnson’s administration articulated a nuanced model for understanding em-

ployment and unemployment, but then failed to follow that through with policies

that altered the labor market dynamics to which they attributed unemployment

and underemployment. Their administrations’ employment policies did not focus

on making changes to the labor market that would have more fully addressed
12 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 62-63.
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these problems, so they were unable to fully follow through on their promises to

extend access opportunity through employment. The liberal currents’ influence

on policymakers helps to account for the two administrations’ disregard of such

evidence. Intrinsic to the currents were the related ideas that there was always

employment available for those interested in working, and that the market, not

the government, was the best arbiter of labor market demand.

Manpower and Macro-Economics Combat Unemployment

Employment prospects for many were very good in the early 1960s, but national

policymakers recognized that unemployment had not vanished, and the Kennedy

and Johnson administrations enacted two policies that aimed to decrease unem-

ployment resulting from several types of general economic dislocations. The 1962

Manpower Development and Training Act (MDTA), was a new type of employ-

ment program designed to reduce unemployment by re-training workers displaced

by technological advancement from their previous occupations. The MDTA en-

tailed no job creation for the unemployed or under-employed. It was followed

two years later by the 1964 Tax Cut, which strove to stimulate economic growth

by cutting individual and corporate tax rates. Leaving this money in the hands

of individuals and businesses was supposed to boost aggregate economic demand

and lead to job creation, which it did. It is fairly uncontroversial to argue that

the MDTA and the 1964 Tax Cut were foundational to the Kennedy-Johnson ap-

proach to unemployment and economic insecurity. More unusual is my assertion

that the two policies shared an ideological foundation that shaped their approaches

to reducing unemployment through labor market reinforcing measures rather than

interventions that would have more substantially altered labor market functions.
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The MDTA and the Tax Cut are generally cast as policy rivals since the MDTA

was based on a theory of structural unemployment, while the Tax Cut, drawing

on Keynesian theories about aggregate demand, was designed to boost demand

generally in the economy which would increase labor market demand, thereby off-

setting unemployment caused by fluctuations in the business cycle. Explanations

tend to focus on the apparent differences in the two policies’ economic frame-

works and diagnoses of unemployment, as well as the institutional effects of that

conflict.13 What such accounts miss is that both the structuralists and the Key-

nesians relied on inadequate definitions of employment and unemployment. Both

economic growth policies and manpower training glossed over the potential for

economic security to remain a serious problem even amidst economic growth and

with re-training programs offsetting technological displacement of workers. The

MDTA and the Tax Cut both reinforced the conviction that, with some govern-

ment support, the labor market could be trusted to create the right sorts of jobs

at sufficiently high wages. Since it remained generally an individual responsibility

to obtain work, economic insecurity waas and that it was generally an individual

responsibility to obtain work.

The battle between structuralists and aggregate demand Keynesians over eco-

nomic ideas is usually understood to have produced an institutional separation

of federal manpower and economic management in the 1960s, which effectively

restricted the effect of both manpower and aggregate demand policies on unem-

ployment.14 There is some truth to this argument, but in privileging institutions
13 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, pp. 46-47, 271-272; Weir, Politics

and Jobs, pp. 67, 73-75.
14 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, pp. 32-33, 40-41, 44, 47; Weir,

Politics and Jobs, p. 70. The sides in the institutional rivalry were not necessarily always clear.
Some of the original conceptual planning for the MDTA came out of the Bureau of the Budget
(BOB), which Mucciaroni and Weir cast as an opponent of the structuralist diagnosis of unem-
ployment. On the history of the MDTA see: Gladys Roth Kremen, “MDTA: The Origins of the
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over ideas, and policy ideas over ideology, the important ideological commonality

on both sides of the structuralist-Keynesian divide is elided. That the Keyne-

sians and the structuralists shared fundamental ideas about the labor market and

its ability to produce sustainable levels and types of employment, and moreover

maintained these ideas in the face of evidence to the contrary, indicates that the

liberal currents acted as guidelines for policymakers, which restricted employment

policy under Kennedy and Johnson. Regardless of any institutional separation,

the MDTA and the Tax Cut helped institutionalize the currents’ narrative about

the causes of unemployment and the best government means of alleviating unem-

ployment preceding and during the War on Poverty.

Paying more attention to these ideological currents also helps explain the in-

consistent support for public service employment within the Department of La-

bor (DOL) and the Council of Economic Advisors (CEA), during the Kennedy

and Johnson administrations. Policymakers’ ambivalence toward government job

creation was in part based on the assumption during the 1950s and 1960s that

“enough jobs existed paying wages above the poverty level, and therefore employ-

ment policy should be directed toward training people for jobs rather than creating

jobs for people.”15 Once concern shifted from unemployment among middle-class

white workers to the disadvantaged unemployed – which often meant blacks in

urban areas – interest in whether available jobs would provide wages above the

poverty level was no longer paramount. Notwithstanding the distinctly inferior

employment expectations for the disadvantaged unemployed, the administrations’

Manpower Development and Training Act of 1962,” United States Department of Labor, http://
www.dol.gov/dol/aboutdol/history/mono-mdtatext.htm,accessedDecember6,2015.. On
the BOB supporting the CEA against proponents of structuralist unemployment see: Muc-
ciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy pp. 42, 47; Weir, Politics and Jobs, p.
70.

15 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 68.
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disinclination to directly intervene in the labor market is striking. The persistent

resistance to government jobs programs, given the importance of increasing overall

employment as a means of generating and sustaining economic growth, suggests

that the constraint was ideological rather than purely economic or institutional.

The Kennedy and Johnson administrations had evidence that the labor market

was producing an insufficient quantity of jobs, and not providing enough high-

quality jobs, but concerns that public jobs programs would threaten the auton-

omy of the private labor market and weaken the directive that individuals find

their own work in the marketplace made that an undesirable policy instrument.

The liberal currents’ ideological boundary was also strengthened by business in-

terests’ opposition to government job creation policies, which largely dovetailed

with labor-market anti-statism. However, there is evidence that the liberal cur-

rents helped justify such objections and provide policymakers with ready reasons

for pursuing other policy avenues.

The MDTA

The MDTA superficially joined macro-economic planning and employment policy

with its goal of full employment through manpower training. However, the pol-

icy’s inadequate conception of labor market dynamics prevented it from actually

addressing the key issues of job creation or job quality. The structural unemploy-

ment model underlying the MDTA cast the “mechanization of industrial processes,

shifts toward higher skill jobs, and the geographical movement of industry” as the

major impediments to full employment.16 Therefore, structuralists argued that re-

training unemployed workers for new occupations created by technological change
16 “Volume II, Part 1, Programs of the DOL,” Administrative History of the Department of

Labor, Box 2, Lyndon B. Johnson Library, p. 683.
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would solve the rising unemployment of the late 1950s and early 1960s.17 Equally

important is that the MDTA sought to adapt particular deserving workers and

former workers to the changing conditions of the labor market, rather than inter-

vening in the mechanics of the labor market in order to provide security for the

current and aspiring labor force. As such, it reinforced the workers’ high social

standing by using work history as a basis for inclusion in the program, and by pro-

viding training but not permanent jobs, it maintained sufficient distance between

the government and the private labor market to satisfy labor-market anti-statist

concerns.

The MDTA’s plan to reform the unemployed, rather than reforming the econ-

omy or the labor market, fit in with Republicans’ disinterest in intervening in the

private labor market.18. However, a closer look at the historical record indicates

that this characterization needs to be expanded. To begin with, it was not just

Republicans who were wary of intervening in the mechanics of the labor market.

Democrats, including the MDTA’s Congressional sponsors also cast individuals

as the most appropriate target for intervention.19 In addition, the MDTA’s de-

sign and implementation shows evidence not only of attempts to preserve labor

market autonomy, but also protecting work-as-citizenship’s basic tenets which in-

cluded preferential social and political inclusion of skilled, male workers as well as

preserving the individual responsibility to find work.20

17 Bernstein, Promises Kept, p. 122; Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State,
p. 212.

18 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 71; James L. Sundquist, Politics
and Policy: The Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson Years (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings
Institution, 1968), p. 86

19 Gladys Roth Kremen, “MDTA: The Origins of the Manpower Development and Training Act
of 1962,” United States Department of Labor,http://www.dol.gov/dol/aboutdol/history/
mono-mdtatext.htm.

20 This willingness to craft labor market reinforcing policies in order to assist skilled, male
workers was also an important motivation for the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act
in the 1970s.

191

http://www.dol.gov/dol/aboutdol/history/mono-mdtatext.htm
http://www.dol.gov/dol/aboutdol/history/mono-mdtatext.htm


CHAPTER 4. THE GREAT SOCIETY AND BEYOND, 1963-1977

If we look at who the MDTA targeted, and who was left out, we find that

policymakers’ focused on unemployment without attention to economic insecu-

rity deriving from underemployment. The policymakers who devised the MDTA

were motivated by the fact that the unemployment rate for married men had

reached an unprecedented high of 5% in 1960-61. Such men were considered a

socially and economically important group.21 Just as essential, they were also de-

serving since many of them had some skills, established work histories, and their

new unemployment was thought to result from technological change, rather than

personal failings such as a poor work ethic. Therefore, constructing a program

to help these men find new employment by training them for new occupations

or industries did not greatly strain work-as-citizenship. As such, the manpower

legislation initially required participants to be male heads of families with three

years of work experience.22 By contrast, those with a more tenuous attachment

to the labor force, including many of the working and non-working poor, did not

meet these requirements. Changes in labor market conditions that particularly

affected those stuck in poverty, including the lack of investment or industry in

some geographical areas, and the rise in service-sector jobs and low-wage work,

were not part of the MDTA’s economic model.

Such omissions were deliberate, since policymakers were not insensible to these

issues. The 1961 Area Redevelopment Act created the Area Redevelopment Ad-

ministration, which distributed funds to areas lacking industry and employment.

The Area Redevelopment Administration funded public works projects and also

provided loans to private businesses that were intended to facilitate private invest-

ment in these depressed areas. It was followed by other similar measures including
21 Garth L. Mangum, MDTA: Foundation of Federal Manpower Policy (Baltimore: Johns

Hopkins Press, 1968, p. 20.
22 Mangum, MDTA, p. 17.
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the 1962 Public Works Acceleration Act, and the 1964 Appalachia Act of 1964.23

The MDTA, however, included no funds for public works. The Kennedy admin-

istration initially proposed that the MDTA include funding to relocate workers,

which would have at least partially addressed the continued dearth of work op-

portunities in some geographical areas, but after protests from merchants, this

provision was removed.24 As had happened frequently in the 1930s and would

continue to happen throughout the 1960s and 1970s, objections to particular sorts

of government labor market intervention were voiced by business interests. This

lent strength to ideological arguments against such policies, even when there were

policy and institutional precedents for such policies.

Moreover, the MDTA specifically allowed participants to retain their Unem-

ployment Insurance benefits, in addition to receiving a training stipend while

enrolled. Since only certain types of workers were eligible for Unemployment In-

surance to begin with, policymakers clearly expected MDTA trainees to have a

solid attachment to the labor force. This preference for more experienced workers

was also present in the unemployment debates of the 1930s. Crafting manpower

legislation that addressed changes in the quantity and quality of work would have

challenged some of the basic tenets of work-as-citizenship. Namely, this brought

into question the assumption that there was enough work available for the adult

workforce, or that being willing to work was the main impediment to employment

among able-bodied adults. The structural unemployment model did not question

the market’s prerogative to define the level and type of labor demand. Structural-

ists argued that there was no deficiency in economic development or employment,

so the MDTA did not include job creation programs for the unemployed or the
23 James T. Patterson, America’s Struggle Against Poverty in the Twentieth Century (Cam-

bridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 123.
24 Mangum, MDTA, p. 25.
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under-employed.

Intriguingly, while policymakers were hammering out the details of the MDTA,

there was a recent precedent for federal retraining to be joined to job creation and

economic investment programs, since the Area Redevelopment Act had done both.

Thus, in debating and passing the ARA, policymakers demonstrated their aware-

ness that the economic system was failing to provide work in some areas, but did

not build on that foundation when creating the MDTA.25 Laurie J. Bassi and Or-

ley Ashenfelter argue that the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and Public

Works Administration (PWA) during the New Deal were the first instances of

structural unemployment intervention, and that the MDTA followed in their foot-

steps in 1962.26 This categorization obscures the stark contrast between the WPA

and PWA’s provision of public service employment and the MDTA’s provision of

training and stipends, but not jobs, to compensate for changes in labor market

demand.27 There were some points of overlap between the programs, as the WPA,

PWA, and MDTA (as originally implemented) were all preferentially directed at

adult, married men, while other subsets of the unemployed, such as women and

blacks were not targeted. Nor did any of the three programs do much to alter the

private labor market itself.

Even working within the structuralists’ limited economic framework, for job

training to reduce unemployment, participants must transition from training to

private employment. The MDTA’s original model was based on the expectation

that stable employment at a decent wage was available for participants, once they
25 Mangum, MDTA, pp. 10-11.
26 (Laurie J. Bassi and Orley Ashenfelter, “The Effect of Direct Job Creation and Training

Programs on Low-Skilled Workers” in Fighting Poverty: What Works and What Doesn’t, eds:
Sheldon D. Danziger and Daniel H. Weinberg (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), p.
134

27 Mangum, MDTA, p. 11.

194



CHAPTER 4. THE GREAT SOCIETY AND BEYOND, 1963-1977

were trained in new areas or fields. In order to assure this linkage between train-

ing and employment, the legislation included a requirement that trainees have

a “ ‘reasonable expectation of employment.’ ”28 However, MDTA administrators

soon found that the program’s targeted population, skilled males with prior work

histories, actually made up only a small proportion of the unemployed.29 That

should have brought into question the structuralist conviction that most unem-

ployment was essentially the result of a mis-match between the skills of the un-

employed and the skills sought by employers. Instead, in response to Civil Rights

protests in 1963, and amidst planning for a federal poverty program, the MDTA

was simply reoriented to the “disadvantaged” poor, which was a euphemism for

poor blacks in cities.30 That created a new set of problems, particularly relating to

participants’ retention in the MDTA and job placement for the new target group

after completing the program.

Once directed at the black urban poor, who were presumed to have fewer basic

skills, the MDTA’s type of training changed to accommodate entry-level job place-

ment, which was generally insecure and low-wage. This dampened participants’

enthusiasm, who wanted more career security than the lowest rungs of the labor

market could offer. Black participants also had concerns about their uncertain

employment prospects after completing training, since even for entry level jobs

there was wide-spread racial discrimination.31 In fact, policymakers were aware

of this issue and saw the job placement component of MDTA as an obstacle to

increasing participation among the new target group because of many employ-
28 Mangum, MDTA, p. 22.
29 Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 74; Mangum, MDTA, pp. 38-41; Mucciaroni, The Political

Failure of Employment Policy, p. 60.
30 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 219-223.
31 Magnum, MDTA, pp. 97-99, 108, 116; Patterson, America’s Struggle Against Poverty in

the Twentieth Century, p. 124.
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ers’ refusal to hire blacks. A DOL staff member reported that with the MDTA’s

shift to targeting poor blacks, the House Rules Committee wanted to jettison

the “requirements that there be job prospects in sight before an individual can

be trained, obviously a barrier to training of Negroes.”32 With this shift then,

the human capital rationale for providing training for skilled displaced workers to

transition into new skilled occupations and industries was replaced with a pro-

gram designed to get less-skilled workers into jobs as quickly as possible, which

meant providing much less actual training. This raises a fundamental question

about what it means to provide training, if the training is merely getting partic-

ipants into jobs for which they were already qualified. Policymakers at the time

largely circumvented this issue, though some awareness of it seeped into public

perception of the MDTA. Manpower training was politically palatable because it

was an alternative to public works or work-relief, and therefore more compatible

with the liberal currents’ constraint on the government providing alternatives to

the private labor market. But ironically, participants, administrators, and the

public came to see the reoriented MDTA as essentially a form of social welfare for

the poor.33

As such, on both a programmatic level and in the court of public opinion,

MDTA foreshadowed shortcomings in the later Economic Opportunity Act poli-

cies directed at the disadvantaged.34 Although there were important differences
32 Lee C. White to the President, December 4, 1963, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.
33 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 61; Brown, Race, Money, and

the American Welfare State, pp. 288-289.
34 This similarity is not always recognized in existing work on the period, and the MDTA

is instead held up as a model that was passed over by the War on Poverty planners in favor
of initiatives that were even further removed from the labor market. For example, Margaret
Weir focuses on distinctions between the MDTA’s acknowledgment of labor market problems
(i.e.- structural unemployment was caused by automation) and the Economic Opportunity Act’s
anti-poverty initiatives, which attributed unemployment more to individuals (Weir, Politics and
Jobs, pp. 67-68).
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between the MDTA and the EOA – after all, the motivations for the two acts were

quite dissimilar – it remains that like the later Economic Opportunity Act poli-

cies, the MDTA was sorely constrained by the bifurcated treatment of the skilled,

experienced unemployed (most of whom were white men), and the less-skilled,

less-experienced unemployed workers (more of whom were black). This distinc-

tion between economic insecurity as experienced by established workers and by

those with a less substantial workforce attachment dates back to the New Deal’s

differential approach to the work-based insurance programs like Old Age Insur-

ance and Unemployment Insurance, and the less-generous means-tested assistance

programs for the rest of the poor.

Under the new manpower paradigm in the 1960s, established workers were

considered worthy of the more significant investment entailed by retraining and

skills training. This was justified, in part, by the expectation that such training

would contribute to national economic growth. For those without such a work

history, though, training was limited to basic job readiness training, because any

job would serve. While training was, in general, a more acceptable labor market

intervention than providing a government job, the divergent expectations for these

two types of unemployed were grounded in the work-as-citizenship dictate that

citizens had to earn access to government support through work in the private

labor market, preferably through long-term employment. When the private labor

market failed to meet the needs of such deserving workers, it was acceptable for

the government to step in and provide a pathway to a comparable job in another

sector of the labor market. However, for the unemployed whose work history was

more fragmented or nonexistent, the lack of work was interpreted as an individual

rather than a labor market failing.
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The Tax Cut

In 1962 President Kennedy characterized the current tax structure as a drain on

economic growth that stood in the way of a full capacity economy. To remedy

this, the president proposed lowering personal and corporate income tax rates, as

a means of boosting economic growth and promoting “full employment.”35 It was

eventually passed as the 1964 Tax Cut. There has been significant debate about

what the Tax Cut represented politically as well as in the context of the nascent

War on Poverty.36 However, my focus is on the Tax Cut’s ideological foundation

and the policy’s implications in the larger context of employment policy. The Tax

Cut was part of an overall economic strategy seeking to bring the economy to full

employment, and as such, its conceptions about the causes of unemployment and

the appropriate interventions to reduce it deserve close scrutiny. In addition, pay-

ing closer attention to the ideological currents running through the tax cut policy

debates shows how the Tax Cut’s reimagining of Keynesian economic stimulus

policy fit more easily into the liberal currents’ constraints.

The macro-economic rationale for Kennedy and Johnson’s economic policies

derived from the Keynesian idea that government spending could induce increases

in aggregate demand, which was seen as the main driver of economic growth.

A variation of this, suggested by CEA Chairman Walter Heller, was that low-

ering taxes would have a similar effect, by freeing up revenue for individuals to
35 Bernstein, Promises Kept, p. 148.
36 Michael Brown and Robert A. Caro draw attention to the Tax Cut’s budgetary consequences

(Brown,Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 228-229; Caro, The Years of Lyndon
Johnson, pp. 422-423). Irving Bernstein and John A. Andrew outline the other proposed
tax reforms that lost out to the Tax Cut (Bernstein, Promises Kept, pp. 121-126; John A.
Andrew III, Lyndon Johnson and the Great Society (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1998, p. 15). Gary
Mucciaroni, Judith Russell, and Margaret Weir cast the Tax Cut as an institutional showdown
between rival executive branch departments on how to structure unemployment and anti-poverty
efforts (Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 57; Russell, Economics,
Bureaucracy, and Race, p. 34; Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 71-72).
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spend on goods, and for businesses to spend on increasing production and employ-

ment.37 Leftist economists such as John Kenneth Galbraith and Leon Keyserling

advocated more traditional Keynesian stimulus through public sector spending in

part because of its capacity to ameliorate market inequalities.38 Heller’s tax cut,

though, was based on a new “commercial” interpretation of Keynesianism that left

everything in the hands of the private sector. It, therefore, did nothing to directly

remedy labor market and income inequalities. Kennedy’s economists expected

that the Tax Cut would stimulate economic growth and job creation, and that as

employment rose it would put upward pressure on wages.39

Though their preferred approach to economic stimulus was tax cuts, many in

Johnson’s cabinet, including Treasury Secretary Douglas Dillon and Walter Heller,

supported expanding government social programs. However, they also preferred

to see social program spending as distinct from the primary goal of economic

growth, which could most efficiently be achieved through the Tax Cut. From one

light, these new Keynesians wanted to have their cake and eat it too; cut taxes

without limiting deficits so that government services would not have to be reduced.

The Treasury Secretary and CEA Chairman expected the Tax Cut to trigger a

rise in aggregate demand which would stimulate economic growth and thereby

increase government tax revenue, allowing the eventual expansion of spending
37 Bernstein, Promises Kept, pp. 149-150; Alan Brinkley, John F. Kennedy: The American

Presidents Series: The 35th President, 1961-1963 (New York: Times Books, 2012), p. 57.
38 Bernstein, Promises Kept, 150.
39 Robert J. Lampman to Walter W. Heller, June 10, 1963, “An Offensive Against Poverty,”

Folder: B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Box 1, Legislative Background and
Domestic Crises, LBJL, pp. 1-4; R.J. Lampman, “For Walter W. Heller’s speech. This is a draft
of a section on ‘The Costs of Slack,” Folder: B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Box
1, LBDC, LBJL, pp. 1-2; Walter W. Heller to the President, February 3, 1964, Folder: Tax
Cut 1964, 1/9/64-2/14/64, Box 52, LE/FI-11, LBJL; Sylvia Porter, “Economic Rise Watched
Closely,” undated, circa February 1964, Folder: Tax Cut 1964, 1/9/64-2/14/64, Box 52, LE/FI-
11, LBJL.
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on social programs.40 Their commercial Keynesian approach was more in line

with labor-market anti-statism since tax cuts were less disruptive to the labor

market than starting by increasing government spending in order to promote job

creation or provide social services. Heller and Dillon presumed that the Tax Cut

would spur economic demand which would lead to higher wages and also increase

total government revenue which would allow government spending to continue and

even grow. Complicating this plan, Congressional conservatives were less sanguine

about the Tax Cut’s ability to generate sufficient economic growth to offset the

dip in federal revenues. They worried that the Tax Cut might instead increase

deficits and inflation.41

After the Tax Cut’s introduction in Kennedy’s 1963 State of the Union Ad-

dress, the opposition from House Ways and Means Committee chairman Wilbur

Mills, and Senate Finance Committee chairman Harry Byrd effectively stalled it

until after Kennedy’s assassination. Once Johnson became president, he expanded

on Kennedy’s commitment to fend off deficits by limiting the size of the budget,

and won the Tax Cut’s passage. The compromise Johnson reached with Con-

gressional conservatives was that the federal budget would be constrained to $100

billion, which involved redistributing spending on social programs as well as strict

staffing ceilings within the federal government.42 Some of Johnson’s economic ad-

visors were dismayed at the budget cuts. Walter Heller worried that the budget

compromise would hurt the “expansionary effect of the Tax Cut” because of the
40 Secretary of the Treasury Douglas Dillon to the President, December 6, 1963, Attached:

Undersecretary of the Treasury Henry H. Fowler to Dillon, Undated, Subject: Tax Cut, LE/FI
11, Box 51, WHCF, LBJL; Bernstein, Promises Kept, p. 126.

41 CEA Chairman Walter Heller to the President, February 3, 1964, Folder: Tax Cut 1964,
Box 52, LE/FI-11, WHCF, LBJL; Caro, The Years of Lyndon Johnson, pp. 394-396.

42 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 228-229; Caro, The Years of
Lyndon Johnson, p. 396.

200



CHAPTER 4. THE GREAT SOCIETY AND BEYOND, 1963-1977

decline in “federal purchases.”43 Thus, there was potential that if the Tax Cut was

paired with such tight budget caps its stimulating effect would be limited, which

could, in turn, affect job creation and wage levels.

Notwithstanding Heller’s concerns about the consequences of severely restrict-

ing government expenditures, the rationale for the Tax Cut was that taxes damp-

ened the economy’s growth potential. By lessening taxes’ fiscal drag, the Tax

Cut would reinforce the economy’s, and by extension the labor market’s tendency

toward growth. This reinforced labor-market anti-statism, since the Tax Cut

assumed that any direct government intervention to create jobs through public

service employment, or to regulate the types of jobs in the private labor market

was unnecessary, and possibly even counter-productive.

Yet, prior to the major legislative battle for the Tax Cut, the CEA knew that

there were significant labor market issues, that economic growth, and even a boost

to wages might not address. Nor were these problems confined to downturns such

as the 1957-58 and 1960-61 recessions. Crucially, the CEA knew unemployment

figures did not accurately portray the availability of work for those seeking it.

Though gross employment rose from 1957-1963, unemployment stayed around

6%, and participation in “the labor force failed to grow as much as expected,”

decreasing from 58.7% to 57.4% of the adult population, while large numbers of

women entering the workforce swelled the number of job-seekers. Added to that

was the increase in part-time employment, and the fact that family income growth

had slowed such that for the median class most income was spent on necessities.44

43 Secretary of the Treasury Douglas Dillon to the President, December 6, 1963, Attached:
Undersecretary of the Treasury Henry H. Fowler to Dillon, undated, circa fall 1963, Folder: Tax
Cut 1964, Box 51, LE/FI-11, WHCF, LBJL.

44 Richard J. Lampman, Draft Walter W. Heller’s Speech, Section on “The Costs of Slack,”
June 10, 1963, Folder B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA
1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, pp. 2-5.
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There was also a substantial drop in blacks’ labor force participation rate in the

1950s. More and more African Americans were migrating north to cities, but

once there they were in competition with white migrants for a limited number

of job opportunities. As a result of racism among employers and labor unions,

blacks’ “access to permanent, full-time work” was sharply reduced during the

1950s. After peaking in 1959, the ratio of black to white unemployment dropped,

but the unemployment rate for black men and women remained close to double

that of white men and women throughout the 1960s.45 All of this amounted to

a significant rise in hidden unemployment – unemployment that was not readily

recognizable from the national unemployment rate – and underemployment that

the Tax Cut did not address.

The CEA was not wholly insensible to the plight of those confronting economic

insecurity, but its conclusions about how the Tax Cut would affect the poor were

somewhat contradictory. Heller understood the limits of the Tax Cut to help

the unemployed poor as he was pursuing it. In fall 1963, he argued that the

Tax Cut would create new entry-level jobs, while expected Civil Rights legisla-

tion would remove the barrier of race discrimination in the labor market.46 These

two factors in combination would in theory work to allow poor people of color to

more fully participate in the labor market. Poor blacks were widely known to be

“last hired and first-fired,” and not coincidently composed a significant proportion

of the long-term unemployed.47 Yet Heller also acknowledged the Tax Cut and
45 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 192-194.
46 Walter E. Heller to the Secretary of Agriculture, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of

Labor, Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, Director of the Bureau of the Budget, Ad-
ministrator of Housing and Home Finance Agency, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative
Program for ‘Widening Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Folder B: CEA Draft
History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL,pp. 1-4.

47 Richard J. Lampman Draft Walter W. Heller’s Speech, Section on “The Costs of Slack,”
June 10, 1963, Folder B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA
1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, pp. 6-9.
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Civil Rights measures would not be enough to help all those left “in the wake

of progress.”48 CEA economists had concluded in August 1963 that increases

in aggregate income would fully eradicate poverty only when “per capita GNP

reaches infinity.”49 Simultaneously belying and bypassing this pessimistic predic-

tion, the CEA maintained that long term unemployment among the poor was not

due to any inherent economic or labor market deficiency, and could be remedied

through efforts to “[provide] access to opportunity” to the poor.50 Contrary to

this conclusion, based on the CEA’s own findings, long-term unemployment and

lack of access to stable jobs were themselves key causes of poverty, which the

proposed anti-poverty policies would not remedy. Instead, based on this extra-

economic diagnosis of poverty, the CEA’s anti-poverty program was designed as

a non-economic campaign. As such, its distribution of opportunity would only

indirectly link up with macro-economic goals. The anticipated “additional na-

tional product from investment in people and reduction of market barriers” was a

byproduct, not the means of achieving the poor’s “participation in a democratic

society.”51

48 Walter E. Heller to the Secretary of Agriculture, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of
Labor, Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, Director of the Bureau of the Budget, Ad-
ministrator of Housing and Home Finance Agency, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative
Program for ‘Widening Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Folder B: CEA Draft
History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 1.

49 Robert J. Lampman and Donald A. Nichols, August 5, 1963, Subject: POST-WAR
POVERTY TRENDS, Folder B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative
Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL.

50 Walter E. Heller to the Secretary of Agriculture, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of
Labor, Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, Director of the Bureau of the Budget, Ad-
ministrator of Housing and Home Finance Agency, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative
Program for ‘Widening Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Folder B: CEA Draft
History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 1.

51 Walter E. Heller to the Secretary of Agriculture, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of
Labor, Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, Director of the Bureau of the Budget, Ad-
ministrator of Housing and Home Finance Agency, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative
Program for ‘Widening Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Folder B: CEA Draft
History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 1.

203



CHAPTER 4. THE GREAT SOCIETY AND BEYOND, 1963-1977

The Intersection of Anti-Poverty Efforts and Unemployment

The anti-poverty effort that resulted in the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA)

of 1964 contained little in the way of economic measures, and largely failed to

examine or address the availability of sufficient steady jobs at adequate pay. The

Council of Economic Advisors, working to generate policy proposals for reducing

poverty, made a pivotal leap from identifying income deficiency as the core cause

of poverty, to articulating a cultural approach as the best way to reach the long-

term unemployed. There were clear fiscal and political motivations for following

an anti-poverty approach based on cultural interventions. However, there is also

evidence that policymakers’ embraced the liberal currents’s framework, which

provided a positive justification for a cultural approach to poverty. In addition

to oversimplifying culture’s role in creating and perpetuating lasting poverty, the

policymakers crafting the Economic Opportunity Act did not address the most

fundamental root of inadequate income: the growth and volatility of the low-wage

labor market. Proposals that acknowledged this systemic problem and called for

public works programs or income maintenance for the poor were rejected, and

attempts at public-private partnerships for job creation were not successful.

Showing their allegiance to the liberal currents, most Kennedy and Johnson

administration members evinced antipathy for public employment as an unem-

ployment and anti-poverty tool. This is true of the leadership at the Department

of Labor as well, despite some scholars’ claims that the DOL steadily supported

public employment. The DOL did consistently lobby for expanding job-training

programs for adults, and, perhaps more importantly, also sought to expand the es-

tablished conceptions of employment and unemployment to include more relevant

experiences and factors. Though such policy measures stretched the boundaries
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established by the liberal currents, they were much easier to reconcile with labor-

market anti-statism and work-as-citizenship than public jobs programs.

Oversimplifying Poverty’s Cause

In June 1963, CEA staff economist Robert Lampman directly linked poverty to

low-wages, and argued for “an aggressive expansionist full employment fiscal pol-

icy” in order to promote “exits from poverty.” This so-called fiscal policy did not

include any labor market intervention, but was instead to be comprised of training

programs along with relocation assistance, anti-discrimination efforts, “community

redevelopment,” and other services for the poor.52 Policymakers were concerned

about the concentration of unemployment, poverty, and participation in govern-

ment aid programs in some urban and rural communities.53 The apparent con-

tradiction of extreme poverty amidst general prosperity, and the disproportionate

number of poor blacks in urban areas, suggested that these populations of “hard-

core” unemployed were disconnected from general macro-economic trends, and

instead the result of social or cultural phenomena.54 The inattention to the quan-

tity and quality of the labor market’s job production was all the more striking

since the CEA and Bureau of the Budget knew that a majority of poor families

participated in the labor market, but were still unable to earn enough to rise out
52 Robert J. Lampman to Walter W. Heller, June 10, 1963, “An Offensive Against Poverty,

Folder: B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background - EOA 1964, Box
1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 3.

53 William Capron, “The Federal Government and Urban Poverty: Discussions at Brandeis
University, June 16-17, 1973,” p. 215. Also note that Capron says CEA didn’t see issue as about
blacks or only urban areas, 75% of the poor were white, and many of them were in rural areas.

54 “Manpower Development Assistance,” Administrative History of the DOL, Volume II, Part
I, Box 1, LBJL, p. 80; Bill D. Moyers Statement in The Great Society Reader: A 20 Year
Critique, eds. Barbara C. Jordan and Elspeth D. Rostow (USA: University of Texas Press,
1986), p. 37; Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 210-211; Andrew,
Lyndon Johnson and the Great Society, pp. 58-59.
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of poverty.55

As planning for the WOP progressed in 1963 and 1964, the CEA had data

that showed correlations between poverty and one or more of the following: dis-

crimination, inadequate education and training, loss of a breadwinner, care-taking

responsibilities, retirement, and concentrations of unemployment in urban ghet-

tos.56 Crucially though, policymakers concluded that all of these factors were

causes not effects of unemployment and poverty. Thus, the persistence of poverty

in some urban and rural areas was cast as the result of a cycle or culture of poverty.

The role of labor market inadequacies – in terms of the total number and quality of

jobs – that disproportionately affected black workers because of ongoing discrim-

ination and pre-existing inequality in labor market inclusion was not part of this

model. Had the complexities of the causal relationship been more fully acknowl-

edged, it would have compelled a discussion about whether there were enough

jobs for those seeking to work, and just as importantly, whether those jobs offered

enough hours and wages for workers to support themselves and their families.

There were rhetorical references to job scarcity and underemployment, but they

did not translate into labor market oriented policies. In a letter to the Speaker of

the House of Representatives in January 1964, President Johnson voiced concern

about involuntary unemployment, and low-wage levels: “we have failed to provide

employment for all who seek it” and “there are many workers who receive less than

a decent minimum wage.”57 However, the culture of poverty perspective provided
55 Walter E. Heller, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative Program for ‘Widening

Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Appendix A, Folder B: CEA Draft History
of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL; Bureau of the
Budget Director Charles L. Schultze to Joseph A. Califano, August 14, 1965, Folder: 11/63-9/65
Labor, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.

56 William M. Capron and Burton A. Weisbrod, December 2, 1963, Subject: Administratively
Confidential Preliminary Draft of “Attack on Poverty,” Folder B: CEA Draft History of the War
on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL.

57 The President to the Speaker of the House, January 30, 1964, Folder: DOL 11/21/63-
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an excuse not to deal with discrimination and other labor market weaknesses, and

thereby reinforced the liberal currents, particularly labor-market anti-statism’s

aversion to direct labor market intervention.

Also working against policies that addressed the deficiency in jobs and wages

was evidence that policymakers, including Johnson accepted the liberal currents’

narrative that placed nearly all of the responsibility for obtaining work on the in-

dividual. Exemplifying this view, in his January 1964 State of the Union address,

President Johnson asserted that “Very often, a lack of jobs and money is not the

cause of poverty, but the symptom.”58 Respectable citizens worked; an inconsis-

tent work history demonstrated personal failings, and receipt of relief indicated

a shameful lack of American self-reliance. Because of this and the widely held

conviction that government relief engenders harmful dependency, the rise in relief

rates among the long-term poor was interpreted as proof of a cultural component

to poverty. In a March 1964 message to Congress, Johnson argued that work was

the appropriate path out of poverty, and that increasing government relief would

cause greater harm to the poor.59

Policymakers’ decision to design policy around the culture of poverty also

served to de-emphasize important evidence about racial discrimination and in-

come inequality in the labor market that the Civil Rights Movement had collected

and made available. During the 1950s and 1960s the National Association for the

Advancement of Colored People had collected evidence showing there was signifi-

cant discrimination against skilled black workers, which negatively impacted their

3/15/64, Box 232, FG 155-21/A FG 160, WHCF, LBJL.
58 Lyndon B. Johnson, “Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union,” January

8, 1964, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project.
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=26787, accessed November 13, 2015.

59 Draft Presidential Message to Congress, March 2, 1964, Subject: Why is America Pros-
perous?, Folder F: Legislative History on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 2,
LBDC, LBJL.
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ability to carry out the mandate to work.60 In the 1963 March on Washington,

Civil Rights leaders called for public works, an increase in the minimum wage,

and government intervention to prevent labor market discrimination.61 Articu-

lating these policies indicated that the Civil Rights Movement identified a lack

of overall employment, inadequate wages, and racial discrimination in the private

market as the key barriers to economic success for blacks. They achieved some

of these aims. Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act expressly forbade discrim-

ination on the basis of race, which the Johnson administration rightly assumed

would increase blacks’ access to employment.62 However, the Johnson admin-

istration declined to pursue public jobs programs. Moreover, the simultaneous

promulgation of the rhetorically weighty, if factually dubious, characterization of

black unemployment as deriving from “matriarchal, welfare-dependent families,”

popularized the notion that economic insecurity for blacks was fundamentally not

economic in origin.63

Espousing a similar employment policy agenda, in early 1964 the AFL-CIO’s

Executive Council identified income inequality and lack of jobs as largely responsi-

ble for poverty, arguing for “National policies to sharply increase employment – for

the jobless and the under-employed” including “a vast increase in federal outlays
60 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 210-211; R.J. Lampman, “For

Walter W. Heller’s speech. This is a draft for a section on ‘The Costs of Slack,’ ” June 10, 1963,
Folder: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background - EOZ 1964, Box 1,
LBDC, LBJL, pp. 5-6; Walter E. Heller, Chairman of the CEA, “1964 Legislative Program for
‘Widening Participation in Prosperity’–an Attack on Poverty,” November 5, 1963, Folder: B:
CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background - EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC,
LBJL, pp. 1-2.

61 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 218.
62 Michael K. Brown, Martin Carnoy, Elliott Currie, Troy Duster, David B. Oppenheimer,

Marjorie M. Shultz, and David Wellman, Whitewashing Race: The Myth of a Color-Blind Society
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), pp. 186-187.

63 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 210-11. The report written by
Daniel Patrick Moynihan in 1965 on black families, “The Negro Family: The Case For National
Action,” (known as the Moynihan Report) also contributed to the persistence of the cultural
diagnosis and approach.
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for job-creating public works.”64 But organized labor also strongly resisted racial

integration in unions,65 and lobbied against public works programs that might

disadvantage unionized workers.66 Since long standing exclusion from unions and

many places of employment left many black workers with fewer labor protections

and less job security, greater government intervention in the labor market had

fewer potential disadvantages to the Civil Rights Movement than it did for or-

ganized labor. However, the Johnson administration was disinclined to include

public jobs programs in its’ attack on poverty.67

Once policymakers articulated a “culture of poverty” as the cause of long term

unemployment, that diagnosis not only obviated the need for public service em-

ployment, it also undermined the Civil Rights Movement’s identification of labor

market failings as responsible for most entrenched unemployment and poverty

in black communities. As was demonstrated in the discussion of the MDTA, the

Kennedy and Johnson administrations had a structural analysis of unemployment

and poverty that acknowledged that there was not sufficient employment for ev-
64 AFL-CIO Executive Council, February 21, 1964, Statement on Waging War Against

Poverty, Folder D: White House Background Papers on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA
1964, Box 2, LBDC, LBJL, p. 2-4.

65 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 217. Paul Frymer argues that
the conflict between the civil rights movement and organized labor and the creation of separate
regulatory agencies for civil rights and labor issues, ultimately weakened institutional support
for both civil rights and labor and lessened Democratic Party’s national influence (Paul Frymer,
Black and Blue: African Americans, the Labor Movement, and the Decline of the Democratic
Party (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008).

66 Milton Turen, Labor Welfare Division BOB to Charles Schultze BOB Director, August
6, 1963, Subject: Local Government work projects to provide employment for the unskilled –
Pittsburgh, RG 51, BOB, Series 61.1a, Box 1, E3-211, National Archives; Undated, “Hard Core
Unemployment,” RG 51, BOB Series 61.1a, Box 1, E3-2/1, NA: discusses difficulties in avoiding
union workers in any “made work program.”

67 In December 1963, Hirst Sutton the Director of the Bureau of the Budget’s Division of
Labor and Welfare noted that a statement that “the program should not emphasize public
works or area economic redevelopment was stricken from the paper,” and expressed concern
that such an omission might inadvertently open the door to such a program (Hirst Sutton to the
Director, “Comments on the new proposals for attacking poverty,” December 24, 1963, Folder:
BOB Papers on Poverty C, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 1.
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eryone in the labor market. But, as they drew back from policies that would

have altered the labor market in favor of an approach based on the culture of

poverty, the administrations demonstrated that they were not willing to address

the problems as they had themselves defined them.68

The culture of poverty narrative drew on individual and cultural explanations

for poverty, rather than labor market inadequacies. This reflected the liberal

currents understanding of unemployment as an individual failing, and individual

level interventions as the most appropriate government response to economic in-

security. In one fell swoop, the culture of poverty conveniently absolved the labor

market from closer scrutiny and reduced the potential for more invasive federal

employment policy while also helping to keep race and labor market legislation

separate. The way to fix long-term unemployment and insecurity amongst inner-

city blacks, was to reform the population’s “culture” rather than acknowledging

or directly addressing any labor market failings, such as the widely acknowledged

shortage of employment in many urban areas.69

Relying on the cultural explanation, the poverty programs being developed

focused on “individual and community self-help” mechanisms in combatting sus-

tained unemployment and paid little attention to underemployment and the in-

adequacies of existing jobs. In addition to the ideological compatibility between

such self-help models and the liberal currents, there were fiscal considerations that

made the low cost of such an approach particularly appealing. Adhering to the

agreements Kennedy had made with congressional conservatives, Johnson made

it very clear that in order to get the Tax Cut passed and keep the total fed-

eral budget under $100 billion, the poverty program could not require significant
68 Patterson, America’s Struggle Against Poverty in the Twentieth Century, pp. 124-125.
69 Patterson, America’s Struggle Against Poverty in the Twentieth Century, pp. 101-102.
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new appropriations.70 To put these budget constraints in perspective, at a time

when federal transfer payments through work-based insurance and work-exempt

aid programs totaled $33 billion, the WOP planners sought to craft a comprehen-

sive answer to poverty with a $1 billion budget.71 Of that one billion total, only

about $500 million was to come from new appropriations, the rest was reallocated

from existing programs.72 It was hard for those on the anti-poverty task force who

advocated greater spending on the War on Poverty to justify it, not only because

of general fiscal restraint, but also because within the culture of poverty framing,

the target population for the anti-poverty program were not deserving or aspiring

workers, but instead a group which was effectively cut off from the mainstream

American culture that valued private sector work.73

Working within the fiscal limitations Johnson had laid out, Heller instructed

the Cabinet that the proposed poverty program would need to be focused “on

a relatively few groups and areas where problems are most severe and solutions

most feasible.”74 Adam Yarmolinksy, an early member of the poverty task force,

later stated that it was a “tactical decision” to focus on cultural reeducation and
70 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 228; Caro, The Years of Lyndon

Johnson, pp. 422-423.
71 Walter W. Heller, December 28, 1963, Subject: To Readers of Chapter 2 (The Prob-

lem of Poverty in America) Folder: B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative
Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, pp. 21-22.

72 Kermit Gordon to the President, January 22, 1964, Folder: 11/22/63-9/30/64, EX WE 9,
Box 25, WHCF, LBJL.

73 At a 1973 conference on the origins of the War on Poverty, Adam Yarmolinsky, principal
deputy to Sargent Shriver during the poverty planning process, noted that the 1960s anti-
poverty funding stayed flat, tied to the “very small reservoir of good feeling for the poor” (Adam
Yarmolinsky, “Poverty and Urban Policy: Conference Transcript of the 1973 Group Discussion
of the Kennedy Administration Urban Poverty Programs and Policies,” (Brandeis University,
June 16-17, 1973), pp. 302-303, 323, 326.

74 Walter E. Heller to the Secretary of Agriculture, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of
Labor, Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, Director of the Bureau of the Budget,
Administrator of Housing and Home Finance Agency, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legisla-
tive Program for ‘Widening Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Folde:r B: CEA
Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL,
p. 1.
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job training. The task force expected the tax cut to create entry-level jobs, and

since they concluded both that it would “take longer to prepare people for jobs”

and that “it was less expensive to prepare people for jobs than to create the jobs,”

they targeted their efforts on the poor themselves not on the labor market or job

creation.75 The fact that entry level jobs were seen as adequate for the target

population indicates the gulf between key facts known about the economically

insecure at the time, and the program being designed to help them.76

In addition to keeping costs down, self-help also reinforced the link between

work and social standing by “[minimizing] passive acceptance of ‘handouts’ ” in

order to “[maximize] the pride that individuals and communities can take in

their own efforts to eradicate poverty.”77 Bureau of the Budget Director Charles

Schultze alluded to the compatibility between the culture of poverty’s self-help

approach and American values when he called “organized local action to help the

individual help himself” a “time-tested American method.”78 There were also im-

mediate precedents for the service strategy that underlay self-help. The MDTA,

the 1963 Youth Opportunity Act, the 1963 Vocational Education Act, and the

1962 Social Security Act amendments all distributed services rather than income

or jobs.79

As a result of the spending cuts conservatives won, the Tax Cut cut affected

the poor in two ways. First, the budget cap required redistributing spending

on social programs.80 Second, there were new, non-economic, self-help programs
75 Yarmolinsky, “Poverty and Urban Policy,” pp. 286-287.
76 This also presaged the emphasis on moving the poor into entry-level jobs in the 1970s-1990s.
77 Walter E. Heller, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative Program for ‘Widening

Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Appendix A, Folder B: CEA Draft History
of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 5.

78 Schultze to William Alger, December 28, 1963, Subject: Draft Specification, Folder: BOB
Papers on Poverty C, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBJL.

79 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 215-216.
80 William Capron, Transcript of “The federal Government and Urban Poverty”, June 16-17,
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designed to help the poor who were not expected to benefit sufficiently from the

Tax Cut. By incorporating the working and non-working poor in this distinct

way the CEA signaled that, like the structuralists, it considered the experienced,

middle-class workforce as the true measure of economic and labor market health.

In addition, resting on the MDTA and Tax Cut’s narrow conception of labor

market mechanics, the nascent War on Poverty essentially ignored several of the

key factors responsible for persistent economic insecurity: underemployment –

workers who are unable to secure full-time employment and who are involuntarily

working part-time, or at multiple part-time jobs – and inadequate wages. This

exclusion is all the more noteworthy since CEA reports documented the prevalence

of such labor market problems. A report by Walter Heller himself acknowledged

that in 1963 53% of those living at or below the poverty line, some 5.3 million

families, were headed by one or more workers.81 While the MDTA had identified

a decline in the need for low-skill workers due to technological advances, there

was a concurrent rise in service-sector jobs that were low-wage. Due in part to

the transition to a more service-oriented economy, this was a serious problem

particularly because that work was often not steady or full-time.82 Such data

suggested that what the working poor – who made up the majority of those stuck

in poverty – needed was better jobs and better wages. Yet, those planning the

1973, Discussions at Brandeis University, p. 147; Caro, The Years of Lyndon Johnson, 422-423;
Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 245-246.

81 Walter E. Heller, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative Program for ‘Widening
Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Appendix A, Folder B: CEA Draft History
of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL.

82 Ronald E. Kutscher and Jerome A. Mark, “The service-producing sector: some common
perceptions reviewed,” Monthly Labor Review, (April 1983) http://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/

1983/04/art3full.pdf, accessed October 16, 2015, pp. 21-22; Chris Tilly, “Reasons for the
continuing growth of part-time employment,” Monthly Labor Review (March 1991), http://
www.bls.gov/mlr/1991/03/art2full.pdf, accessed October 16, 2015, pp. 10, 12; Michael
Urquhart, “The employment shift to services: where did it come from?” Monthly Labor Review
(April 1984), http://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/1984/04/art2full.pdf, accessed October 16,
2015, pp. 16-17.
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War on Poverty focused on adapting individuals to the labor market through

training, education, and cultural interventions, rather than intervening to alter

labor market mechanics themselves.83

The Kennedy and Johnson administrations’ policies did help to alleviate unem-

ployment and underemployment, just not enough to ensure economic security for

all the working and non-working poor. The Tax Cut and the WOP helped to cre-

ate jobs, while the MDTA provided income transfers and training. Former Health,

Education and Welfare Secretary Wilbur J. Cohen argued that despite program-

matic failings, the community action and manpower programs “gave many people

for a number of years relatively stable employment–because they were also in ef-

fect employment programs, and you can’t discount that.”84 Government defense

spending for the Vietnam War also led to an expansion in the public sector, which

increased employment opportunities for the poor.85 However, even in combina-

tion the employment policies and the defense spending, fell short of eradicating

problems for the working and non-working poor.

Underemployment and low-wages were still serious issues between 1965 and

1969. The number of people officially recorded as working part-time for economic

reasons (meaning involuntarily), dropped overall between 1961 and 1969. From a

high of more than 3.5 million in 1961, the number of involuntary part-time workers

fell to a low of 1.7 million in 1967. However, there was also steady growth in labor

market participation in the 1960s and the underemployment rate continued to

average above 2 million people in the second half of the 1960s.86 And it was more
83 “An Attack on Poverty (Improving Opportunities for the Disadvantaged; The Nation’s

Stake in Lifting Horizons for All),” October 26, 1963, Folder: B: CEA Draft History of the War
on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, pp. 1-3.

84 textitTranscript of “The federal Government and Urban Poverty”, June 16-17, 1973, Dis-
cussions at Brandeis University, p. 345.

85 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 260-261.
86 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment Level: Part-Time for Economic Rea-
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than likely that these part-time workers were poor. A 1965 Bureau of the Budget

report notes that “more than half of poor families were headed by an employed

person, whose earnings were so low that he (or she) couldn’t get above the poverty

line.” The report further states that most of the poor who didn’t work at all were

taking care of a home or were prevented from working by disability or old age.87

Thus the vast majority of the poor capable of work did not suffer from individual

or community deficiencies, but rather lack of access to good jobs or care-taking

options.

Quality, as well as quantity, of jobs was essential to achieving a long-term

effect on unemployment and underemployment, especially for those at the fringes

of the labor market. Replacing existing entry-level jobs or even increasing the

supply of part-time, low-skill, low-wage ones could, at best, do little more than

cycle the working poor from one unstable, dead-end employment situation to

another. This is a widely accepted argument. Others including Gary Mucciaroni,

and Katherine V. W. Stone have pointed out the inadequacy of unstable low-wage

work. Growth in this sector of the labor-market accelerated in the 1970s, but both

Mucciaroni and the Johnson administration make it clear that economic insecurity

that derived from insecure, low-wage jobs was a known issue in the 1960s.88

Addressing changes in the labor market such as jobs lost to automation and

the decline in agriculture and steady manufacturing jobs concurrent with an in-

sons, All Industries [LNS12032194], retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St.
Louis https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/LNS12032194/, accessed November
11, 2015; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Civilian Employment-Population Ratio [EMRATIO],
retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis https://research.stlouisfed.org/
fred2/series/EMRATIO/, accessed December 1, 2015.

87 Bureau of the Budget Director Charles L. Schultze to Joseph A. Califano, August 14, 1965,
Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.

88 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, pp. 61-62; Katherine V. W. Stone,
From Widgets to Digits: Employment Regulation for the Changing Workplace (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2004), pp. 258-270; Bureau of the Budget Director Charles L. Schultze
to Joseph A. Califano, August 14, 1965, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.
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creasing number of lower-wage, less secure, service-sector jobs, could have been a

prominent component of the anti-poverty initiative. Instead, cultural approaches

to poverty became entrenched. This was significant from an ideological perspec-

tive because though the cultural diagnosis had fiscal and political motivations,

it also rested on and reinforced the two liberal currents. If economic insecurity

was primarily a cultural problem – based on the argument that the poor lacked

the proper ethics and attitudes needed to succeed on their own in the private

employment sphere – then government intervention should be aimed at individu-

als rather than the labor market. Thus the culture of poverty’s policy directives

reflected labor-market anti-statism. In addition, by absolving the labor market

of responsibility for unemployment and poverty, the culture of poverty’s services

approach implicitly supported work-as-citizenship’s directive that individuals are

responsible for obtaining private-sector work.

The OEO Versus the DOL on Public Employment

When the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA) was passed in August 1964, the new

federal programs were comprised of community-level services and youth education

and training, some run by a new agency: the Office of Economic Opportunity, and

some by established executive departments such as the DOL.89 Community ac-
89 The OEO was in charge of VISTA, a community volunteer program; Job Corps, an educa-

tion, work experience, and vocational training program for youth; and the Community Action
Program (CAP), federally funded community organized non-profits (Robert A. Levine, The
Poor Ye Need Not Have With You: Lessons from the War on Poverty (Cambridge, Mass: The
MIT Press, 1970), p. 49). The major work training program, the Neighborhood Youth Corps
(NYC), administered by the Labor Department, was also aimed at poor youth. The remainder
of the EOA’s provisions fit into the same model with anti-poverty efforts limited to education,
community aid, and work-experience not linked to stable, permanent employment. EOA Edu-
cation programs included: adult literacy training, and funding for university-level work-study
programs; training: new work-experience pilot projects for those on public assistance. Individ-
ual and community-level federal assistance included: coordination of volunteer efforts for poor
children, loans to low-income rural families, small business loans, and funding for programs to
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tion not only promised to address the cultural side of poverty, it was “innovative,”

cheap, and perhaps most importantly, it did not replicate the public works ap-

proach of the New Deal’s Civil Works Administration (CWA) or Works Progress

Administration (WPA).90 Therefore, it did not create the possibility of temporary

or permanent public works programs that could incur significant budget outlays

and make the government an employer of last resort. It did, however, require the

creation of new institutional infrastructure within the OEO to oversee the new

Community Action Programs (CAPs) which would provide many of the services

to communities. For all of its flaws, the community action approach involved sig-

nificant institutional changes, and provided opportunities for institutional reform.

The CAP system was a way for Johnson to circumvent the existing infrastruc-

ture for U.S. employment policy: the United States Employment Service (USES).

It was common knowledge that the locally-administered USES generally helped

middle-class, and white unemployed preferentially to poor and black unemployed.

The OEO argued that CAPs helped to get the USES to “disperse its operation

into target poverty areas, in [out-stationing] staff in CAP neighborhood centers,

and in providing increased services to the poor where they reside. None of these

conditions prevailed before the creation of CAP.”91 The fact that attempts to re-

form the USES itself were largely unsuccessful did have some long-term effects on

the administration of employment policy.92 But, the shape of employment policy

during the War on Poverty was affected as much by ideological arguments against

government labor market intervention as by limits on the president’s capacity to

aid migrant agricultural workers (A Bill: To mobilize the human and financial resources of the
Nation to combat poverty in the United States, February 24, 1964, BOB Papers on Poverty C,
Legislative Background on the EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL.).

90 Capron, “The Federal Government and Urban Poverty,” pp. 142, 149.
91 Theodore M. Berry to Shriver, April 24, 1967, Subject: White House Manpower Meeting,

Box 7, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.
92 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 80-81.
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introduce or change institutions.93 To understand what shaped Johnson’s per-

spective on employment policy requires a close look at ideology.

Outside of CAPs, the main focus was on job training which involved only

limited government intervention into the demand and supply mechanisms of the

private labor market. There were some calls for public employment as a solution

to unemployment and poverty during the WOP, but there were ready fiscal and

ideological arguments that prevailed against such a course. When some public

employment measures were finally enacted, they were hamstrung by the failure

of business to hold up its end of the programmatic structure. There was deep, if

often nonchalant, opposition to public employment programs among the poverty

program policymakers.94

Those within the Johnson administration that pushed for economic develop-

ment, not just “the development of human beings,”95 had to compete with concerns

that the poverty program not create expectations or policy precedents for federal

job creation. A memo from February 1964 succinctly warned that a proposed

“clause ‘by providing for everyone who wants to work the opportunity to make his

contribution,’ appears to place too much emphasis on job creation.”96 Establish-
93 The CAPs expansion of institutional capacity complicates Margaret Weir’s claim that

political resistance to institutional changes restricted the employment policy choices during the
War on Poverty (Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 74).

94 Existing work on American employment policy development, such as those by Gary Muc-
ciaroni, Judith Russell, and Margaret Weir often understate the parallels between the Great
Society’s and the New Deal’s cautious approach to government employment provision, and only
rarely recognize ideological influences on the limited array of acceptable policy options. Intermit-
tently Mucciaroni and Weir do allude to ideology’s importance. For example, Mucciaroni states
that public employment lacked the “ideological appeal” of alternative proposals, and Weir states
that labor market policies were bereft of “intellectual coherence or professional support” (Muc-
ciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 47; Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy,
and Race; Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 72).

95 Legislative Proposal to Attack Poverty (The Point One Program), undated, circa late 1963,
early 1964, Folder: BOB Papers on Poverty C, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC,
LBJL.

96 LW DIV Draft of “Possible Changes in Poverty Bill,” February 2, 1964, Folder: BOB Papers
on Poverty C, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL.
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ing the government as an employer of last resort threatened the basic tenets of the

liberal currents, and was not part of Johnson’s legislative anti-poverty proposal,

though it clearly could have been.

A report used as background material for Johnson’s March 1964 message lay-

ing out his anti-poverty legislative plan, estimated that “It would cost about $11

billion a year to bring all poor families up to the $3,000 a year income level” which

the author argues the U.S. could afford, but crucially, doing so “would not end

dependency.” Contrasting the debilitating effects of government assistance with

the redemptive, independence-producing effects of citizens securing work in the

private sphere conformed with the currents’ framework. Later, though, the report

argued that the proper course was to instead ensure that “every man and woman

who wants to work can get a steady job at a decent wage,” provide training for

those who need it, improve education, and provide assistance to those unable to

work.97 The latter three goals, which fit within the liberal currents’ established

boundary, were components of the Economic Opportunity Act or existing legis-

lation, and figured in Johnson’s announcement on March 16. Johnson’s address

also stated that improving wages was an important anti-poverty measure. How-

ever, the message made it clear that the aim of the EOA was to “create new

opportunities” not to provide public service employment or guarantee jobs.98

Several scholars have contended that the institutionally-challenged DOL, and

its Secretary Willard Wirtz, was a fervent champion for public service employment

as an anti-poverty measure.99 The situation was not so clear cut as this. Wirtz
97 “Message on Poverty,” undated, circa early 1964, Folder: E, Legislative Background on the

EOA, Box 2, LBDC, LBJL).
98 Special Message to the Congress Proposing a Nationwide War on the Sources of Poverty,

March 16, 1964, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Pres-
idency Project,http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=26109&st=&st1=, ac-
cessed November 14, 2015.

99 Michael L. Gillette, Launching the War on Poverty: An Oral History (New York: Twayne
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was deeply concerned about the supply of jobs, and he and his department worked

to enlarge understandings of unemployment. However, even Wirtz was ambivalent

about direct government job creation.100 The OEO, however, led by its director,

Sargent Shriver, was a consistent advocate for public employment, though its

policy proposals were just as consistently ignored. Rather than seeing this as

a revised take on institutional rivalry over the War on Poverty, my focus is on

the ideological divisions demonstrated by the DOL’s and OEO’s different policy

proposals.

Since I look directly at policymakers’ stances on the liberal currents, I differ

from a number of other scholars who have analyzed the DOL’s role in crafting

the War on Poverty. For example, Judith Russell is among those who view the

DOL as the main institutional champion for using public jobs policies to reduce

unemployment. According to Russell, the reason this policy approach did not

succeed was that the DOL was outmaneuvered by the CEA, which preferred to rely

on aggregate demand boosting policies.101 My reading of the evidence points to a

different conclusion. To begin with, DOL Secretary Willard Wirtz supported the

Tax Cut as a good means of promoting private job creation.102 More importantly,

Publishers, an Imprint of Simon & Schuster Macmillan, and Prentice Hall International, 1996),
pp. 89-91; Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race, p. 34; Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 67.

100 On Wirtz’s support for private job creation from economic growth: Chapter on Social
Problems, Folder A: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background on the
War on Poverty, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 5.; On problems with public works: Willard Wirtz
to the President, March 11, 1964, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL; Jack
Valenti to the President, November 12, 1964, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF,
LBJL.

101 Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race, p. 34.
102 Bernstein, Promises Kept, p. 154, cites a Cabinet Committee Report from Dec 1, 1962

signed by Wirtz; Willard Wirtz to the President, March 3, 1964, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor,
Box 6, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL, p. 2; Robert J. Lampman to Walter W. Heller, June 10, 1963,
Subject: An Offensive Against Poverty, Folder B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty,
Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 1; Walter E. Heller to the Secretary
of Agriculture, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of Labor, Secretary of Health, Education, and
Welfare, Director of the Bureau of the Budget, Administrator of Housing and Home Finance
Agency, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative Program for ‘Widening Participation
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Wirtz was not a consistent supporter of direct job creation as an unemployment

measure.103 Wirtz’s proposals for increasing government spending were usually

based around increasing funding for job training programs. The real area of

difference between CEA Chairman Heller and Wirtz at the DOL centered on the

relative importance of job training. Wirtz wanted job training to comprise the

bulk of new anti-poverty efforts, whereas Heller saw job training as merely one

part.104 As it turned out, job training was a component of the new War on Poverty.

But, as previous experience with the MDTA demonstrated, even when directed

at the poor, job training was hardly synonymous with reducing unemployment,

let alone dealing with underemployment and deficient wages.

Russell is not alone in her characterization of the DOL’s position on public job

creation during the War on Poverty. Margaret Weir and Michael L. Gillette make

similar claims.105 Archival records show that though Wirtz at times emphasized

the job creating potential of public works, he did not present government employ-

ment as the main vehicle for the poverty program. Whereas Sargent Shriver, both

early and late in the War on Poverty, advocated for significant public job creation

programs.

DOL Secretary Wirtz’s public and more confidential statements demonstrate

his equivocal position on public works and public jobs programs as an unemployment-

reduction measure. Wirtz strongly recommended referencing the Area Redevelop-

in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Folder B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty,
Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 1.

103 Caro, The Years of Lyndon Johnson, p. 397.
104 On DOL policy preferences see: Chapter on Social Problems, Folder A: CEA Draft History

of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background on the War on Poverty, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p.
5.

105 Weir also casts Wirtz and the DOL as stymied in their efforts to achieve an “active manpower
policy that would be a vital complement to macropolicy” (Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 67).
Gillette claims that Wirtz’s push for training and jobs policies and increasing the minimum wage
lost out to OEO Director Sargent Shriver’s Community Action Programs (Gillette, Launching
the War on Poverty, pp. 89-91).
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ment Association’s Appalachian program in the President’s forthcoming “Message

on Poverty” since without it, the message “will contain no public works provisions,

will be very weak on employment-creating measures, and the war on poverty will

simply not appear as big as it can and should be.”106 But when faced with the

prospect that even with the Tax Cut the private labor market might not supply

enough jobs to sufficiently lower unemployment, Wirtz argued for supplementing

it with a “Full Opportunity Program” that included programs to promote full

education and full employment, but notably, not public works.107

Wirtz most often championed job training, rather than job creation policies, in

his communications with the other policymakers planning the poverty program.108

Wirtz’s preference for training over public service employment was not simply

fiscal in basis because the adult job training programs he sought also required

greater funds than the budget compromise over the Tax Cut had left available.109

However, training had much less potential than public jobs programs to disrupt

the private labor market’s employment prerogatives, making more compatible

with the liberal currents’ boundary condition.

In his relations with Congress, Wirtz defended the administration’s tepid ap-

proach to employment creation. During his testimony at Congressional hearings

on the poverty bill in March 1964 Wirtz stressed the importance of creating jobs

as a way to reduce poverty, but did not suggest that the government take on
106 Willard Wirtz to Bill Moyers, February 29, 1964, Folder: Legislative History on Poverty F,

Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 2, LBDC, LBJL.
107 Jack Valenti to the President, November 12, 1964, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6, LA 2,

WHCF, LBJL.
108 Wirtz lobbying for job training: Chapter on Social Problems, Folder A: CEA Draft History

of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background on the War on Poverty, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p.
5; Wirtz on need for “community work-training for adult workers” Wirtz to Schultze, July 29,
1965, Box 9, “Community Work and Training,” RG 51, BOB SR 60.11, NA.

109 Chapter on Social Problems, Folder A: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative
Background on the War on Poverty, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 5.
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that task directly and referred to the Tax Cut as “a ‘hit in the solar plexus of

poverty.’ ”110 That same month Wirtz advised Johnson that the administration

needed to take decisive action against the Senate Subcommittee on Employment

and Manpower’s bill that would have cost five times as much and committed the

government to creating public works jobs. Wirtz worried that this bill had po-

tential to make the administration’s poverty bill look “inadequate.”111 Wirtz was

joined in his negative assessment of public works proposals by the Bureau of the

Budget. In December 1964, Phillip S. Hughes, the BOB’s Assistant Director for

Legislative Reference, advised the President against supporting Senator Nelson’s

alternative poverty proposal, which included “a large-scale work and training pro-

gram for all unemployed workers in the United States” doing conservation work.

Hughes also warned of an even broader work and training proposal coming out of

the Income Maintenance Task Force.112

In addition, Wirtz accepted a cultural diagnosis of “hard-core unemployment”

that reflected the liberal currents’ framework. This cultural conception of en-

trenched unemployment weighed against a massive public works program. In an

early 1964 poverty planning memo, Wirtz made several initial statements that

characterized poverty as primarily the result of insufficient employment, namely

that: the “Poverty Program must start out with immediate, priority emphasis on

employment,” and “the essential characteristic of the poor is unemployment or

underemployment.” This emphasis on getting the poor working implied at least a
110 Weisbrod to Heller, March 19, 1964, Subject: Secretary Wirtz’s Performance at the Poverty

Bill Hearings, Folder B: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA
1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL.

111 Wirtz to the President, March 11, 1964, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF,
LBJL.

112 Phillip S. Hughes to Redmon, Assistant Director for Legislative Reference, BOB, Subject:
Request for evaluation of Senator Nelson’s bill “To conserve the human and natural resources of
the Nation,” December 24, 1964, Box 25, EX WE 9, WHCF, LBJL.
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soft critique of the labor market’s insufficient production of jobs, but Wirtz else-

where reiterated the individual responsibility to obtain work. Wirtz castigated

welfare, one of the few options available to the economically insecure without

an established work history, as “caring for the wounded.” He also invoked clas-

sic blame-the-poor arguments about the corruptible influence of public assistance

and “the intransigence of the poverty culture,” especially in the absence of a male

breadwinner.113 Wirtz’s apparently sincere desire to connect the heads of poor

families with work did at least implicitly acknowledge that the poverty culture

was affected by the availability of employment. However, Wirtz stopped short of

complicating the causal relationship between culture and unemployment among

the poor. Doing so would have conflicted with his blatant culture-of-poverty affir-

mation that “A major characteristic of poverty is the property of self-perpetuation.

The rich get rich and the poor get children.”114

Returning to his earlier work-focused declarations, Wirtz did call for a sup-

plemental program that would “create useful jobs” for “those presently (or about

to be) unemployed.” But any recognition this made of the labor market’s failure

to provide sufficient jobs was then undercut with his proclamation that “Training

is employment.”115 Equating the two cast blame on jobless individuals for failing

to be prepared to meet the rigors of the labor market, and assumed that, once

trained, there would be employment available to them. The ongoing experience of

the MDTA had indicated that this assumption was faulty. In an echo of the New

Deal’s strategy removing people from the labor market in order to lower the pool
113 Willard Wirtz to Kermit Gordon, January 23, 1964, Poverty, Box 12, Kermit Gordon

Papers, JFKL, pp. 1-2, emphasis in original.
114 Wirtz to Gordon, January 23, 1964, Poverty, Box 12, Kermit Gordon Papers, JFKL, p.

4-5.
115 Wirtz to Gordon, January 23, 1964, Poverty, Box 12, Kermit Gordon Papers, JFKL, p.

4-5, emphasis in original.
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of unemployed, Wirtz also proposed removing some six million youth from the

labor market by increasing public education by two years. Finally, Wirtz’s em-

ployment proposals included using the United States Employment Service (USES)

as a clearinghouse for matching the unemployed with jobs, and a plan to use gov-

ernment insurance to encourage Organized Labor to invest its’ pension and welfare

funds in anti-poverty programs, but not a public jobs program.116

As the WOP developed after the passage of the Economic Opportunity Act,

Wirtz expressed concern that the re-targeted MDTA and the new federal Work

Experience Program (WEP) for welfare recipients were not reaching enough of

the hard-core unemployed. Even worse, Wirtz worried that such training with-

out a clear “work opportunity” at its conclusion was not sufficient motivation for

many of the target population to participate or complete the program. Once

again, though, the solution he proposed did not stray far from the established

Economic Opportunity Act’s pattern of offering training and temporary employ-

ment. Rather than calling for a program to provide lasting employment, Wirtz

suggested an adult community work program, modeled on the DOL-run Neighbor-

hood Youth Corps. Wirtz envisioned that the program would serve as a bridge

for the unemployed between training and more permanent work in the private

sector.117 His proposal gained traction and resulted in the transfer of the WEP’s

“work and training features” from the Department of Health and Human Services

to the DOL, accompanied by a name change to “Community Work and Train-

ing.” What is most important is that despite these changes the program was still

mainly “a work experience and skill training services” provider, not a pubic service
116 Wirtz to Gordon, January 23, 1964, Poverty, Box 12, Kermit Gordon Papers, JFKL, p.

7-9, 12.
117 Wirtz to Schultze, July 29, 1965, Box 9, “Community Work and Training,” RG 51, BOB

60.11, NA, p. 4.
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employment program.118

As he gained first-hand experience administering programs to the long-term

unemployed, Wirtz’s sentiments about the poor hardened and began to even more

fully conform to the liberal currents. By the end of 1966, Wirtz characterized long-

term unemployment and “subemployment” in urban slums as fundamentally non-

economic in origin and also non-responsive to economic growth. If such cultural

arguments are accepted, it lifts the obligation to intervene from the government.

Bolstering the liberal currents’ sway, clearly even left-leaning Democrats were

comfortable with the federal government leaving the labor market to its own

devices. After noting the overlap between unemployment in urban ghettos and

factors such as “race or ethnic origin” and “sex,” Wirtz curiously did not cite

racism, sexism, or lack of available work as responsible. He instead attributed

the situation to the deficient character of the residents, arguing that most of such

“jobless there won’t get jobs even if the economic growth rate goes on up. They

don’t have...what today’s jobs take.”119

This somewhat paradoxical combination of genuine concern about the detri-

mental effects resulting from inadequate employment alongside cultural explana-

tions for persistent poverty, is emblematic of the DOL’s efforts in the War on

Poverty. For example, Wirtz’s and the DOL’s efforts to expand accepted un-

derstandings of employment and unemployment, referenced a much more com-

plicated model of labor market dynamics than the one on which the culture of

poverty was based. Yet, the cultural component of poverty also received signif-
118 Frank L. Lewis to BOB Director, April 11, 1967, Subject: Labor-HEW administrative

responsibilities for the Work Experience Program and the Community Work and Training, Box
9, RG 51, BOB, SR 60.11, NA.

119 Secretary of Labor to Frank L. Lewis, BOB Education, Manpower, and Science Division,
December 31, 1966, Subject: Secretary of Labor’s Report to the President on Employment and
Unemployment in Urban Slums, Box 10, RG 51, BOB SR. 60.11, NA, pp. 1, 19, 24.
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icant attention at the DOL, without staffers acknowledging the implicit contra-

diction between those two conceptions of economic insecurity. Wirtz considered

unemployment figures inadequate and he sought to have the government aug-

ment its measure in a number of ways including: distinguishing between the em-

ployed and the underemployed; differentiating between the long and short term

unemployed; including the assets of the unemployed not just their “employabil-

ity,”120; incorporating a category of “discouraged workers;” and conveying that

the pool of unemployed frequently changes, particularly among the short-term

unemployed.121 These changes could help produce a more nuanced picture of the

labor market’s successes and short-comings. But Wirtz’s proposals can also be

tied to administration-wide efforts to measure and focus policy on the hard-core

unemployed, who the culture-of-poverty narrative instructed were most immune

to normal labor market and economic functions.

According to its official Administrative History, the DOL argued that “employ-

ment” should include attention to worker satisfaction and connect the “economy”

with the “national human purpose of giving life a chance to flower whenever

its seed is planted.” More generally, between 1963 and 1968, DOL staff began

to chart dissatisfaction with “the willingness to trade off unemployment for price

stability,” and noted “increased consideration of what is implied by ‘income main-
120 “Employability” was a category left over from the New Deal that sought to distinguish

between those who could be expected to work in the private labor market based on their physical
ability and lack of other legitimate duties such as child-care, and those who were either physically
incapable of work, or needed to perform household labor such as child-care. For the DOL,
“employability” was also problematic because “is very difficult to measure since there is no
objective standard for it and it depends on economic conditions as well as on the abilities and
desires of individuals,” i.e.- lots of women stay home to take care of their families (Charles L.
Schultze, BOB Director to Mr. Califano, August 14, 1965, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6,
LA 2, WHCF, LBJL).

121 Willard Wirtz to the President, December 9, 1963,Folder: Labor-Wirtz Memos, Box 23,
George Reedy Papers, Office Files of the White House Aides, LBJL.
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tenance’ on the one hand and ‘job satisfaction’ on the other.”122 Such sentiments

were laudable and congruent with a greater focus on income and labor market

inequality, and particularly the underemployment of the working poor. However,

as had happened with the 1945 Full Employment Act, the DOL did not indicate

a policy plan for measuring or improving worker-satisfaction.

This conspicuous failure to match actual labor market policies with the es-

pousal of a more complicated model of employment and unemployment indicates

the liberal currents’ persuasive power. The culture-of-poverty narrative fit within

the currents’ boundaries and largely obviated other policy approaches to reducing

unemployment. Records cite the DOL’s interest “in attacking not just ‘unemploy-

ment’ (thought of primarily as an economic fact) but ‘poverty’ (which is human),

and in striking (even if only for one generation) the phrase ‘labor market’ from the

Department lexicon.”123 The DOL further stressed that “social indicators were not

developed to complement the economic indicators, and since we do only what we

measure, the measuring principally of economic facts continued to contribute to a

distortion of program emphasis.”124 Despite the positive intentions that motivated

this statement, it supported the idea that poverty was not an economic issue, and

so should not be solved through economic and labor market interventions.

If the DOL was not an uncomplicated advocate for labor market interventions,

neither was it alone in advocating for a greater emphasis on jobs in the poverty

program. In fact, the Department of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW)

and the newly created Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) even advanced
122 Volume I, Administration of the DOL, Folder: Administrative History of the DOL, Box 1,

LBJL, p. iv.
123 Volume I, Administration of the DOL, Folder: Administrative History of the DOL, Box 1,

LBDC, LBJL, p. iv.
124 Volume I, Administration of the DOL, Folder: Administrative History of the DOL, Box 1,

LBDC, LBJL, p. xi, emphasis in original.
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proposals for public works programs as anti-poverty measures. HEW Assistant

Secretary Wilbur Cohen sent a proposal to the Bureau of the Budget (BOB) and

the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) in January 1964 that included public

works and cooperation with the private sector to increase the supply of jobs.125

This, like the expansion to categorical programs that HEW wanted, would have

required substantial additional fiscal outlays which the impending Tax Cut budget

deal precluded.126 The OEO also proposed an employment based anti-poverty

measure early on in the poverty program planning process, and then between

1965 and 1967 consistently lobbied for a public service employment program,

eventually getting a mostly unsuccessful public-private partnership jobs program,

the Concentrated Employment Program (CEP). Johnson’s consistent rejection of

these proposals demonstrated his firm opposition to public service employment as

either an economic measure or an means of reducing unemployment.

While the components of the Economic Opportunity Act were being hammered

out, Sargent Shriver, supported by Wirtz, put forward a $1.25 billion government

employment program, which a new tax on cigarettes would fund. Johnson flatly

rejected the idea, refusing to consider imposing any new taxes while pushing for

Congress to pass the Tax Cut.127 Gary Mucciaroni pinpoints this failed public
125 Wilbur Cohen, HEW Assistant Secretary, January 10, 1964, Subject: Staff memorandum

on ’Outline of a Proposed Poverty Program,’ Folder: BOB Papers on Poverty C, Legislative
Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL.

126 Capron, “The Federal Government and Urban Poverty,” p. 144; Burton Weisbrod and
William Capron on CEA approach, Chapter on Social Problems, Folder A: CEA Draft History
of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background on the War on Poverty, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p.
3.

127 There is some disagreement about whether Shriver or Wirtz originated this proposal.
Michael Gillette claims that Wirtz proposed the program (Launching the War on Poverty, p.
89). However, Adam Yarmolinsky, who was present at the meeting, states that Shriver presented
the plan, was the “original proponent of jobs as a solution” and made an “impassioned speech
for jobs which the president completely ignored.” Since Yarmolinsky also notes that Wirtz sup-
ported Shriver in his proposal, this is not an example of them competing, but rather cooperating
(Adam Yarmolinsky, “The Federal Government and Urban Poverty,” pp. 287-288).
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employment proposal as a decisive event for the War on Poverty’s employment

policy approach.128 Mucciaroni bases this conclusion on reasoning put forth by

then Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel Patrick Moynihan who argued that had

this funding been secured, and the employment program included in the WOP,

“ ‘the energies and attention of the administration would have been turned to the

vital task of reforming and restructuring the job market.’ ”129 Such a pronounce-

ment not only glosses over the strong fiscal pressures against increasing the initial

funding for the WOP, it assumes that budgetary short-fall was the only argu-

ment against a more involved labor market intervention, which leaves no room for

considering the ideological side of things.

Estimates in the early 1960s indicated that between $15-40 billion was needed

to mount an effective poverty program, suggesting that with only $1.25 billion,

the rejected proposal would have been more symbolic than path changing for em-

ployment policy. As a symbol it wouldn’t have been alone either. The Accelerated

Public Works Project was enacted in 1963 with $450 million in funding, but like

other isolated public works projects, it did not lead to a substantive change in

labor market policy.130 Equally important, the job creation component Shriver

suggested, like the 1963 Accelerated Public Works Project showed no clear shift

away from labor-market anti-statism. In other words, it did not include plans to

reform and restructure the job market, or to provide the poor with other than

entry-level jobs. A really path-breaking employment policy would have had to

more fully subvert the liberal currents and provide mechanisms for matching un-
128 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 57.
129 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 57, quoting Daniel Patrick

Moynihan, Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding: Community Action in the War Against
Poverty, (New York: The Free Press, 1969), p. 84.

130 Secretary of Commerce to the President, January 8, 1964, FI 4 / FG Budget Appropriations,
Federal Government, Box 43, WHCF, LBJL.
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employed and underemployed poor with stable, long-term employment, in either

the private sector or through a new type of public jobs program. Barring access

to that type of employment, no “jobs component” of an employment or training

policy was ever very far from work relief. This incident did demonstrate John-

son’s preference for cutting taxes rather than increasing government spending in

order to boost economic growth. In fact, Johnson was so committed to reduc-

ing the federal role in the economy that in his first State of the Union address

in 1964 he announced that he would lead efforts to dramatically shrink federal

employment.131

Johnson’s disinclination to increase government spending was not only based

on his desire to appease private business interests and thereby promote economic

growth. Rather, his stance on controlling government spending, particularly when

it came to social policies including welfare and employment policy, was also de-

rived from his adherence to the liberal currents. In addition to the total allocation

of funds within the War on Poverty, the types of anti-poverty programs Johnson

endorsed, as well as the ones he rejected, were significant. Johnson preferred to

get the poor working to providing them with relief, but he frequently espoused an

ethic at the nexus of labor-market anti-statism and work-as-citizenship: that such

work should be in the private not the public sphere. For example, Johnson re-

peatedly emphasized the importance of education rather than direct job creation

as a solution for unemployment. In a November 1964 address he stated, “Unem-

ployment is still far too high. More young people than ever are looking for their

first jobs. We have 3,200,000 18-year-olds who want to go to school or want to
131 Lyndon B. Johnson: “Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union.,” January

8, 1964, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=26787, accessed October 14, 2015.
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find a job this year. Educational opportunities, therefore, must be increased.”132

A few days later Johnson argued that while full employment was not realistic,

“full employment opportunity” was a worthy goal that depended on “full educa-

tional opportunity.” He also made it clear that work properly belonged in the

private sphere, declaring: “I do not want to see several generations come and go,

never having known private employment.”133 This left little room to consider the

income and race inequalities that the private labor market had already wrought,

let alone interventions that could ameliorate these effects. Johnson was also open

about his dislike for the paternalistic, dependency-promoting nature of welfare.134

Combined with his reluctance to position the federal government as the primary

source of economic growth or employment generation, this indicates that John-

son’s employment policies were a point of intersection between his desire to satisfy

business interests and his adherence to the liberal currents’ vision of employment

as an individual responsibility and a private sector prerogative.

Shriver and others at the OEO continued to unsuccessfully advocate for public

jobs programs between 1965 and 1968. Johnson’s dismissal of these proposals

indicates that the liberal currents’ injunctions against the government supplanting

the individual’s responsibility to find private sector work continued to hold sway.

An August 1965 OEO plan for creating jobs in the ghetto sought to include
132 Lyndon B. Johnson: “Remarks at the Swearing In of Gardner Ackley as Chairman

and Arthur Okun as Member of the Council of Economic Advisers,” November 16, 1964,
online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http:

//www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=26722, accessed October 14, 2015.
133 Lyndon B. Johnson, “Remarks at a Luncheon of the Committee for Economic Development,”

November 19, 1964, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency
Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=26726, accessed October 14, 2015.

134 In a 1965 speech Johnson stated “The Great Society is not a welfare state – nor is it
a spending state. Its object is to give the individual identity and purpose and self-esteem –
not to impose upon him an oppressive paternalism” (Lyndon B. Johnson: “Remarks to the
National Industrial Conference Board,” February 17, 1965, online by Gerhard Peters and John
T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=
27433, accessed October 14, 2015).
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features that would accord with the liberal currents, though it was premised on

acknowledging deficits in the private labor market’s job production record. For

example, the proposal stipulated that the jobs would be “at or slightly above

the poverty level,” and “deliberately [avoided] guaranteeing a job for anyone who

needs or wishes a job.” More radical statements in the plan threatened the liberal

currents’ boundaries, though, such as “to the degree that the private market is not

performing needed tasks, we seek to perform them through public employment.”

The contemplated program also explicitly intoned the need for participants to

have “channels for upward mobility.”135

In its provision of mostly entry-level, low-wage jobs, this OEO proposal re-

sembled the limited work opportunities offered by the Work Experience Program

and the Community Work Program. However, the attention to participants’ long-

term work prospects set it apart from the other work programs. This emphasis on

matching the poor with permanent jobs was a consistent element in OEO propos-

als, and provides a telling contrast with the DOL’s job-training, work experience,

and private-sector job creation schemes.136 In the OEO’s public employment pro-

posal the federal government would not directly provide the jobs, rather “[CAPs],

public bodies, non-profit organizations” and possibly a select group of private

firms would be the employers. Despite this, it was still essentially a public jobs

program just administered at a more local level, which meant it was in conflict

with the liberal currents. Formally submitted to the administration as part of

the OEO’s 1965 National Anti-Poverty Plan, the public employment plan was
135 Levine Draft, “Second Description of the Public Employment Program,” August 28, 1965,

“Manpower federal Coordination (1963-1965),” Box 9, RG 51, BOB SR. 60.11, NA, pp. 1-2.
136 In addition to other mentioned proposals, an October 1965 proposal sent to the President’s

office by OEO Assistant Director Joseph A. Kershaw outlined a public employment program
based on creating permanent “subprofessional” jobs in the health field (Kershaw to Califano,
October 18, 1965, Subject: Possible participation of the health field in the proposed “Public
Employment Program,” LA 2, Box 7, LBJL.
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flatly rejected by the President, and OEO’s budget request of $4 billion in the

1967 Fiscal Year was cut to $1.75 billion.137 Government incentives for private

sector job creation was a more acceptable alternative to the OEO’s proposals. In

1965 the DOL started to work with the President’s office on a “Job Development

Program,” in which the government would serve as catalyst for creating private

sector jobs.138

In 1966 the OEO put forward several more public jobs proposals, though

these too made no headway with Johnson. After the BOB’s new Director Charles

Schultze lobbied for a tax increase in the summer of 1966, Shriver argued that any

tax increase should include some funding for pubic service employment. Shriver

contended that the $1-1.5 billion cost of a program creating 300,000 jobs was

negligible in the context of the revenue gained from a tax increase.139 Johnson

declined to pursue either Shriver’s or Schultze’s proposals. Later that year, in

response to work training programs proposed by left-leaning Congressmen, Robert

A. Levine, the OEO’s Assistant Director for Research, Planning, Programming,

and Budget, wrote a report for Shriver assessing those proposals and outlining a

plan for OEO. Levine pinned the future of the CAPs and OEO on their ability to

mount a “significant manpower effort at the local level.” Building on the earlier

OEO public employment proposal, Levine wanted a “public employment program

with permanent jobs,” which could be be combined with existing training and work
137 Levine Draft, “Second Description of the Public Employment Program,” August 28, 1965,

“Manpower federal Coordination (1963-1965),” Box 9, RG 51, BOB SR. 60.11, NA, p. 4; Nar-
rative History, Folder: Vol.1, Part II, Administrative History of the Office of Economic Oppor-
tunity, LBDC, WHCF, LBJL, pp. 621-622.

138 Wirtz to the President, April 9, 1965, Subject: Job Development Program, Box 6, LA
2, WHCF, LBJL; Califano to Wirtz, October 14, 1965, Box 36, FG 600/Task Force, WHCF,
LBJL.

139 On tax increase: Troika to the President, August 22, 1966, Box 23, FI 4, WHCF, LBJL;
Sargent Shriver to Charles Schultze, September 6, 1966, Box 9, “Manpower federal Coordination
(1966-67),” RG 51, BOB SR 60.11, NA.
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experience program to produce an efficient and flexible program for localities to

adapt to their particular needs. Levine also warned against such a program being

delegated to DOL given what he characterized as the DOL’s proclivity to provide

training and then just “push the people out into the labor market whatever the

condition of that market.”140

In essence what OEO was contemplating was a new paradigm for management

of manpower programs with a strong public service employment component, that

circumvented the MDTA and the DOL’s other manpower training efforts with-

out repealing or replacing them.141 Since the OEO’s proposals were dismissed by

Johnson, in favor of continuing the War on Poverty’s established “services strat-

egy,”142 this new paradigm did not gain sufficient political traction to displace the

liberal currents.

A number of existing works on the Great Society’s employment policies ei-

ther largely or entirely pass over the OEO’s concerted, but futile, attempts to

include public service employment in the War on Poverty, and instead focus on

the DOL’s manpower proposals.143 Juxtaposing the OEO’s and the DOL’s po-

sitions on public service employment would complicate the widely accepted view
140 Levine to Shriver, October 11, 1966, Subject: Work Training Programs, Box 10, National

Work and Training Program, 1966, RG 51, BOB SR 60.11, NA. Another issue is that with a big
manpower effort, OEO would have increased leverage over state ES.

141 Shriver to John Gardner, Secretary of HEW, 1966, Draft Memo, Box 10, National Work
and Training Program, 1966, RG 51, BOB SR 60.11, NA.

142 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 285-289.
143 Gary Mucciaroni makes passing reference to an OEO report outlining public employment

as a response to the 1967 riots, but does not systematically evaluate the OEO’s proposals or
Johnson’s persistent rejection of them (Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy,
p. 74). Judith Russell does not mention of the OEO’s public employment proposals and instead
accuses Shriver and Yarmolinsky of scuttling Wirtz’s “idea of jobs policies” early on for their
own institutional gain (Russell, Economics, Bureaucracy, and Race, 149-150). Margaret Weir
does not reference the OEO’s calls for public jobs programs, though she does mention other
proponents of public employment. This is a significant omission given her argument about the
CEA’s and BOB’s superior institutional capacity as compared to the DOL and other would-be
labor market reformers (Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 71-74, 92).
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that the DOL was the main institutional champion for more direct labor mar-

ket intervention during the War on Poverty. Just as important, comparing the

anti-poverty manpower proposals coming out of the OEO and the DOL shows the

ideological division between the two agencies on the fundamental causes of urban

unemployment. While the DOL identified deficiencies in individuals as the pri-

mary source of long-term unemployment and asserted that providing services such

as job training was the most appropriate remedy, the OEO identified deficiencies

in the labor market as the fundamental cause of such unemployment, and sought

to directly supplement private sector employment with public jobs programs.

In addition to advocating for the Job Development Program described earlier,

Wirtz persuaded Johnson to begin to a more targeted job training, casework, and

job placement program to get “hard hard-core cases ready for employment.”144

Wirtz furthermore actively argued against the OEO’s approach of supplying public

employment jobs to the poor stranded in urban ghettos. He maintained real

problem was not “lack of jobs, but...lack of willingness or ability or both to do

the jobs that are available.” He did concede that there was some complicity on

the part of the labor market, namely that the wages in such areas were too low.

However, Wirtz interpreted the “increasing evidence of rejection of the training

programs” as proof that poor blacks were malingering, and stressed the necessity

that “jobs be earned.”145

Wirtz rationalized both the ongoing racial unrest and rioting in U.S. cities,

and the unfilled training slots in DOL programs as cultural problems. This rein-

forced the liberal currents’ narratives on individual responsibility and the neces-
144 Wirtz to the President, January 4, 1967, Subject: Concentration of the Manpower and

Poverty Programs on the City Slums and Ghettoes, Box 232 T2-1, RG 51, BOB 61.1a, NA.
145 Wirtz to the President, August 1, 1967, Subject: Negro Unemployment and the Riots,

Box 8, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL; Wirtz to the President, August 5, 1967, Subject: Use of Training
Opportunities; Preliminary Report, Box 8, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.
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sary independence of the private labor market. Recognizing a legitimate economic

explanation for the burgeoning social unrest among poor blacks, as well as their

appraisal of the DOL’s training programs as inadequate, would have necessitated a

re-evaluation of the War on Poverty’s general assessment of the problem of poverty.

If policymakers were unwilling to admit that the labor market was fundamentally

responsible for the concentration of poverty and unemployment in urban slums,

responsibility shifted to the poor themselves. Likewise, Wirtz’s preferred program

was based on the government incentives for private industry to create training and

job slots. This did not threaten the labor-market anti-statist injunction against

government provision or guarantee of work. By contrast, the OEO’s public ser-

vice employment programs involved, even if indirectly, the federal government

providing work to make up for perceived short-falls in the private labor market.

In September 1967, Wirtz outlined a $1 billion public-private partnership work

program for the President that was supposed to produce 400,000 private-sector

jobs in areas with high concentrations of hard-core unemployment.146 Launched

less than a month later, the Concentrated Employment Program (CEP) in con-

junction with the Jobs in the Business Sector sought to centralize oversight of the

War on Poverty’s various training and work-experience programs and to induce

business investment in rural areas and urban ghettos by subsidizing their hiring

and provision of on-the-job-training to the urban unemployed.147 By the end of

1967, the administration had proposals from some 93 businesses to produce close

to 21,000 jobs, but only around 4,000 “firm commitments.”148 Unfortunately, this
146 Califano to the President, September 12, 1967, Box 8, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.
147 Wirtz to the President, September 12, 1967, Box 8, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL; Califano to the

President, September 20, 1967, Box 8, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL; Small Business Administration
Memo to All Area Administrators, December 19, 1967, Box 8, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.

148 Secretary of Commerce to the President, December 28, 1967, Subject: Test Program for
Job Development, Box 8, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.
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neoliberal experiment did not ultimately garner enough support from private em-

ployers in order to create employment for many of the “disadvantaged,” despite

the earmarking of close to $500 million in WOP funds for CEP in the 1969 federal

Budget. Nor did it effectively provide a way to deal with the rampant racial dis-

crimination which a BOB review documented as “one of the dominant influences

on the program.”149

Throughout the War on Poverty, Johnson demonstrated consistent opposition

to the government directly providing jobs to the unemployed and underemployed

poor, both by repeatedly rejecting public jobs program proposals, and by en-

dorsing alternative job creation measures that did not threaten to establish the

a foundation for a right to employment. Though there were undoubtedly fiscal

considerations weighing against public service employment proposals, the ideolog-

ical boundary was also a limiting factor. Fiscal restraint did not prevent Johnson

from increasing the funding for the manpower budget by 25% in 1968 in order to

establish a “new private industry job program.”150 Unlike the OEO’s unsuccessful

proposals, this type of program presented little conflict with the liberal currents.

Rather than providing employment which could lead to the government becoming

the employer of last resort, incentivizing private sector job creation entailed mini-

mal labor market intervention and preserved individuals’ role in obtaining private

sector work.
149 William D. Carey to Jim Gaither, “Concentrated Employment Project,” July 5, 1968, Box

17, Jim Gaither Papers, LBJL.
150 Califano to the President, January 11, 1968, Box 9, LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.

238



CHAPTER 4. THE GREAT SOCIETY AND BEYOND, 1963-1977

Part II: Employment Policy and the New Federal-

ism

During President Richard Nixon’s and President Gerald Ford’s administrations,

the trajectory of employment and poverty policy both converged and diverged

from the Great Society’s path. Starting with the points of overlap, like Kennedy

and Johnson’s macro-economic approach, Nixon and Ford turned to monetary and

fiscal tools to try to lower rapidly escalating unemployment and inflation. Also

like their Democratic predecessors, Nixon and Ford opposed a large and perma-

nent public jobs program as a long-term fix for unemployment. I argue that these

shared characteristics between the Kennedy-Johnson and Nixon-Ford administra-

tions’ poverty and employment policy rest on a common ideological foundation

established by work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism. However, it is

important to note that the liberal currents’ continued influence during Nixon’s

and Ford’s presidencies did not preclude either variation in employment policy

approach as compared with that of Kennedy and Johnson, or the pursuit and

enactment of policies that pushed against the currents’ boundaries.

Some of Nixon’s policy responses to unemployment were both unexpected

from a partisan perspective and in conflict with the currents’ boundary condi-

tion. First, Nixon’s imposition of price and wage controls in 1970 and 1971, part

of his macro-economic efforts to halt increases in inflation, represented a sub-

stantial intervention in the private market, and one that went beyond the liberal

currents’ framework. Second, Nixon was open to some employment policy instru-

ments that pushed up against the liberal currents’ limits, and which Presidents

Kennedy and Johnson had refused to countenance. Namely, Nixon pursued a two-

pronged approach to reforming manpower and welfare programs that included a
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minimum income program for the poor. Since the minimum income would have

been available to the working and non-working poor, it threatened to subvert

work-as-citizenship’s injunction that able-bodied individuals find work on their

own in the private labor market. Both Kennedy and Johnson had opposed guar-

anteed income proposals for the poor when members of their administrations put

them forward. The income maintenance proposal’s relationship to the ideological

boundary condition was further complicated by the fact that Nixon’s support for

it was rooted in his desire to remove the work disincentive from existing income

redistribution programs like Aid to Families with Dependent Children.

Notwithstanding Nixon’s willingness to challenge the liberal boundary con-

dition around employment policy, much of his macro-economic and employment

policy agenda – including the 1969 Tax Reform Act, tax cuts under the 1970

Economic Stabilization Act, expansions to Unemployment Insurance, and his re-

sistance to public service employment programs – effectively bolstered the two

liberal currents’ framework. In fact, the greatest blow to the liberal currents’

dominance over employment policy in the 1970s was the inclusion of a public jobs

program in the 1973 Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), a

component that Nixon steadfastly opposed. However, in order to gain passage of

the other elements of his manpower reforms, including a revenue sharing fund-

ing setup, and consolidation of numerous federal manpower initiatives, Nixon was

forced to compromise with Democrats in Congress who supported a public jobs

program as an unemployment measure. As the largest non-temporary manpower

program since the New Deal, and the first that explicitly incorporated public ser-

vice employment, CETA has been hailed by some scholars as a major turning

point for U.S. employment policy.151 Though CETA’s size and provision of pub-
151 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 117-119; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment
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lic service jobs meant that it had the potential to supplant the liberal currents’

boundary condition, the program’s design and administration also demonstrate

the currents’ adaptive potential. CETA maintained or escalated many estab-

lished work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statist features, which tempered

the program’s long-term effects on the structure of employment policy.

Taking as examples the institutional reform goals Nixon sought as part of

his manpower and poverty policy reforms, and the impact of party politics in

Congress on CETA’s final form, it is clear that institutional factors helped shape

employment policy outcomes in the early 1970s.152 But institutions do not tell us

the whole story. Many of Nixon’s employment policy choices fit within an ideo-

logical framework constructed and maintained by the two liberal currents. Rec-

ognizing which policies reflected and reinforced the currents’ boundary condition,

and which were in conflict with those limits, fills in gaps in more institutionally-

oriented accounts. This includes the ideological barriers to innovation in em-

ployment policy shared by Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon. In particular, Nixon’s

pursuit of a program that joined manpower and anti-poverty efforts under one

umbrella is more comprehensible when viewed in the context of its attempt to

promote welfare-recipients’ private sector work effort. Likewise, CETA’s rise was

conditioned on the existence of political and economic conditions that were able to

overcome the strong ideological arguments against its provision of an alternative

to private sector employment. Because the underlying ideological framework was

not altered, CETA was constantly subject to attack, and left little in the way of

a permanent institutional legacy.

Policy, pp. 83-85.
152 Margaret Weir and Gary Mucciaroni both highlight the importance of institutional factors,

such as political party competition, on employment policy under Nixon and Ford (Weir, Politics
and Jobs, pp. 113-114; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, pp. 124-125).
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Ford’s approach to employment policy was also largely bounded by the liberal

currents. Building on the precedent set by Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon, Ford

used tax cuts to spur economic growth and reinforce the labor market’s demand

and supply mechanisms. In addition, Ford’s macro-economic measures were more

limited than Nixon’s and did not push against the currents’ boundary in the way

Nixon’s use of temporary price and wage controls had done. The operation of the

liberal currents’ boundary condition was also evident in Ford’s willingness to take

the extreme step of vetoing legislation, including several public works bills, that

he felt would hurt the private sector’s job creation prerogatives. Though Ford

strongly opposed public service employment, he signed legislation that increased

CETA’s public service jobs program, and eventually agreed to a public works

program that he had repeatedly opposed. Such decisions were not evidence of

Ford’s repudiation of his stance on the importance of promoting private sector

employment. Rather they were expedient responses to severe economic crises.

The Ford administration also sought to prevent passage of a new full employment

bill that included a government employment entitlement. The fact that they were

joined in this effort by prominent Democrats indicates that growing toleration for

public service employment was not the same thing as accepting such a fundamental

change in the boundary around acceptable employment policy.

Nixon’s Macro-Economic Responses to Stagflation

Soon after Richard Nixon took office unemployment started to rise dramatically.

Complicating the situation, inflation also increased, something which prevailing

economic theory had argued was not possible since unemployment and inflation
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were supposed to be inversely related.153 Nixon blamed the economic downturn on

too much spending in the previous decade. He argued in his 1971 Economic report

that “1970 was the year in which we paid for the excesses of 1966, 1967, and 1968,

when federal spending went $40 billion beyond full employment revenues.” How-

ever, 1971 was expected to be better, Nixon assured, because Johnson’s outlays

would terminate and the new economic policy of “orderly expansion” would bring

down both unemployment and inflation. Nixon was adamant that “the control

of inflation and the achievement of full employment are mutually supporting, not

conflicting goals.”154 Before any manpower legislation was passed, Nixon used sev-

eral macro-economic tools to try to boost economic growth, lower unemployment,

and control inflation. These interventions show both that Nixon was influenced

by the liberal currents, and that he was willing to contradict their boundary con-

dition in order to defend workers’ economic security. Starting with the 1969 Tax

Reform Act and followed by expansions to the federal-State Unemployment In-

surance program in 1970 and 1971 and the price and wage freezes enabled by

the 1970 Economic Stabilization Act, Nixon showed that he was willing to try

orthodox and unorthodox measures to regain economic stability.

Although the 1969 Tax Reform Act (TRA) did reduce tax rates for many work-

ers, it was not quite the same as the Kennedy-Johnson Tax Cut. In contrast to

the 1964’s supply side cuts, Nixon’s tax bill was more demand-oriented, with most

of the rate reductions going to low and middle income workers. Nixon’s proposed

changes reduced or eliminated the tax burden on those with low income, while

also closing loopholes that had allowed some high-income individuals and corpo-
153 Emilio Dìaz Calleja, Rubèn Osuna Guerrero and Stephen Naron, “Inside Orthodoxy: The

Return of Classical Macroeconomics and the Problem of Unemployment,” International Journal
of Political Economy 30(Summer, 2000), p. 11.

154 Economic Report of the President, February 1, 1971, Box 59, CEA, FG 6-3, WHCF, RMNL,
pp. 1-7.
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rations to evade their “fair” tax burden. Nixon’s interest in preserving workers’

earned income, which reflected core work-as-citizenship tenets, overlapped with

his general economic concerns about the dangers of inflation. Nixon sought to

control federal spending concurrent with the Tax Reform Act, in order to prevent

a growing deficit from pushing up prices. Congress did not wholly accede to this,

and the final bill included spending increases that Nixon feared would contribute

to inflation.155

The permanent and temporary Unemployment Insurance extensions in 1970

and 1971 were another remedy that helped to offset the economic insecurity that

arose from unemployment, while minimizing direct labor market intervention.

These two social insurance extensions also signaled the ongoing importance of

work-as-citizenship. The Unemployment Insurance program was part of the 1935

Social Security Act, designed to provide temporary income support for certain

classes of workers as they transitioned from one private sector job to another.

Thus, though Unemployment Insurance provided unemployed workers an alter-

native to private sector work that was funded by taxes on employers, which was

not entirely consistent with labor-market anti-statism, conditions on the bene-

fits meant that the program did not unduly encroach on the liberal currents’

boundary condition. The time limits on benefits and the requirement that the

unemployment be involuntary on the part of the worker, prevented Unemploy-

ment Insurance from fully contravening labor-market anti-statism, while the fact

that eligibility was predicated on significant attachment to the workforce (i.e. -

newly employed workers, part-time workers, workers at sufficiently small firms,

as well as agricultural and domestic laborers did not qualify for benefits under
155 Richard Nixon, “Statement on Signing the Tax Reform Act of 1969,” December 30, 1969,

online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Wooley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.
presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=2388, accessed November 14, 2015.
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the original legislation) meant that it supported work-as-citizenship’s preference

for workers with established work histories in the private sector. In general, Un-

employment Insurance demonstrated that there was space for policy compromise

within the two liberal currents’ framework. Unemployment Insurance was an

acceptable amendment to the private labor market’s oversight of work because

recipients had already demonstrated their worth though their work history.

Responding to an unemployment rate over 8%, the 1970 Employment Secu-

rity Amendments enabled States to lengthen the benefit period for unemployed

workers to collect Unemployment Insurance by 13 weeks during times of high

unemployment, and mandated that firms employing as few as one worker par-

ticipate in the program.156 By requiring even smaller employers to participate,

the amendments also included “employees in State hospitals and universities, small

businesses, and nonprofit institutions in jobs which tend to have low wages and un-

stable employment. The increased security of Unemployment Insurance coverage

is a distinct benefit for these workers.”157 Moves like this to expand Unemploy-

ment Insurance to new groups of workers and lengthen benefit availability were

contentious because there was disagreement over how much breathing room work-

ers should be accorded relative to prevailing labor market conditions. Though the

bill stretched the employment policy boundary somewhat, it did not go so far as

to make benefits universally available to all workers, which would have presented
156 David R. Cameron, “The Politics and Economics of the Business Cycle,” in The Po-

litical Economy: Readings in the Politics and Economics of American Public Policy (Ar-
monk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1984), p. 240; Cynthia L. Rogers, “Expectations of
Unemployment Insurance and Unemployment Duration,” Journal of Labor Economics, 16
(July 1998), p. 657; Department of Labor, “History of Unemployment Insurance in the
United States,” Unemployment Insurance 75th Anniversary, https://www.dol.gov/ocia/pdf/
75th-Anniversary-Summary-FINAL.pdf, accessed October 18, 2015.

157 Richard Nixon, “Statement on Signing the Employment Security Amendments of 1970,” Au-
gust 10, 1970, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=2617&st=&st1=, accessed October 18,
2015.
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a more fundamental challenge to the liberal currents’ dominance. Furthermore,

Nixon signaled his interest in maintaining the liberal currents’ core tenets. In his

signing statement for the Employment Security Amendments he emphasized the

importance of citizens’ commitment to work, stressing that Unemployment In-

surance was “an earned benefit,” especially important for “family breadwinners,”

while arguing that the program’s function as an economic stabilizer would work

to limit government intervention in the long run: “This legislation represents the

best kind of insurance–insurance that is now more comprehensive and substantial,

but which, by virtue of its presence, is less likely to be needed.” 158 Nixon’s also

reinforced his faith in the private labor market’s ability to eventually absorb the

roughly 800,000 workers recently displaced from defense related employment as

America transitioned out of its wartime mobilization in Vietnam.159 When the

1970 extensions proved inadequate in the face of stubborn unemployment, the

1971 Emergency Unemployment Insurance Act provided added benefits for up

to 13 additional weeks. However, unlike the 1970 amendments, these were only

temporary extensions and were set to expire in 1973.160

The 1970 Economic Stabilization Act, its 1971 and 1973 amendments, and the

1971 Emergency Employment Act all involved greater modifications to the liberal

currents’ boundary condition. The most fundamental aspect of the currents’ ideo-

logical imperatives – preserving individuals’ responsibility to obtain private sector

employment – was not displaced, but the economic stabilization measures’ inter-

vention into the private sector, and the Emergency Employment Act’s provision
158 Nixon, “Statement on Signing the Employment Security Amendments of 1970.”
159 Richard Nixon, “Remarks on Signing the Employment Security Amendments of 1970,” Au-

gust 10, 1970, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=2616&st=&st1=, accessed October 18,
2015.

160 Rogers, “Expectations of Unemployment Insurance and Unemployment Duration,” p. 657.
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of public service employment demonstrated the need for the boundary condition

to adapt in response to changing economic circumstances. The Economic Stabi-

lization Act allowed the president to control “prices, wages, salaries, rents, interest

rates, corporate dividends, and all similar transfers” in an effort to stabilize the

uncertain economic situation; the main goals were preventing further inflation

and limiting increases in unemployment.161 Herbert Stein, the CEA Chairman,

reassured Nixon that the unemployment figures showed that the first set of price

and wage controls were working and not creating a recession.162 Nixon argued

that such intervention was necessary because a number of factors, including the

decrease in defense spending, had made the established arsenal of fiscal and mon-

etary tools inadequate to the task. He carefully characterized the intervention as

temporary and stressed the importance of “relying upon free markets and strength-

ening them” and in the longer term using “the effective and legitimate powers of

Government to unleash and strengthen those forces of the free market that hold

prices down.”163 So, according to Nixon, price and wage control was an extreme

solution to the problem of excessive inflation, not a new permanent approach to

macro-economic policy.

Though Nixon used his authority to impose price and wage controls between

1971 and 1973, these interventions were temporary and contingent on the particu-

lar economic circumstances of rapidly rising inflation; after the crisis had abated,

they were discontinued or allowed to expire. In 1971 Nixon used the authority

granted in the Economic Security Act to impose a 90-day freeze on all wages,
161 Willard Z. Carr, Jr., Rex S. Heinke, and Michael D. Ryan, “A Short Historical Perspective

of Economic Controls in the United States: A Report Prepared for the Committee on Economic
and Resources Controls,” The Business Lawyer 33 (November 1977), p.19.

162 CEA Chairman Herbert Stein to the President, October 3, 1970, Subject: The September
Unemployment Figures, Stein, Box 192, UE, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL.

163 Economic Report of the President, February 1, 1971, Box 59, FG 6-3, CEA, WHCF, RMNL,
pp. 6-7.
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prices and rents, accompanied a number of other measures including suspension

of the gold standard, a tax credit for investment, and an income tax reduction

for individuals. Following that, Nixon established “a comprehensive, mandatory

system of controls, with more flexible and equitable standards than were possible

during the first 90 days.”164 These price and wage freezes in 1970 and 1971 were

radical steps, and unprecedented since they were not directly tied to the war effort

in Vietnam.165 In 1973 Nixon imposed an additional freeze on all consumer prices

except for unprocessed agricultural goods, though the other controls remained

unchanged.166 Most important in this context, these policies implicitly challenged

labor-market anti-statism by sanctioning labor market alteration, even if only on

a temporary basis. As with the TRA, Nixon’s willingness to intervene was at least

partially motivated by a desire to protect workers’ wages and purchasing power,

which high rates of inflation directly threatened.167 It is clear, though, that Nixon

did not abandon his preference for a free-market under less dire conditions. In his

1972 Economic Report, Nixon again emphasized that the price and wage controls

were temporary measures and that the larger goal was “a state of affairs in which

reasonable price stability can be maintained without controls.” In other words,

the necessity for such unprecedented government intervention was limited.168

164 Economic Report of the President, January 27, 1972, Box 59, CEA, FG 6-3, WHCF, RMNL,
pp. 3-6.

165 Carr, et. al., “A Short Historical Perspective of Economic Controls in the United States,”
pp. 3-18.

166 Richard Nixon, “Address to the Nation Announcing Price Control Measures,” June 13,
1973, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http:
//www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=3868&st=&st1=, accessed October 18, 2015

167 Richard Nixon, Statement About Stabilization of Wages and Prices in the Construction
Industry, March 29, 1971, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Pres-
idency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=2954&st=&st1=, ac-
cessed November 14, 2015; Richard Nixon, Executive Order 11615 - Providing for Stabilization
of Prices, Rents, Wages, and Salaries, August 15, 1971, online by Gerhard Peters and John
T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.
php?pid=60492&st=&st1=, accessed November 14, 2015.

168 Economic Report of the President, January 27, 1972, Box 59, CEA, FG 6-3, WHCF, RMNL,
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Unfortunately, the actions taken to stave off inflation had some unintended

consequences including contributing to a further rise in unemployment. This fact

helped persuade a reluctant Nixon to approve a temporary public jobs program in

1971. Some members of Congress had been pushing for a new public service em-

ployment program since 1970 in response to a rapid rise in unemployment – from

3.5% in December 1969 to over 5% during 1970 – that included a large number

of middle-class workers.169 In late 1970, Nixon had demonstrated his commit-

ment to preventing a permanent public service employment program by vetoing

a manpower bill that included a significant public service employment program,

though otherwise the bill had shared many elements of his own manpower agenda.

Condemning that approach, Nixon unequivocally stated

W.P.A.-type jobs are not the answer for the men and women who
have them, for government which is less efficient as a result, or for
the taxpayers who must foot the bill. Such a program represents a
reversion to the remedies that were tried thirty-five years ago. Surely
it is an inappropriate and ineffective response to the problems of the
seventies.170

The 1971 Emergency Employment Act provided authorization to States to create

public jobs programs and job training programs. Nixon stated that his support

of the 1971 bill was conditioned on the public jobs program being authorized

for only two years, and transitional in design. He underscored that the public

service jobs “will lead people into permanent jobs, and not be a substitute for

p. 6.
169 US. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Civilian Unemployment Rate [UNRATE], retrieved from

FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/

series/UNRATE/, November 14, 2015; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Pol-
icy, 1945-1982, pp. 77-82.

170 Richard Nixon, “Veto of the Employment and Manpower Bill,” December 16, 1970,
online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http:

//www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=2854&st=&st1=, accessed October 18, 2015
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them.”171 Despite widespread calls from States and localities that Nixon extend

the program, he refused to reauthorize it.172

Another sign of his underlying adherence to the liberal currents, concurrent

with his more interventionist policies Nixon pushed for market-driven macro-

economic initiatives to spur job creation. The Revenue Act of 1971, which amended

the Economic Security Act, included tax cuts for individuals, repealed the auto

excise tax, and extended a job development credit to employers.173 These com-

mercial Keynesian measures did in one sense constitute labor market intervention,

but since it was of the most minimally invasive forms – a tax credit for developing

jobs – it fell well within labor-market anti-statism’s established boundaries.

A number of Nixon’s early macro-economic and employment policies repre-

sented a break with past policy approaches and encroached on the liberal currents’

boundary condition. However, taken together with the unprecedented economic

conditions, and Nixon’s persistent resistance to public service employment, these

policy debates indicate that the liberal currents’ framework continued to be influ-

ential.
171 Richard Nixon, “Statement About the Emergency Employment Act of 1971,” July 12,

1971, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http:
//www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=3075&st=&st1=, accessed October 18, 2015;
Richard Nixon, “Remarks on Signing the Emergency Employment Act of 1971,” July 12, 1971,
online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.
presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=3074&st=&st1=, accessed October 18, 2015.

172 Nixon received numerous letters from a wide variety of State and local policymakers in
1972 requesting extensions to the Emergency Employment Act, including: officials in American
Samoa, the Governor of Arkansas, a city manager in California, the Governor of Illinois, the
Governor of Kansas, Governor of Maine, Governor of Montana, Governor of Nebraska, and the
Governor of Vermont (Assorted Letters, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF, RMNL; S. Vincent Erdelyi City
Manager of Perris California to the President, July 3, 1972, Box 7, LA 2, WHCF, RMNL.

173 Richard Nixon, “Statement About the Revenue Act of 1971,” December 10, online by Ger-
hard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.
ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=3255&st=&st1=, accessed October 18, 2015.
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Nixon’s Poverty and Manpower Agenda

Nixon proposed manpower and poverty policy reforms that were grounded in as-

pects of the liberal currents, but that also contravened their boundary on accept-

able employment policy. The Nixon administration’s chosen policy instruments

were a means-tested minimum income program linked with an streamlined and

decentralized manpower training program. The minimum income program for the

poor was designed to promote welfare recipients’ work output. However, by pro-

viding the poor with guaranteed access to income regardless of their work output,

it had the potential to disrupt the private labor market’s discipline over able-

bodied adults, and could be seen as providing them a viable alternative to private

sector employment. Nixon only achieved half of his poverty an manpower agenda,

and the manpower bill that was eventually passed, the 1973 Comprehensive Em-

ployment and Training Act (CETA), was very much a legislative compromise.

Existing accounts of Nixon’s employment policy approach largely overlook im-

portant connections between the manpower and poverty reforms.174 The Nixon

administration’s plans for poverty and employment disrupted the policy conven-

tion established during the New Deal that poverty was fundamentally distinct

from labor market issues including unemployment and underemployment. Two

key parts of the proposed policies demonstrated this. First, the proposed new

approach to welfare policy – called first the Family Security System and later the

Family Assistance Plan (FAP) – explicitly wanted poverty policy to include “the

working poor,” not just the non-working poor.175 To achieve this, a federally-

financed “basic income allowance of slightly less than one-half poverty income”
174 This includes Mucciaroni’s The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, and

Weir’s Politics and Jobs.
175 John R. Price to Daniel P. Moynihan, April 1, 1969, Subject: Finch Submission on Welfare,

Folder: FAP, Box 60, WE 10-5, WHCF, RMNL.
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that states could choose to supplement would replace the largest component of

“welfare:” Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). This basic income

would be universally available to the poor, while allowing participants to keep

fifty-percent of all earned income as well.176 Second, was the fact that Nixon’s

administration pursued poverty and manpower programs in tandem. The new

“comprehensive” manpower effort that aimed to consolidate all of the assorted

manpower and training programs established during the War on Poverty was in-

tended to work in conjunction with the FAP to integrate the unemployed and

underemployed poor into the private labor market.177 The Nixon administration

repeatedly argued for the poverty and manpower programs to be enacted together,

stressing their mutuality.178

Though Nixon’s manpower and poverty proposals introduced new components

and approaches, they did not revolutionize the federal government’s commitment

to work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism. In fact, the programs de-

signed by Nixon’s domestic policy advisors in many respects hewed close to es-

tablished work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism dictates. Starting on

the poverty policy side, FAP included a minimum income plan for the poor which

would have drastically altered the landscape of poverty policy. The FAP argued

that AFDC provided varied and inadequate cash benefits to recipients, and also

incentivized families to break up and for poor parents not to work, since earned
176 William Branson and David J. Ott to Paul W. McCracken, April 25, 1969, Subject: Income

Maintenance Proposals: A Critique and a Possible Alternative, Folder: FAP, Box 60, WE 10-5,
WHCF, RMNL, p. 2.

177 William Branson and David J. Ott to Paul W. McCracken, April 25, 1969, Subject: Income
Maintenance Proposals: A Critique and a Possible Alternative, Attachment: Family Security
System, Folder: FAP, Box 60, WE 10-5, WHCF, RMNL, p. 4.

178 John R. Price to the Secretary of Labor, November 13, 1969, Box 19, DOL, Daniel Patrick
Moynihan Files, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL; December 16, 1970, To the Senate of the United States
from Richard Nixon, Box 72, Manpower Veto, William Timmons Files, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL.
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income was deducted from the welfare payment.179 However, the primary intent

of the new cash transfer system was not to address income inequality or labor

market shifts that had led to increases in contingent low-wage labor and under-

employment. It was, instead, strongly motivated by the desire to control the

ballooning AFDC caseload and cost, while removing the work-disincentives in-

herent in AFDC and reducing the extensive federal bureaucracy that was needed

to implement AFDC’s social-services and monitoring efforts.180 A New Jersey

experiment in family income assistance helped to reassure Nixon’s Cabinet that

an income supplement would not decrease work motivation. Instead, “the early

evidence indicated the contrary: Among those receiving the payments, the work

effort increased.”181

Early in his first term, Nixon complained to Congress that “the great and

telling inconsistency of the welfare system as it exists today, is that many persons

not on welfare are worse off, even though they may work full time, than those who

are on welfare.” While stopping short of acknowledging that there were problems

in a labor market that would provide full-time work opportunities that paid less

than welfare, Nixon was interested in removing the incentive for family-heads to

go on welfare rather than working, and in eradicating the “disparities between

the working poor and dependent poor on welfare.”182 Furthermore, as conserva-

tive and business interests had argued during the New Deal, Nixon recognized
179 William Branson and David J. Ott to Paul W. McCracken, April 25, 1969, Subject: Income

Maintenance Proposals: A Critique and a Possible Alternative, Attachment: Family Security
System, Folder: FAP, Box 60, WE 10-5, WHCF, RMNL, pp. 2-3.

180 William Branson and David J. Ott to Paul W. McCracken, April 25, 1969, Subject: Income
Maintenance Proposals: A Critique and a Possible Alternative, Attachment: April 4, 1969 Draft
Report of the Committee on Welfare of the Council for Urban Affairs, pp. 3-5.

181 Jim Keogh to the President’s File, February 18, 1970, Subject: Cabinet Meeting, February
18, 1970, Richard M. Nixon Papers, Part II, Stanford University Library, p. 4.

182 Presidential Message to the Congress on Welfare, Draft No. 3, April 18, 1969, Richard
M. Nixon Papers, Part II, SUL; April 21, 1969, The Tenth Meeting of the Council for Urban
Affairs, Richard M. Nixon Papers, Part II, SUL.
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that over the long-term, cash transfers enabled a cheaper poverty program than

the service-strategy approach to poverty.183 Though the Nixon administration

disliked the Great Society’s service strategy,184 they did not dispense with the

Johnson administration’s cultural explanation for poverty which had undergirded

the services approach.

For example, Nixon and his advisors were concerned about the decreasing cor-

relation between unemployment rates and the number of poor on the welfare rolls,

reading it as evidence that cultural deficiencies rather than a lack of employment

opportunities were the main driver of poverty.185 Demonstrating this work-as-

citizenship interpretation, in a draft message to Congress, Nixon called the AFDC

recipients “the elite of the poor.”186 This was part and parcel of the ongoing shift

away from the New Deal rationale for income transfers to poor families. Origi-

nally, programs like AFDC presumed that the recipients – single mothers – had,

through no fault of their own, been deprived of their traditional male breadwinner

and should be able to stay home and take care of their children. The program

explicitly forbade them from working or accumulating significant resources in or-

der to remain eligible for benefits. Starting in the 1960s, however, welfare reforms

had added work incentives into AFDC, and the 1967 Work Incentive Program

(WIN) required participation in work training and readiness programs for nearly
183 William Branson and David J. Ott to Paul W. McCracken, April 25, 1969, Subject: Income

Maintenance Proposals: A Critique and a Possible Alternative, Attachment: Family Security
System, Folder: FAP, Box 60, WE 10-5, WHCF, RMNL, pp. 2-3; Jim Keogh, August 12, 1969,
Subject: Cabinet Meeting, Wednesday, August 6, 1969, Richard M. Nixon Papers, Part II, SUL;
For more on Nixon’s dislike of the service strategy see Brown, Race, Money, and the American
Welfare State, p. 304.

184 Brown, Race, Money, and the American Welfare State, pp. 306-307.
185 Daniel P. Moynihan to Paul W. McCracken, Chairman, February 8, 1969, Box 58, CEA,

FG 6-3, WHCF, RMNL.
186 Draft, Presidential Message to the Congress on Welfare April 16, 1969, Box 48, FAP/WE,

Daniel Patrick Moynihan Files, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL.
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all welfare recipients.187 The inclusion of work incentives and requirements un-

der AFDC was fundamentally contradictory since the program was predicated on

its participants’ exemption from work-as-citizenship’s general call for able-bodied

adults to work in order to receive social benefits, which during the New Deal had

helped relieve pressure on a labor market that was not producing enough jobs

for all able-bodied adults. However, as the culture of poverty idea caught on and

drew attention away from the labor market’s job creation performance, reforming

the poor became increasingly important, and this included inducing them to par-

ticipate in the labor market. Without demonstrating whether or not there were

sufficient steady jobs to absorb the welfare population, work and training require-

ments for welfare recipients supported the work-as-citizenship idea that getting

welfare recipients into the labor market was beneficial at the individual as well as

the collective level.

The Nixon administration did actually consider the connection between wel-

fare work requirements and labor market conditions, worrying that “the work

requirement ‘will fall flat on its face unless the economy is buoyant and there is

high employment.’ ”188 This concern seems well warranted. For example, a study

of AFDC mothers in Cuyahoga County, Ohios in 1970 concluded that there was

not sufficient demand for women workers, and also that discrimination was a labor

market barrier for black AFDC recipients. In addition, the vast majority of these

AFDC mothers already were working or in training, and only 3.1% of those who
187 Eva Bertram, The Workfare State: Public Assistance Politics from the New Deal to the

New Democrats (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), p. 38; Draft Report of
the Committee on Welfare of the Council for Urban Affairs, April 4, 1969, Attached to: William
Branson and David J. Ott to Paul W. McCracken, April 25, 1969, Subject: Income Maintenance
Proposals: A Critique and a Possible Alternative, Subject: Income Maintenance Proposals: A
Critique and a Possible Alternative, Folder: FAP, Box 60, WE 10-5, WHCF, RMNL, p.4. That
report also notes that Congress had not funded very many WIN slots.

188 Jim Keogh, August 12, 1969, Subject: Cabinet Meeting, Wednesday, August 6, 1969,
Richard M. Nixon Papers, Part II, SUL, p. 3.
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were not working were considered employable.189

Recognition that demand for workers would impact the success of the Fam-

ily Assistance Plan was one reason that the Nixon administration pursued it in

concert with an overhauled manpower program. Another, arguably stronger, mo-

tivation to connect FAP with manpower efforts was as a way to wean the poor

off of public assistance by integrating them into the private work force. Getting

the “dependent poor” to work is tied to work-as-citizenship and generally has had

more to do with the moral need for citizens to work than with economic consider-

ations. In this case it is important to note that unlike to the earlier Great Society

work requirements, Nixon’s advisors were very interested in relying more on car-

rots than sticks to achieve this end. For example, “As an incentive to move from

welfare rolls to payrolls, the allowance to welfare recipients who go into training

would be increased to $30 per month above their welfare payments” and their

longer-term success would be assisted by individual career development plans.190

However, such innovative thinking only went but so far.

The Nixon administration’s opposition to public service employment in their

manpower effort showed their dedication to labor-market anti-statism. Shortly

after the introduction of the FAP, some members of Congress argued that the

welfare reform program could only work in conjunction with “a massive job cre-

ation program, which...can be done only with public employment.”191 John G.

Veneman, Nixon’s Undersecretary of Health, Education and Welfare, argued that
189 Employment Opportunities for, and Employment Related Characteristics and Attitudes of,

AFDC Mothers in Cuyahoga County, 1970, The Manpower Planning and Development Com-
mission of The Welfare Federation of Cleveland July 1970, Box 48, FAP/WE, Daniel Patrick
Moynihan Files, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL, p. v.

190 William Safire, 2nd Draft Manpower Training Message, July 28, 1969, Folder: Manpower,
Box 43, John Ehrlichman Files, WHSF, SMOF, RMNL, p. 2. pp. 7-8.

191 John R. Price to the Secretary of Labor, November 13, 1969, Box 19, DOL, Daniel Patrick
Moynihan Files, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL, p. 1.
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the purpose of the program was to “get people into real jobs in the private sector.

Public jobs must not become a way of ducking the issue of getting people into the

economic mainstream.” In other words, toeing the labor-market anti-statist line,

public employment might be an available option for states under the proposed

reforms, but it was not equivalent to private employment as an unemployment

solution. However, there was no such room for equivocation in response to the

Senate Finance Committee’s proposed job guarantee. Veneman declared: “We are

completely opposed to the idea of guaranteed training or jobs since that involves

government becoming the employer of last resort.”192

The FAP occasioned a huge debate in Congress, and was resisted by those on

both the right and the left of the political spectrum. While those on the right

tended to object to the minimum income component, those on the left were un-

comfortable with the work requirements, preferring that parents be able to choose

whether or not to take care of their children or pursue job training. Though the

Nixon administration actively pursued it for more than three years, the FAP did

not garner enough Congressional support to achieve passage.193 There has been

significant debate about why exactly the FAP failed, as well as how significant it

was to later policy development.194 However, in this context what is important

about the FAP’s demise is the fact that the FAP might have created space for
192 John G. Veneman, Undersecretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, to the President,

September 2, 1970, Subject: BRIEFING PAPER–Meeting with Senate Finance Committee
Members on Family Assistance, September 3, 1970, Nixon Papers, Part II, SUL, p. 3.

193 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 44, 57-60; William E. Timmons to the President, Decem-
ber 29, 1970, Subject: Family Assistance Plan Meeting Wednesday December 30, 1970, Richard
M. Nixon Papers, Part II, SUL.

194 See, for example: Daniel P. Moynihan, The Politics of a Guaranteed Income (New York:
Random House, 1973); Eva Bertram, The Workfare State: Public Assistance Politics from the
New Deal to the New Democrats (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015); Steven
M. Teles, Whose Welfare? (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1998); James T. Patterson,
America’s Struggle Against Poverty in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 2000); and Michael B. Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse (New York:
Basic Books, 1996).
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new approaches to employment policy and thereby altered the liberal currents’

boundary condition. Though the FAP had some basis in work-as-citizenship’s

call for able bodied adults to participate in the private labor market, the FAP’s

income floor for the working and non-working poor would have required a signif-

icant expansion in work-as-citizenship’s basic tenets, and therefore the boundary

condition around employment policy more generally. Such support for both the

working and non-working poor was in line with the unfulfilled potential for work-

as-citizenship to do more than simply reward private work with social standing.

An income floor suggested that individuals should not be punished for either in-

adequate wages, or being unable to find a job. Had the FAP passed, it could have

served as a first step toward a new form of work-as-citizenship that ensured that

jobs above the poverty line were available to all interested citizens and, moreover

that work enable people to rise out of poverty and into the middle class. On the

most practical level, even if it had not initiated a wider shift in the ideological

boundary condition, the FAP would have made inroads on some of the worst

problems facing the working and non-working poor.

On the manpower side, as with the FAP, Nixon’s goals included controlling fed-

eral costs, streamlining program design and administration, and resisting calls for

public service employment. Unlike with FAP, Nixon’s manpower program sought

to cap federal costs and increase efficiency by moving away from federal over-

sight. Nixon’s proposed new comprehensive manpower training program would

consolidate the numerous existing training programs including the MDTA, Job

Corps, and the CEP into one, decentralized manpower effort. Control over most

program and service design would occur at State and local levels.195 Nixon was
195 A Presentation to the Urban Affairs Council, A Draft Bill, circa June/July 1969, Folder:

The Comprehensive Manpower Act of 1969, Box 2, FG 6-12, WHCF, RMNL, p. 1; Notes of
Political Group for 1970 meeting at Camp David September 27, 1969, September 29, 1969,
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more successful with his manpower reform agenda than with his poverty policy

reform, achieving most of his stated goals, though he did ultimately give ground

by approving a bill that included public employment.

William Safire, one of Nixon’s key domestic policy advisors and speechwriters

argued that the measure of success in manpower training was getting participants

fully integrated into the private labor market, and that the federal government

was inherently incapable of achieving this, as demonstrated by its history of “du-

plication of effort, inflexible funding arrangements and an endless ribbon of red

tape.”196 Thus, the impetus to devolve this power to State and local govern-

ments was tied to labor-market anti-statism. Nixon later echoed these sentiments

in a message to Congress, arguing that although the MDTA and Economic Op-

portunity Act “proceeded from the best of intentions, they are overcentralized,

bureaucratic, remote from the people they mean to serve, overguidelined, and far

less effective than they might be in helping the unskilled and the disadvantaged.

The reason: by and large, their direction does not belong in federal hands” and

should instead be vested “in governments close to the people they assist.”197 It

is important to note that some of the contemplated measures went beyond work-

as-citizenship platitudes and called for easing the difficulties that the working

and non-working poor faced: “Manpower training means...making it possible for

those who are unemployed or on the fringes of the labor force to become perma-

nent, full-time workers,” helping those in low-income work get “the training and

the opportunity they need to become more productive and more successful,” and

turning the “unemployable” into employable by “removing many of the barriers

Richard M. Nixon Papers, Part II, SUL.
196 William Safire, 2nd Draft Manpower Training Message, July 28, 1969, Folder: Manpower,

Box 43, John Ehrlichman Files, WHSF, SMOF, RMNL, p. 2.
197 Message To the Congress of the United States from Richard Nixon, March 4, 1971, Folder:

Rev Sharing, Colson Papers, Box 103, WHSF, SMOF, RMNL, p. 2.
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blocking their way.”198 However, the final form of Nixon’s manpower program did

not fundamentally push very hard against the liberal currents. The most impor-

tant aspects of the manpower agenda for Nixon were shifting control away from

the federal government and limiting any inclusion of public employment, both of

which fit easily inside the currents’ boundary.

Nixon’s characterization of the War on Poverty’s manpower efforts as largely

unsuccessful was fairly accurate. What was less clear from studies evaluating the

existing manpower programs was that the problem would be fixed by removing

federal management of the programs. A report by George Shultz, Nixon’s first

Secretary of Labor, indicated that Job Corps had struggled with job placement,

and related to that, high early dropout rates among participants. To remedy this,

Shultz wanted Job Corps to be more fully integrated into “a manpower services

continuum which includes a job placement component,” and provides “an individ-

ual placement plan for each corpsman while he is still in the center,” relocation

assistance, and “specific ties to job market opportunities.”199 Such changes did

not necessarily require local rather than federal oversight. A DOL Manpower

Administration paper written at the end of the Johnson administration stated

that the Concentrated Employment Program (CEP) also had trouble finding jobs

for participants and more troubling was “the number of instances where those

trained by CEP would get jobs that others would have gotten had there been no

training,” and no clear data showing secondary job creation from the trainees’

increases in purchasing power.200 In other words, even when the training pro-
198 William Safire 2nd Draft Manpower Training Message, July 28, 1969, Folder: Manpower,

Box 43, John Ehrlichman Files, WHSF, SMOF, RMNL, p. 1.
199 Report of the Secretary of Labor on Restructuring the Job Corps, April 16, 1969, Folder:

DOL, Box 19, Daniel Patrick Moynihan Files, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL, pp. 19-20.
200 Paul Barton to Daniel P. Moynihan, February 25, 1970, Attached: How Well Have Man-

power Programs Met the Needs of the Urban Ghettos? by U.S. Department of Labor Manpower
Administration, Paper Prepared for 20th Meeting of the National Manpower Advisory Commit-
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grams did find participants work, there was no visible increase in the pool of

jobs available, so trainees who did find employment were simply displacing other

job-seekers. A National Alliance of Businessmen’s (NAB) Jobs Study expressed

the same idea about the futility of only directing job-training efforts at the lowest

rungs of the labor market stating that evidence “suggests paradoxically, that train-

ing for all employees with an emphasis upon training of supervisors and upgrading

of existing lower level employees may have more effect upon employment of the

disadvantaged than programs directed solely at the disadvantaged.” At the same

time, the NAB study’s conclusions about how to improve job-training provided

a cogent argument for the federal government stepping back from manpower ad-

ministration since “evidence continues to support the contention that employers

are reluctant to participate in government supported training programs because

of the ‘red tape’ involved.”201

Whether State and local administration of manpower efforts would create less

red tape remained an open question. The National Alliance of Businessmen’s

study did not recommend devolution to the States, but rather a “human invest-

ment tax credit” to facilitate more employer-run training programs with fewer

bureaucratic hurdles.202 The Manpower Administration paper posed penetrating

questions including whether “outright racial discrimination in employment [will]

abate?” and if the government will “really take on the problem of poverty (and

near poverty) wage employment and invent solutions that are not now in sight?”

Dramatically challenging the War on Poverty’s cultural approach, the Manpower

tee, Held on June 21, 1968, Office of Policy Planning and Research, Box 6, FG 22-6, WHCF,
RMNL, p. 4.

201 Wesley L. Hjonnevik, OEO Deputy Director to John D. Ehrlichman, Dec 27, 1971, Subject:
Two New Directions for Manpower Training Suggested by Evaluation Studies, Box 6, LA 2,
WHCF, RMNL, p. 1.

202 Hjonnevik to John D. Ehrlichman, Dec 27, 1971, Subject: Two New Directions for Man-
power Training Suggested by Evaluation Studies, Box 6, LA 2, WHCF, RMNL, p. 2.
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Administration concluded that “jobs are a most critical point of intervention” and

that “the attainment of a viable family unit in the slum will await the availabil-

ity of decent jobs for men.”203 Notwithstanding the male breadwinner bias of the

conclusion, this perspective broke with labor-market anti-statist norms and placed

responsibility for joblessness among the poor at the feet of the labor market, not

with the non-working poor themselves.

Though the Nixon administration was willing to acknowledge some imperfec-

tions in the labor market which strained the liberal currents’ boundary condition,

developing policy responses to such problems only went so far. Just like the

Johnson administration, some policy approaches, which would have directly con-

travened the currents, were essentially foreclosed under Nixon. Prominently in-

cluded in this latter category was a permanent public jobs program. In 1970, when

he vetoed an Employment and Manpower Bill that Congress had passed because

it included a significant public jobs program, Nixon indicated that his manpower

reform goals dd not trump his opposition to public service employment. He de-

nounced the program in terms that resonated with the liberal currents, castigating

the proposed program for providing “dead-end jobs in the public sector,” rather

than moving the unemployed into private sector work.204 His veto message also

emphasized the importance of achieving a bill that connected manpower reform

and welfare reform.205

In an address to Congress in March 1971, Nixon stated that “Labor, like other
203 Paul Barton to Daniel P. Moynihan, February 25, 1970, Attached: “How Well Have Man-

power Programs Met the Needs of the Urban Ghettos? by U.S. Department of Labor Manpower
Administration, Paper Prepared for 20th Meeting of the National Manpower Advisory Commit-
tee, Held on June 21, 1968,” Office of Policy Planning and Research, Box 6, FG 22-6, WHCF,
RMNL, p. 9-11.

204 Nixon, “Veto of the Employment and Manpower Bill,” December 16, 1970.
205 Richard Nixon to the Senate of the United States, December 16, 1970, Memorandum of

Disapproval, Box 72, Manpower Veto, William Timmons Files, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL.
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economic resources, is allocated by the market under our system. But as the

American economy has grown increasingly complex and technological, we have

seen that the job market has imperfections – frictions, lags, slack in the gears

– whose costs in unemployment, underemployment and inadequate income must

be reduced.” And this was not all talk. Parts of Nixon’s proposed manpower

program, including “ancillary services like child care assistance, relocation assis-

tance, and minor health services” had never actually been enacted as part of

a manpower effort. However, it is important to note that none of these provi-

sions actually made it into the final approved bill. Moreover, there were limits

to Nixon’s implicit contradiction of labor-market anti-statism; he continued to

consider permanent public service employment a non-viable option. In a nod to

party compromise, Nixon agreed that

Transitional and short-term public employment can be a useful com-
ponent of the Nation’s manpower policies. But public employment
not linked to real jobs or not devoted to equipping the individual to
compete in the labor market is only a palliative, not a solution for
manpower problems.206

On similar grounds, in 1971 Nixon vetoed the Accelerated Public Works Bill

in order to prevent what he considered unnecessary government spending, and

inefficient job creation in the construction industry.207 In his veto statement on

the Accelerated Public Works Act, Nixon indicated that he instead supported

the 1971 Emergency Employment Act, which created a temporary public service

employment program not confined to the construction industry, and that used a

revenue sharing formula to distribute funds to States.208

206 President Richard Nixon Message to the Congress of the United States, March 4, 1971, Box
103, Revenue Sharing, Charles Colson Files, WHSF, SMOF, RMNL, pp. 2, 4.

207 Richard Nixon, October 27, 1972, Memorandum of Disapproval, Box 7, LA 2, WHCF,
RMNL.

208 Draft Veto Message, ACCELERATED PUBLIC WORKS VERSION A: IF S. 31 NOT YET
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Arguing that because it was the first public sector employment program di-

rected at unemployment since the New Deal, and because it signaled a gradual

shift in policy focus “from poverty to unemployment, from training to jobs, and

from labor supply to labor demand,” Mucciaroni marks this as a significant move

in U.S. employment policy. Weir, too, sees the Emergency Employment Act and

its Public Employment Program as rehabilitating public employment’s “public

image” and “[consolidating] a coalition of support among the nation’s local offi-

cials.”209 Although the Emergency Employment Act did provide a clear precedent

for a public service employment program in the legislative compromise over new

manpower legislation, it is important to recognize that any rehabilitation to public

service employment’s public image was both selective and short-lived. The 1971

employment act’s popularity with governors and local government administrators

did nothing to sway Nixon’s commitment to terminating the program at the ear-

liest moment possible.210 In addition, neither the Emergency Employment Act,

nor the later public jobs programs under the Comprehensive Employment and

Training Act – which also turned out to be temporary – dealt with the underlying

labor market issues of underemployment and job insecurity, which would have sig-

naled a more significant expansion in the boundary condition around employment

policy.

There is evidence that employment policy alternatives that conflicted with the

PASSED, June 28, 1971, Box 77, Public Works, William Timmons Files, WHCF, SMOF, RMNL;
Richard Nixon, “Veto of the Accelerated Public Works Bill,” June 29, 1971, online by Gerhard
Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.
edu/ws/index.php?pid=3060&st=&st1=, accessed October 18, 2015.

209 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 83; Weir, Politics and Jobs, p.
118.

210 Robert Docking, Governor of Kansas to the Vice President, January 6, 1972, Box 6, LA
2, WHCF, RMNL; Also letters from American Samoa, Governor of IL, Governor of Vermont,
Governor of AR, Governor of Maine, Governor of Montana, Governor of Nebraska, Box 6, LA
2, WHCF, RMNL; S. Vincent Erdelyi City manager of Perris California to the President, July
3, 1972, Box 7, LA 2, WHCF, RMNL.
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currents were put forward within the Nixon administration. The fact that they

were ultimately not pursued, as well as the specific arguments successfully lev-

eled against them, demonstrates the currents’ ongoing influence. For example,

Secretary of Labor James Hodgson repeatedly made a case for including a public

jobs program in the administration’s manpower bill, something which would have

contravened labor-market anti-statism.211 Others in the administration argued

strongly, and persuasively against such a provision. Paul F. O’Neill, Assistant

Director of the Office of Management and Budget (formerly the Bureau of the

Budget), outlined a number of problems with Hodgson’s plan. First, the legisla-

tive turnaround would not enable a public service employment program to have

an effect on employment before November; second, according to O’Neill, Hodgson

had vastly underestimated the cost of such a program; third, O’Neill asserted that

“If we propose an expanded public service jobs program, the task of eliminating

it in the future will be much more difficult;” fourth, a categorical public service

employment program might not be the highest need in all areas, and would con-

stitute increasing the federal workforce; and fifth, in the absence of congressional

pressure for such a program, the administration should not start such a discussion.

The underlying assumption in O’Neill’s case against a public service employment

component was that it could only be an politically expedient response to the cur-

rent unemployment crisis, designed to curry goodwill for Nixon in the upcoming

November election. This is particularly evident in his unequivocal conviction that
211 Secretary of Labor Hodgson to the President, January 22, 1971 Subject: The Public Em-

ployment System, Folder: January-March 1971, Employment Program, Box 16, Handwriting
File, President’s Office Files, WHSF, SMOF, RMNL; Richard P. Nathan, OMB Assistant Di-
rector to the OMB Director, February 4, 1971, Subject: Job training special revenue sharing,
Secretary Hodgson’s letter of January 29, Folder: Rev Sharing, Box 28, John Ehrlichman Files,
WHSF, SMOF, RMNL; Secretary of Labor Hodgson to Ehrlichman, June 15, 1972 Subject:
The Unemployment Problem through 1972, Box 38, LA 2, WHSF-CF, RMNL; Ehrlichman, Au-
gust 14, 1972, Subject: Hodgson – Expanded Public Employment (Public Service Employment
Special Revenue Sharing (Tab C), Box 38, LA 2, WHSF-CF, RMNL.
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the administration would not want such a program to be permanent.212 In making

his recommendation against the public service jobs program, John Evans, Assis-

tant Director of Nixon’s Domestic Council, pointed out not only a permanent

program would go against the administration’s stated policy position but also

that because of the program’s design, “we would be paying for jobs even when

we had reached and exceeded ‘full employment.” Evans proposed focusing on

“Career education” and ”incentives to place, hire and/or train the unskilled,” but

concluded that a public jobs program was ”un-Nixon.”213 The arguments against

public service employment won the day, and the administration’s bill included no

public service employment.

Another indication that the arguments against public service employment were

not simply interest-based is the contrast between the Nixon administration’s ac-

ceptance of manpower training as an automatic stabilizer, and its rejection of pub-

lic jobs programs as such an economic tool. Much like Unemployment Insurance,

which was expected to help offset decreases in consumer spending by providing

qualified unemployed workers with cash to spend, Nixon agreed that an uptick in

manpower training slots during an economic downturn could help offset decreases

in aggregate demand.214 However, as with Unemployment Insurance, what made

manpower training acceptable was not just its potential counter-cyclical economic

effect, but its minimal encroachment on labor-market anti-statism. The fact is

that similar economic arguments could be, and were, made for public service
212 Paul F. O’Neill, Assistant Director, OMB, to Ehrlichman, Subject: Expanded Public Em-

ployment, August 8, 1972, Box 38, LA 2, WHSF, WHCF, RMNL, pp. 1-2.
213 John Evans to John Ehrlichman, Subject: Proposal for Public Service Employment Special

Revenue Sharing, August 4, 1972, Box 38, LA 2, WHSF, WHCF, RMNL, pp. 1-3.
214 President Richard Nixon Message to the Congress of the United States, March 4, 1971, Box

103, Revenue Sharing, Charles Colson Files, WHSF, SMOF, RMNL, p. 6; William Safire, 2nd
Draft Manpower Training Message, July 28, 1969, Box 43, Manpower, John Ehrlichman Files,
WHSF, SMOF, RMNL, p. 9; A Presentation to the Urban Affairs Council, A Draft Bill, “The
Comprehensive Manpower Act of 1969,” circa June/July 1969, Box 2, FG 6-12, WHCF, RMNL.
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employment programs. The Nixon administration’s reluctance to countenance

proposals for an automatically triggered public jobs program, including DOL Sec-

retary’s plan, indicates that economic arguments alone were insufficient to override

the ideological barrier.

However, in 1973, facing a significant labor market crisis, and political pres-

sures as a result of Watergate, Nixon’s compromised once again on public service

employment in order to get a manpower reform bill passed that included his other

goals. The 1973 Comprehensive Employment and Training Act included a public

service employment program that was essentially permanent rather than counter-

cyclical. CETA was also at least a partial victory for Nixon as it consolidated the

numerous categorical manpower programs that had accrued during Kennedy and

Johnson’s presidencies under a single infrastructure.215 On an ideological level,

CETA’s size and mix of programs represented a shift in the boundary condition

around employment policy, though that shift was mediated by several things.

First, the public service employment program was not only designed to help indi-

viduals transition into the private sector, but it was also a limited component of

the legislation, and most of the funding under the bill went to manpower training

which was more compatible with labor-market anti-statism than the direct provi-

sion of government jobs. Second, neither CETA nor its public jobs program was

constructed as an entitlement, and the program required regular reauthorization.

CETA’s public service employment program was effectively terminated in 1981

simply through an executive order, and CETA was allowed to expire in 1982,
215 Public Service Employment, October 3, 1974,Folder: Employment Assistance Programs,

Box 64, William Seidman Files, Gerald R. Ford Library; Richard Nixon, “Statement on Signing
the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act of 1973,” December 28, 1973, online by Ger-
hard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.
ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=4088&st=&st1=, accessed October 19, 2015; Mucciaroni, The Po-
litical Failure of Employment Policy, p. 84.
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even before a new manpower bill officially repealed it. Third, because CETA,

and particularly the public service employment program was rife with both real

and perceived problems, it actually created a negative not a positive legacy which

impacted later employment policies. In this way it was similar to the New Deal’s

version of public service employment – work relief – which provided as many ar-

guments against future experiments with public jobs programs as it did a clear

policy precedent for such endeavors.216

Ford’s Macro-Economic and Labor Market Interventions

After Nixon’s resignation in 1974, his Vice President, Gerald R. Ford assumed the

presidency. President Ford’s employment policy agenda was more fully in line with

the liberal currents than that of his predecessor, though some of the employment

policy outcomes between 1974 and 1977 reflected an employment policy agenda

in Congress that conflicted with the currents’ established boundary. Three main

initiatives formed the core of President Gerald Ford’s employment policy legacy:

expansions to public service and public works programs in 1974 and 1976; the 1974

Unemployment Insurance expansion; and fiscal policies including the 1975 Tax

Reduction Act. Only the extension to Unemployment Insurance and the TRA,

both of which generally accorded with the liberal currents’ dictates, were willingly

pursued by the president. By contrast, the growth in CETA’s public service em-

ployment program was something Ford resisted as much as possible, successfully
216 U.S. Government Printing Office, “Comprehensive Employment and Training Act of

1973, PUBLIC LAW 93-203-DEC. 28, 1973,” http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-87/

pdf/STATUTE-87-Pg839.pdf, accessed October 19, 2015; U.S. Government Printing Office,
“Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981, PUBLIC LAW 97-35–AUG. 13, 1981,” http:

//www.legisworks.org/GPO/STATUTE-95-Pg357.pdf, accessed October 19, 2015; U.S. Gov-
ernment Printing Office, “PUBLIC LAW 97-300–OCT. 13, 1982,” http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/
pkg/STATUTE-96/pdf/STATUTE-96-Pg1322.pdf, accessed October 19, 2015. On CETA’s legacy
see: Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 170-173; Weir,
Politics and Jobs, pp. 126-129].
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vetoing several attempts to pass such amendments. However, Ford twice bowed

to economic and Congressional pressure to temporarily increase CETA’s public

jobs program in 1974.

By 1976 there was growing support in Congress for a new “Full Employment

Act,” which would have explicitly created an employment entitlement. This helped

convince Ford that another temporary expansion to CETA’s public service em-

ployment program could weaken the political prospects of the full employment

legislation. As such, Ford’s efforts to block the full employment bill is the fourth

pillar of his approach to employment policy. The Ford administration’s opposition

to the 1976 full employment bill was grounded in both economic concerns and a

desire to prevent a right to employment from supplanting the private labor mar-

ket’s position. Nor was Ford the only voice cautioning against an employment

guarantee; left-leaning leaders also warned that establishing the government as

the employer of last resort could have serious negative consequences. As a result

of such resistance, the bill did not make it out of Congress in 1976 and the legis-

lation was significantly altered by the time President Jimmy Carter signed it in

1978. Like its predecessor, the 1946 Employment Act, the 1978 Full Employment

and Balanced Growth Act was fairly unspecified as an employment policy instru-

ment. And, just as important, it no longer included a government guarantee of

employment. Combined with a lack of provisions that would enable enforcement

of its’ “full employment” mandate, the final form of the full employment legisla-

tion showed that once again a challenge to the liberal currents was successfully

defeated.
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Tempering Public Service Employment Expansions

As Ford assumed office in August 1974, employment and economic data was start-

ing to show that unemployment was once again on the rise, as was inflation.

Though the earliest indications were that most of the increase in unemployment

was amongst new teen entrants into the labor force, this was quickly followed by

data showing that married men were starting to figure more prominently among

the unemployed.217 This was a troubling situation and there were immediate calls

in Congress to increase public service employment. Bowing to the economic situa-

tion and political pressure, Ford approved a temporary increase in CETA’s public

service employment jobs in September 1974.218 He and his domestic policy and

economic policy advisors sought to limit proposals for new public employment

legislation, in order to ensure that any further expansions in public jobs programs

would be temporary.

The Ford administration’s resistance to public service employment was grounded

in both economic and ideological rationales. Ford’s economic advisors warned that

a permanent expansion could cause wages and prices to rise, which would com-

pound the problems with inflation and distort the labor market’s balance. CEA

Chairman Herbert Stein argued that public service employment posed an inher-
217 On unemployment: Stein to Ford, September 6, 1974, Subject: Employment Situation in

August, Folder: September 1974, Box 1, CEA Records (RG 459), GRFL; Fellner and Greenspan
to Ford, October 4, 1974, Subject: August-to-September changes in Unemployment, Employ-
ment and Wages, Folder: October 1974, Box 1, CEA Records (RG 459), GRFL, pp. 1-2; Fellner
and Greenspan to Ford, November 1, 1974, Subject: Employment Situation in October, Folder:
November 1974, Box 1, CEA Records (RG 459), GRFL, p. 1; Greenspan to Ford, November
26, 1974, Subject: Current State of the Economy, Folder: November 1974, Box 1, CEA Records
(RG 459), GRFL, p. 1; Fellner Acting Chairman CEA to Ford, December 6, 1974, Subject:
Employment Situation in November, Folder: December 1974, Box 1, CEA Records (RG 459),
GRFL; Greenspan to Ford, December 13, 1974, Folder: December 1974, Box 1, CEA Records
(RG 459), GRFL. On inflation: Greenspan to Ford, November 14, 1974, Subject: Personal
Income in October, CEA Records (RG 459), Box 1, Folder November 1974, GRFL.

218 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 87.
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ent inflation risk, and that it was unlikely to help reduce unemployment among

that most important group: married adult men.219 Stein’s conclusion includes

an implicit contention that for public jobs programs to be an acceptable policy

instrument they had to benefit a population that had demonstrated its economic

and social worth through significant labor market attachment. If they instead

largely benefitted less economically important groups, such as those with little

or no work history, then they were little more than income replacement. As it

happens, Stein’s prediction was not accurate; between 1974 and 1976 most CETA

participants in both Title II and Title VI (the two public service employment

programs) were men with significant education and or work experience, and less

than a quarter had documented experience on public assistance.220

In response to the calls for a new emergency jobs bill, Ford advanced an alter-

native public service employment plan that included: restricting any new public

service employment funding to labor markets with unemployment above 6.5%;

funding only six-month public service employment projects; and keeping the pub-

lic service employment wage rate at $7,000 a year. By the end of 1974 Ford had

failed to get Congressional Democrats or Republicans to back his amendments,

and in late December, Ford reluctantly signed the 1974 Emergency Jobs and Un-

employment Assistance Act.221 The fact that Ford’s public service employment

proposal was resisted by Republicans as well as Democrats undercuts notions

that simple political party wrangling was responsible for the shape of this piece
219 Herbert Stein to the President, August 28, 1974, Subject: Public Service Employment,

CEA Records (RG 459), Box 1, Folder August 1974, GRFL, pp. 1-2.
220 Malkiel to Roger Porter, May 4, 1976, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box 71, William

Seidman Files, GRFL, Table 1.
221 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, pp. 88-89; Gerald R. Ford, “State-

ment on Signing Emergency Jobs, Unemployment Assistance and Compensation Legislation,”
December 31, 1974, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency
Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=4663&st=&st1=, accessed Oc-
tober 20, 2015.
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of employment legislation. It does suggest that the series of economic and un-

employment crises had weakened longstanding arguments against public service

employment on both sides of the political aisle. Though this broader acceptance

of public jobs programs as a response to unemployment signaled movement in the

liberal currents’ boundary condition, there is also evidence of the liberal currents’

continued influence. It is important to note, for example, that the expansions

to the public service employment programs in the Emergency Jobs and Unem-

ployment Assistance Act were designed to be temporary.222 Furthermore, the

bipartisan support for public jobs programs in the mid-1970s coincided with a

rise in middle-class employment, the group that had greater standing under work-

as-citizenship than the working and non-working poor.223 Negative responses to

public service employment expansions directed at the poor in the 1980s demon-

strate the weight carried by this work-as-citizenship valuation. So, a diminution

in labor-market anti-statism’s prohibition on public service employment – that

turned out to be temporary – was at least partially predicated on the economic

insecurity of workers with significant social standing.

Political calculations also led Ford to sign a bill appropriating nearly $4 billion

in funding for a range of public works projects, despite his labor-market anti-statist

objections to such a measure. In early 1976, Ford vetoed a $3 billion public works

bill passed by Congress. He argued that the bill would entail a significant fiscal

output for only a small return. There would be a high cost per job created, a

relatively small number of jobs created overall, and a long lead time before any

of the jobs were available. His justification of the veto also referenced labor-

market anti-statist arguments against public sector job creation: “the best and
222 Ford, “Statement on Signing Emergency Jobs, Unemployment Assistance and Compensation

Legislation,” December 31, 1974.
223 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 78-82.
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most effective way to create new jobs is to pursue balanced economic policies

that encourage the growth of the private sector without risking a new round of

inflation.”224 When another public works bill was passed in July 1976, this one

spending $4 billion, Ford again used his veto. Ford asserted that by preventing

such “giveaway programs,” he was also preventing “larger deficits, higher taxes,

higher inflation and ultimately higher unemployment.”225

However, in October 1976 President Ford signed the Public Works Employ-

ment Appropriations Act which provided additional funds for both federal and

local public works projects.226 As had been the case with the CETA expansions,

this change in Ford’s position on expanding public works was the result of political

expediency rather than a shift in his views on the desirability of private sector

employment over public service employment. In July Congress had overridden

Ford’s initial veto, and passed the 1976 Public Works Employment Act.227 There

was political risk attached to vetoing the appropriations component, since that

might well be overridden as well, which would not play well in the context of the

upcoming presidential election.
224 Gerald R. Ford: "Veto of a Public Works Employment Bill," February 13, 1976, on-

line by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.
presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6387&st=&st1=, accessed October 21, 2015.

225 Gerald R. Ford, “Veto of the Public Works Employment Act of 1976,” July 6, 1976,
online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http:

//www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6192&st=&st1=, accessed October 21, 2015.
226 Gerald R. Ford, “Statement on Signing the Public Works Employment Appropriations Act

of 1976,” October 2, 1976, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6404&st=&st1=,
accessed October 20, 2015.

227 Gerald R. Ford, “Statement on Congressional Enactment of the Public Works Employment
Act of 1976,” July 22, 1976, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6228&st=&st1=,
accessed October 20, 2015.

273

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6387&st=&st1=
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6387&st=&st1=
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6192&st=&st1=
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6192&st=&st1=
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6404&st=&st1=
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=6228&st=&st1=


CHAPTER 4. THE GREAT SOCIETY AND BEYOND, 1963-1977

Temporary Expansions to Unemployment Insurance

The 1974 Emergency Unemployment Compensation Act, passed at the same time

as the new emergency jobs bill, was another example of continued allegiance to

the liberal currents both in Congress as well as in the Ford administration. This

is because the Unemployment Insurance provisions, which more closely aligned

with the liberal currents, had a broader impact on the unemployed – though it

did not create any jobs – than the boundary pushing emergency jobs bill. In

mid-December 1974 Congressman Donald Riegle had advanced a plan to the ad-

ministration to temporarily expand the Unemployment Insurance system instead

of increasing the public service employment program.228 Though a social policy,

Unemployment Insurance functioned as an automatic stabilizer. It was expected

to have corrective but not invasive effect on the labor market. This, combined

with the time-limited nature of its benefits means that the program only minimally

encroaches on labor-market anti-statism. Likewise, with its eligibility restricted

to workers with established work histories, Unemployment Insurance reinforces

work-as-citizenship’s preference for “worthy” citizen workers. Even extending the

time frame for Unemployment Insurance benefits can fit within the liberal cur-

rents’ boundary as long as it is done on a temporary basis, particularly since

States can opt to participate or not based on their assessment of local conditions.

Ford pursued this Unemployment Insurance alternative. Though the Emer-

gency Unemployment Compensation Act did not succeed as a substitute for the

emergency jobs bill, the new Unemployment Insurance provisions were arguably

more influential than the public service employment expansion.229 Under the
228 Riegle to Greenspan, December 17, 1974, Attached to Greenspan to Ford, December 13,

1974, Folder: December 1974, Box 1, CEA Records (RG 459), GRFL
229 Roger B. Porter to L. William Seidman, September 8, 1976, Jobs, Folder: Labor, August

1976, Box 21, James M. Cannon Papers, GRFL, p. 3; Ford, “Statement on Signing Emergency
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1974 Emergency Jobs Act, CETA was amended to include Title VI, a new counter-

cyclical public service employment program. However, the Title VI program would

not affect nearly as many of the unemployed as would the Unemployment Insur-

ance expansion. Apparently, even liberals in Congress were not pushing for a

very radical public jobs approach, and were more interested in “a demonstration

of concern on the eve of the November [midterm] election.”230 This is an impor-

tant point, since it highlights the nascent reluctance to make public employment

provision too large even during a protracted economic crises.

Restricting Government Taxing and Spending

The Ford administration also worked to reduce unemployment through fiscal and

monetary policy, which neatly accorded with the liberal currents’ limits on em-

ployment policy. In addition to advocating tax cuts as an economic stimulus,

Ford and his economic advisors attributed the continuing economic crisis largely

to excessive government spending over the previous decade, and promoted strict

federal spending limits.231 In order to provide a commercial Keynesian stimulus to

the economy, in early 1975, Ford urged Congress to pass legislation that included

“temporary one-time tax cuts totaling $16 billion.”232 The resulting legislation,

the 1975 Tax Reduction Act, provided a modest and temporary reduction in the

tax rate for individuals as well as an investment tax credit. Together with firm fed-

eral budget caps (not included in the tax bill), the Ford administration expected

Jobs, Unemployment Assistance and Compensation Legislation,” December 31, 1974.
230 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, p. 89.
231 Greenspan to Ford, February 3, 1975, Folder: February 1975, Box 1, CEA Records (RG

459), GRFL, pp. 3-4.
232 Gerald R. Ford, “Address to the Nation Upon Signing the Tax Reduction Act of 1975,”

March 29, 1975, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency
Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=4810&st=&st1=, accessed Oc-
tober 20, 2015.
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these policies to help create private-sector jobs without causing inflation.233

In his signing statement for the Tax Reduction Act, Ford implicitly signaled

his support for the liberal currents. He praised tax cuts as a positive instrument

for private sector job creation, and sharply distinguished between such measures

which supported the “free enterprise system” and measures that disrupted the

labor market such as “government handouts and make-work programs that go on

forever.”234 Members of the Ford administration even explicitly stated that while

productive private sector employment promised to provide the opportunity “self-

fulfillment” that individuals and society craved, public service employment was

nothing more than “temporary make-work.”235 Though it went unmentioned in

Ford’s public remarks on the bill, the 1975 Tax Reduction Act also included a new

tax credit for low-income working families: the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).

The EITC gave a 10% tax credit on earned income to poor families with at least

one child. This work incentive tax credit had originally been proposed by Senator

Russell Long, a Democrat from Louisiana, as an alternative to Nixon’s Family

Assistance Plan in 1972, and Long continued to push for it even after serious

consideration of the FAP had ended.236 Where the FAP had combined work
233 Roger B. Porter to L. William Seidman, September 8, 1976, Jobs, Folder: Labor, Au-

gust 1976, Box 21, Cannon Files, GRFL, pp. 1-3; DOL Sec to Ford, February 24, 1975
Seidman Papers, Box 64, Folder: Employment Assistance Programs, GRFL, p. 1; Ger-
ald R. Ford: “Address to the Nation Upon Signing the Tax Reduction Act of 1975,” March
29, 1975, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=4810&st=&st1=, accessed October 20,
2015; Gerald R. Ford, “Statement Urging Congressional Adoption of a Federal Spending Ceiling,”
April 30, 1975, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=4876&st=&st1=, accessed October 20,
2015.

234 Gerald R. Ford, “Address to the Nation Upon Signing the Tax Reduction Act of 1975,”
March 29, 1975, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency
Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=4810&st=&st1=, accessed Oc-
tober 20, 2015.

235 Roger B. Porter to L. William Seidman, September 8, 1976, Jobs, Folder: Labor, August
1976, Box 21, Cannon Papers, GRFL, p. 4.

236 Chris Howard, The Hidden Welfare State: Tax Expenditures and Social Policy in the United
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incentives with a minimum income program, the EITC relied solely on the tax

credit, which made it far more compatible with the liberal currents than Nixon’s

proposal. Since it was only available to workers, the EITC aimed to support rather

than threaten the position of paid, private employment. The EITC’s design did

implicitly admit to some inadequacy in the private market’s wage levels, but unlike

either a minimum income program, or Nixon’s price and wage controls, it did not

require any changes on the part of the labor market itself.

As unemployment stopped climbing in 1975, the Ford administration argued

that what was needed were more such policies that promoted business investment

in combination with strict limits on federal spending. In mid 1976, Burton Malkiel,

a member of Ford’s CEA crowed “[the] program has clearly worked. The recovery is

strong and durable. Employment is now 1.1 million above the pre-recession peak.”

Malkiel advised that the administration continue to work to “stimulate investment

so that jobs are available for a growing labor force” while “controlling the growth in

government spending.”237 President Ford agreed, and wanted further tax reforms,

including “a permanent higher investment tax credit, accelerated amortization

for investment in high unemployment areas, and corporate tax cuts” since these

measures would induce job creation in the private sector.238

Deviations from these strict economic plans frequently met with a Presidential

veto. For example, in May of 1975 Ford vetoed a bill that would have provided

supplemental appropriations for public service employment because Congress in-

cluded more than three billion in funds above what the President had autho-

States (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 64-69.
237 Malkiel to Roger Porter, May 8, 1976, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box 71, William

Seidman Files, GRFL, p. 1.
238 L. William Seidman to Robert T. Hartmann, John O. Marsh, James M. Cannon, Max

Friedersdorf, May 10, 1976, Humphrey-Hawkins Bill, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box
71, William Seidman Files, GRFL, p. 4.
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rized.239 Ford’s commitment to restraining federal spending even carried over into

limiting programs targeting veterans, who like middle-class workers, had earned

high social standing through their military service. In 1974 Ford had vetoed legis-

lation that would have increased education and training benefits to Vietnam War

veterans, citing the excessive spending it would entail, and requesting a replace-

ment bill that would not increase the deficit.240 Summing up his perspective, in

a September 1975 speech, Ford vowed to continue to use his veto power “ ‘to end

25 years of reckless Democratic spending.’ ”241

Resisting Full Employment Legislation

Starting in 1974-75, there was a new push for full employment legislation led

by members of Congress. Sponsored by Representative Augustus F. Hawkins

and Senator Hubert Humphrey, the proposed full employment bill (known as

the “Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employment Act”) would have entailed significant

changes in the employment policy landscape. Its provisions included specific nu-

merical targets for the unemployment rate and a government employment guar-
239 Office of the White House Press Secretary, Statement by the Press Secretary, March 5, 1975,

Folder: Labor, March-August 1975, Box 20, Cannon Files, GRFL; James T. Lynn to Ford, May
21, 1975, Enrolled Bill H.R. 4481 – Emergency Employment Appropriation Act, 1975, Sponsor –
Representative Mahon (D), Texas, Folder: Employment Assistance Programs, Box 64, Seidman
Files, GRFL, pp. 1-4.

240 Gerald R. Ford, “Veto of Vietnam Era Veterans’ Education and Training Benefits Legis-
lation,” November 26, 1974, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=4591&st=&st1=,
accessed October 20, 2015.

241 David S. Broder, September 21, 1975, “Jobs and the Government” in The Washington
Post, Folder: Unemployment, March 1975-March 1976, Box 36, Cannon Files, GRFL. Following
through on this promise, in September 1976, Ford vetoed an appropriations bill that he said
contained funding “for numerous essential domestic programs which have worthy purposes and
affect millions of citizens.” He explained that his veto was necessary because the Democratic
majority in Congress had ignored his requests for important reforms “designed to improve their
efficiency and reduce the growth of federal bureaucracy and red tape” and had added in four
billion dollars in new spending (Statement on H.R. 14232, circa September 29, 1976, Folder:
Labor, August 1976, Box 21, Cannon Files, GRFL).
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antee, which conflicted with the liberal currents and provoked opposition from the

Ford administration as well as from leaders on the political left.242 A version of

the bill was eventually passed in 1978, and signed by President Jimmy Carter, but

by then the provisions that contravened the liberal currents had been removed or

diluted. The roots of that change can be traced back to the debate over the 1976

proposal, which showed that both Democrats and Republicans were interested in

preserving the liberal currents’ paradigm.

Ford explicitly stated that he would veto the full employment bill if it came

across his desk.243 Beyond that, it is evident that Ford administration’s oppo-

sition to the 1976 full employment bill was grounded in both economic concerns

and reasoning derived from the liberal currents. The Ford administration objected

both to the specific mechanics of the bill’s full employment effort, such as the bill’s

mandated unemployment rate target of 3%, as well as its explicit positioning of

the government as the employer of last resort. Ford’s economic advisors worried

that achieving such a low adult unemployment rate would impinge on the labor

market’s ability to efficiently allocate resources and thus potentially contribute to

inflation while dampening economic growth.244 Even more serious, was the bill’s

job guarantee. This was anathema to Ford’s administration since that would

contravene what Ford’s domestic policy advisors saw as the basic definition of

employment: something found in the private labor market.245 The bill’s public
242 Augustus F. Hawkins, Chairman of the Subcommittee on Equal Opportunities, The New

“Full Employment and Balanced Growth Act of 1976” in comparison with its previous versions,
March 10, 1976, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box 71, Seidman Files, GRFL, pp. 1-3;
David S. Broder, September 21, 1975, “Jobs and the Government” in The Washington Post,
Folder: Unemployment, March 1975-March 1976, Box 36, Cannon Files, GRFL; Weir, Politics
and Jobs, p. 134.

243 Washington Bureau of The Sun, “Jobs bill called prod to inflation,” in The Sun, May 21,
1976, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box 71, Seidman Files, GRFL.

244 Malkiel to Roger Porter, May 4, 1976, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box 71, Seidman
Files, GRFL, pp. 3-4.

245 Raymond J. Saulnier to L. William Seidman, July 12, 1976, “A Dissenting Critique of S.
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service employment provisions were also both economically inefficient and a deter-

rent to participation in the private labor market. CEA member Burton J. Malkiel

argued that the bill’s youth oriented public service employment initiative would

be detrimental because “PSE jobs are in the public sector and it is important for

youths to acquire experience and knowledge of private sector jobs, and the skills

needed for long-term private sector employment.” Malkiel’s critiques of public

works were similarly grounded in both economic and labor-market anti-statism

rationales. He argued that public works projects “would divert resources from the

private sector, where they are badly needed, to public social overhead capital.

The latter can be expected to have a lower payoff in terms of accomplishing our

long-term goals.”246

Ford’s advisors also argued that the full employment bill was simply not neces-

sary because alternative existing policy instruments, notably monetary and fiscal

policies, had a proven track record. For example, L. William Seidman, Ford’s

Economic Advisor, pointed out that such macro-economic policies had created

substantial numbers of “productive jobs in the private sector which contribute to

increases in real economic income.”247

As with the 1945 Full Employment Act, the 1976 bill’s sponsors tried to frame

their proposals as compatible with the existing employment paradigm, rather than

providing an ideological alternative to the liberal currents. For example, Hawkins

stressed that making the government the employer of last resort did not mean

supplanting the private labor market’s prerogatives:

50 – The Humphrey-Hawkins Bill,” Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box 71, Seidman Files,
GRFL.

246 Burton J. Malkiel to Roger Porter, May 4, 1976, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box
71, Seidman Files, GRFL, pp. 3-4.

247 L. William Seidman to Robert T. Hartmann, John O. Marsh, James M. Cannon, Max
Friedersdorf, May 10, 1976, Humphrey-Hawkins Bill, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box
71, Seidman Files, p. 4.
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Throughout the bill, the first emphasis is placed on expansion of pri-
vate employment opportunities, encouraged by improvements in mon-
etary and fiscal policies. The second line of defense against unemploy-
ment is public activity at the State and local level. Federal employment
projects are last resort.248

Hawkins also contended that there were concrete economic costs to not pursu-

ing a full employment policy.249 However, couched in this way, such arguments

were neither a sufficient basis for a new approach to employment policy outside

the liberal currents’ existing parameters, nor fundamentally compatible with the

currents’ boundary condition.

Signaling the liberal currents’ ongoing influence, the employment entitlement

in the Humphrey-Hawkins bill aroused opposition not only from the Ford adminis-

tration and Republicans in Congress, but also from Democratic leaders. Notably,

Charles Schultze, former Bureau of the Budget Director under President John-

son, gave Congressional testimony against the bill, specifically cautioning against

establishing the government as the employer of last resort. Along with a per-

manent public service employment program paying “prevailing wages,” Schultze

warned that an employment guarantee would be inflationary, pushing up prices

and wages. In the wake of Schultz’s testimony, the 1976 bill lost support in

Congress, and it was eventually tabled until after the election. By the time the

bill was re-introduced in 1977 it had been substantially altered, losing the provi-

sions that had most directly challenged the liberal currents.250

248 Augustus F. Hawkins, Chairman of the Subcommittee on Equal Opportunities, “Summary
of H.R. 50,” March 10, 1976, Folder: Humphrey Hawkins Bill (1), Box 71, Seidman Files, GRFL.

249 Augustus F. Hawkins, Chairman of the Subcommittee on Equal Opportunities, “Cost of
Departures From Full Employment Economy 1953-1975,” March 10, 1976, Folder: Humphrey
Hawkins Bill (1), Box 71, Seidman Files, GRFL.

250 Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 138; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy,
1945-1982, pp. 94-97.
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Conclusions

In the 1960s and 1970s the two liberal currents continued to constrain American

employment policy. These ideological currents were not the only factors guid-

ing Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and their policy advisors as they formulated

employment and poverty programs, but they constituted a significant influence.

Moreover, existing scholarly work on the era’s employment policy only peripher-

ally includes ideology, and often casts it as synonymous with Republican party

agendas, rather than recognizing that the liberal tradition provided a consistent

(though adaptable) boundary condition on employment policy.

The liberal currents’ limiting influence is evident on a number of different

fronts in these decades. There were frequent deferrals to work-as-citizenship and

labor-market anti-statism in the design and implementation of employment poli-

cies. This included prioritizing policy instruments that generally accorded with

and supported the liberal currents boundary around employment policy such as

fiscal and monetary policies, manpower training programs, and temporary exten-

sions to Unemployment Insurance benefits. However, there were also examples of

compromise on employment policies that contravened the currents’ dictates, like

the implementation of temporary and permanent public service employment pro-

grams. Though such concessions shifted the liberal currents’ boundary somewhat,

several things tended to limit their impact on the liberal currents. First, these

compromises were generally prompted by serious economic crises, and the new

programs supplemented rather than replacing existing employment and macro-

economic instruments. Second, policymakers were usually successful in their ef-

forts to impose restrictions on the public jobs programs in order to temper their

long term effects on employment policy.
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There were also a number of employment policy alternatives proposed within

various presidential administrations and in Congress, that either partially or fully

challenged the liberal currents’ position. For example, members of Johnson’s

administration repeatedly put forward public jobs programs as an unemployment

measure. In addition, Nixon’s preferred manpower and poverty program reforms

would have created a universal minimum income program. And early versions of

the 1976 full employment bill included an employment entitlement. The struggles

over these alternatives – either within the administration, or in Congress – and

the decisions not to carry them forward, or their eventual defeat, indicated that

the liberal currents’ boundary was still fundamentally intact.

Examining the liberal currents highlights important similarities between the

employment policy agendas pursued by Democratic and Republican presidential

administrations in the 1960s-1970s. Furthermore, there is evidence that these ad-

ministrations shared common ideas about employment policy with their predeces-

sors and successors. In the 1930s and 1940s President Franklin D. Roosevelt had

worked carefully to lower unemployment without either undermining individual

responsibility to obtain work, or the private sector’s role as the main provider of

employment. In both the New Deal and the Great Society, concern about poverty

and unemployment should have directed policymakers to consider the basis of in-

come inequality and its relationship with the mechanics of the labor market. In

both periods the liberal currents’ boundary condition also helped to curtail such

inquiry and forestall substantial labor market intervention. The pattern of liberal

constraint on employment policy continued in the 1980s and 1990s. The persis-

tence of the liberal currents as well as the institutional legacy left by the earlier

employment policy outcomes meant that there was a strong foundation for the

neoliberal employment policy agenda pursued by President Ronald W. Reagan
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and President William J. Clinton in the 1980s and 1990s.
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Chapter 5

Pushing Work Not Jobs in the

Reagan Revolution (1981-2000)

Ideology is commonly recognized as an important factor affecting American social

policy in the late 1970s and early 1980s, while for the period prior, accounts tend

to focus more on political institutions, interest groups, and economic conditions.

Underlying this shift in focus is a consensus that the ideologically motivated “Rea-

gan Revolution” brought to an end the left-leaning public policy era that began

in the New Deal, held sway through the Great Society and to a lesser extent also

characterized the 1970s. Reagan pursued a retrenchment agenda grounded in ne-

oliberal, pro-market ideology and, as a result, pushed the public policy agenda for

both political parties to the right.1 I agree that the neoliberal shift had a deep
1 Although the individual authors examine a range of social policies and have somewhat

different views on the degree of retrenchment Reagan achieved, the general contours of this ar-
gument are visible in the following: Fred Block, Richard A. Cloward, Barbara Ehrenreich, and
Frances Fox Piven, The Mean Season: The Attack on The Welfare State (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1987), pp. ix-xi; Chris Howard, The Hidden Welfare State: Tax Expenditures and Social
Policy in the United States (Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 9-10; Tom Joe and Cheryl
Rogers, By the Few For the Few: The Reagan Welfare Legacy (Lexington, Mass./Toronto: D.C.
Heath and Company, 1985), p. 33; John W. Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Poli-
cies, (New York: Longman, 1995), p. 210; Stanley Kelly, Jr., “Democracy and the New Deal
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impact on public policy development, but my analysis of American employment

policy development diverges from this perspective in several key regards.

To begin with, throughout this work I rely on a fundamentally different def-

inition of ideology than scholars who frame ideology as essentially an expression

of partisan views. I, instead, see ideology as a constitutive part of the political

framework in which policy debate takes place. Thus, ideology, in this case liberal-

ism, affects both political parties’ and policymakers’ views on policy development.

Based on that definition, I trace the boundary condition around employment pol-

icy created and reinforced by the American liberal tradition between the 1930s and

the 1990s and argue that ideology was influential well before the Reagan Revolu-

tion. As outlined in Chapter 1, this ideological constraint was based on two liberal

currents – work-as-citizenship and labor-market anti-statism – that together estab-

lished paid, private work as an important pathway to social and political inclusion,

while insisting on minimal government intervention into the labor market. If con-

sideration of ideology is limited to a partisan dimension, examples of continuity

in employment policy over this whole time period are obscured. That, in turn,

hides the way in which Reagan’s fairly stringent employment policy agenda was

Party System” in Democracy and the Welfare State, ed. Amy Gutmann, (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 1988), p. 185-186; Gordon Lafer, The Job Training Charade (Ithaca and
London: Cornell University Press, 2002), pp. 8-9; Gary Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Em-
ployment Policy, 1945-1982 (Pittsburgh: The University of Pittsburgh Press, 1990), pp. 4-5,
92-93; Julia S. O’Connor, Ann Shola Orloff, and Sheila Shaver, States, Markets, Families: Gen-
der, Liberalism and Social Policy in Australia, Canada, Great Britain, and the United States,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 62; Jaime Peck, Workfare States (New
York, London: The Guilford Press, 2001), pp. 53-54; Paul Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare
State?: Reagan, Thatcher, and the Politics of Retrenchment (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), pp. 1-7, 131; Kathleen M. Shaw, Sara Goldrick-Rab, Christopher Mazzeo, and
Jerry A. Jacobs, Putting Poor People to Work: How the Work-First Idea Eroded College Access
for the Poor (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2006), pp. 25-26; Steven M. Teles, Whose
Welfare? AFDC and Elite Politics (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 1996, 1998),
pp. 45-46; Timothy P. R. Weaver, Blazing the Neoliberal Trail: Urban Political Development
in the United States and the United Kingdom (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2016), pp. 1-4; Margaret Weir, Politics and Jobs: The Boundaries of Employment Policy in the
United States, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), pp. 9-10.
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able to build on a foundation laid by the liberal currents. Between the 1930s and

the 1970s many employment policy alternatives had already been ruled out.

The liberal currents mattered in the 1980s and 1990s in another way as well.

Despite Reagan’s enthusiastic embrace of many of the policy features inside the

liberal currents’ boundary, the two currents also actually constrained his employ-

ment policy agenda. In the preceding period, the liberal currents’ boundary had

largely functioned to prevent adoption of employment policies that contravened

the individual responsibility to obtain private sector work, though employment

policy was often used to facilitate a higher labor market participation rate for the

short- and long-term unemployed. Examples of policies that actively promoted

work included the 1930s work-relief programs, manpower training programs, the

War on Poverty’s service oriented programs for the poor, temporary public service

employment programs, and work incentives for poor families that ranged from the

Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) to the Work Incentive Program’s (WIN) mod-

ifications to Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). Unemployment

Insurance – started in the 1930s and expanded on numerous occasions after that

– did not itself promote work, but since it based eligibility on work history, it

reinforced the underlying connection between paid employment and government

benefits. Reagan, however, embraced a more extreme version of both work-as-

citizenship and labor-market anti-statism. His supply-side economic policy goals

– cutting the marginal tax rate and domestic spending, a “hard money” monetary

policy, and balancing the federal budget2 – indicated a particularly strict form of
2 David A. Stockman, The Triumph of Politics: How the Reagan Revolution Failed (New

York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1986), pp. 11, 75. Stockman complained that in the end
the balanced budget component of the agenda was given a back seat to tax cuts (Stockman,
The Triumph of Politics, pp. 319-320; Samuel Rosenberg, American Economic Development
since 1945: Growth, Decline and Rejuvenation (United Kingdom: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003),
pp. 236-238.

287



CHAPTER 5. THE REAGAN REVOLUTION, 1981-2000

labor-market anti-statism. Similarly, Reagan’s perspective on employment policy

showed that he saw private sector employment as a necessity for all able-bodied

adults, but did not agree that the government should have to incentivize work ef-

fort, or facilitate re-entry or entry into the labor market. This view drew heavily

on a harsh version of work-as-citizenship articulated by strict fiscal conservatives

such as George Gilder and Charles A. Murray. For such fiscal conservatives, the

market was enough to enforce the individual mandate to work, and such indepen-

dently obtained work was the only reasonable path out of poverty.3

Reagan’s resulting employment policy agenda was in many ways narrower

than the liberal currents’ existing boundary condition. And this was the problem.

There were several other groups in Congress who drew on the liberal currents, but

resisted Reagan’s extremely punitive version of work-as-citizenship and argued for

a greater government role in employment and social welfare provision. One group

was a subset of social conservatives, including Lawrence M. Mead and Michael

Novak, who were interested in reforming welfare and employment programs but

approached that reform based on a less harsh version of work-as-citizenship. Ac-

cording to such social conservatives, getting all able-bodied adults working was an

important enough goal to supersede an all-out prohibition on government social

welfare provision. Instead, the government could, and should, combine benefits

with work obligations from participants.4

3 George Gilder, Wealth and Poverty (New York: Basic Books, 1981); Charles A. Murray,
“The two wars against poverty: economic growth and the Great Society,” Public Interest (Fall
1982), Folder: Welfare-Fall 1982, OA 18532, Charles Hobbs (ILOAB) Files, Ronald Wilson
Reagan Library; Charles A. Murray, Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950-1980 (New
York: Basic Books, 1984).

4 Lawrence M. Mead, Beyond Entitlement: The Social Obligations of Citizenship (New York:
The Free Press, 1986), pp. 1-4, 69-70; Michael Novak, The New Consensus on Family and
Welfare: A Community of Self-Reliance (Washington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute for
Public Policy Research; Milwaukee, Wisconsin: Marquette University, 1987), pp. xv, 111-119;
Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State?, p. 117.
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The second group, which included many Democrats, wanted to increase work

output among the poor, but endorsed a much more supportive conception of work-

as-citizenship than either the fiscal conservatives or more stringent social conser-

vatives like Mead. Combining some part of Mead’s approach, these Democrats

endorsed work requirements for the poor, but argued that the government should

actively facilitate entry into the labor market through training and education pro-

grams, as well as help low-income workers keep working through wage supports.5

There was clear divergence in the forms of the government obligation to support

work of stringent social conservatives like Mead, and Democrats who supported

work-based reforms to welfare. However, in supporting work requirements, rather

than work opportunities, both groups can appropriately be called social conser-

vatives. When it is necessary to differentiate between these two groups of social

conservatives I will refer to those in the first group, like Mead, as strict social

conservatives, and those in the second group, like Democrats who supported work

requirements combined with education and training, as moderate social conser-

vatives. Over the course of the 1980s and 1990s there was a tentative merging

of the strict social conservative version of work-as-citizenship with the more sup-

portive version advocated by moderate social conservatives. This combination of

the two types of social conservatives is what I am referring to when I mention the

social conservative version of work-as-citizenship more generally, particularly dur-

ing the Clinton administration. The policy proposals advocated by both sorts of

social conservatives served to counter-balance fiscal conservatives’ more extreme

employment policy proposals. Thus, in these decades, work-as-citizenship served
5 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 126-130. Bertram further distinguishes between “work-

farists” and “welfarists,” or respectively those who prioritized increasing work from welfare re-
cipients, and those who wanted to preserve welfare as an entitlement (The Workfare State, p.
131.
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not just as a constraint against particular types of employment policy, but also

a justification for creating and preserving employment policies that fostered and

required work effort.

If the boundary condition between the 1930s and 1970s could be represented as

a circle – with some policies fitting neatly inside, others pushing against the outer

rim, and still others that were fully outside the boundary not achieving passage –

Reagan’s version of work-as-citizenship showed that there was an inner boundary

as well. Instead of a simple circle, in the 1980s the boundary condition started

to look more like a torus or hollow ring, with Reagan’s severe take on work-as-

citizenship sitting inside the hollow. Those advocating for continuation of some

social welfare provision, in combination with those who supported increased access

to education and training, enforced this inner boundary by pulling back against

some of Reagan’s and other strict fiscal conservatives’ policy proposals throughout

the 1980s and 1990s.

This type of evolution is not wholly surprising. A boundary condition frame-

work generally does not preclude all change or adaptation. This is true for the

liberal currents’ boundary on employment policy as well. In Chapters 3 and 4 I

demonstrated that in response to prevailing economic or political conditions the

liberal currents’ boundary was repeatedly challenged, and at times even amended.

Therefore, it was to be expected that the growing support for a neoliberal vision

of domestic policy would also affect the liberal currents’ boundary condition. His-

torically, such changes also led to variation in the policy instruments through

which employment policy was carried out. In the 1930s and 1940s employment

policy included work-relief, Unemployment Insurance, and increased government

spending on categorical relief and social insurance programs. This was followed in

the 1960s and 1970s with policies instituting manpower training, macro-economic
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growth policies, service-oriented anti-poverty efforts, limited public service em-

ployment programs, temporary extended Unemployment Insurance benefits, tax

credits for workers and employers, and escalating levels of work incentives and

requirements added into income transfer programs for the poor. Likewise, in the

1980s and 1990s employment policy debates encompassed a range of policy in-

struments such as tax cuts, tax credits, redesigned manpower training programs,

Unemployment Insurance’s extended benefits, and income transfer programs for

the poor. Continuing the trend started in the 1960s and 1970s, there was an

ever-increasing emphasis on turning income transfer policies into programs that

facilitated participants’ entrance into the private labor market.

In the 1980s and 1990s Presidents Ronald W. Reagan, George H. W. Bush,

and William J. Clinton faced new economic and political dilemmas, which affected

both their employment policy goals and the ongoing boundary condition on em-

ployment policy. For Reagan the main struggle was over enacting employment

policies based on his extreme version of the liberal currents amidst a severe eco-

nomic recession and in the face of those in Congress and States who pursued a

less draconian version of work-as-citizenship.6 There were few significant amend-

ments to employment policy during President Bush’s 1988-1992 term, and no clear

change in underlying approach. Like his predecessor, Bush set out to limit federal

spending on employment programs. Though, also like his predecessor, political

and economic circumstances lent strength to more moderate employment policy

proposals, and forced Bush to compromise on those goals.

When Democratic President Clinton took office in 1993, his agenda contained

both neoliberal elements carried over from his predecessors as well as bold state-
6 Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State?, p. 117; Joe and Rogers, By The Few For The

Few, pp. 62-63, 72-73, 96-97.
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ments about the government’s responsibility to improve the economic security of

all Americans. Based on what amounted to a merging of the social conserva-

tive preference for work requirements for the poor with an expanded version of

the relationship between work and economic security, Clinton announced a pol-

icy agenda that would help ensure that work created pathways out of poverty

for the working poor as well as those on welfare. Had it been followed through

with clear policies, Clinton’s expanded conception of work-as-citizenship would

have challenged and possibly shifted the liberal currents’ boundary condition to

incorporate more government labor market regulation. However, reconciling this

potentially expansive employment policy vision with his commitment to balancing

the federal budget – the neoliberal goal to which the Reagan and Bush adminis-

trations had demonstrated only a weak allegiance – was difficult. Clinton’s early

policy decisions indicate that his interest in reducing the deficit was a constraint

on his employment policy agenda. But, there is also evidence that Clinton backed

away from policies that fit under the expanded form of work-as-citizenship in

order to avoid contravening the liberal currents’ longstanding aversion to a gov-

ernment employment guarantee. When this retreat from more expansive policies,

including job creation and public jobs programs, continued even after Clinton had

a budget surplus in his second term, it affirmed that Clinton’s allegiance to the

policy goals based on the expanded iteration of work-as-citizenship was not very

deep. Notwithstanding his interest in reducing economic insecurity, Clinton was

consistently ready to support policies derived more from the more limited social

conservative iteration of work-as-citizenship, which also fit more easily within the

liberal currents’ established boundary.

In sum, and notwithstanding some significant variation in the administra-

tions’ policy goals and outcomes, in the 1980s and 1990s the liberal currents’
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boundary condition continued to impact national approaches to unemployment

and economic insecurity. Public jobs programs were rejected as a means of com-

batting temporary or intransigent unemployment, while policymakers continued

to demonstrate a preference for policies that entailed minimal labor market in-

tervention such as individual and employer tax credits, work-requirements for

poor individuals divorced from assessment of labor market conditions, and short-

term education and training programs. There was also evidence that the liberal

currents included an inner boundary, since parts of Reagan’s employment policy

agenda, which was based on an extreme interpretation of the liberal currents, was

not implemented either while he was in office or in the following decade. Poli-

cies based on more moderate versions of work-as-citizenship that combined work

requirements with transitional support, were successfully mobilized against Rea-

gan’s proposals. However, these more moderate policies had mixed consequences

for the working and non-working poor. Likewise, Clinton’s willingness to trade his

expanded conception of work-as-citizenship for a less controversial iteration that

had more in common with the social conservative version, left many working and

non-working poor in a precarious economic situation. However, the existence of

these different interpretations also showed that work-as-citizenship was increas-

ingly mutable and could serve as a floor under employment policy, not just as

a constraint against policies that threatened the private labor market’s job pro-

vision prerogatives. Furthermore, despite the persistence of the liberal currents

limits on employment policy, this turn of events suggests that there is potential

for work-as-citizenship to be used in the future as a rationale for policies that do

much more to ensure economic security.
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Part I: Advancing a Neoliberal Employment Agenda

The two Republican administrations in the 1980s, those of President Ronald Rea-

gan (1981-1989) and President George Bush (1989-1993), worked to implement a

range of policies impacting employment, unemployment, and economic insecurity,

that derived from a particular set of neoliberal policy preferences. On the eco-

nomic side of this neoliberal vision was a supply-side economic plan of tax cuts,

domestic spending cuts, and a deflationary monetary policy, that was intended to

boost business confidence and spur economic growth. These macro-economic poli-

cies neatly complemented labor-market anti-statism. Also affecting Reagan’s and

Bush’s neoliberal employment policy was an extreme version of work-as-citizenship

that considered nearly all government income supports and services to the poor

to be counterproductive. The basis for this view of employment and social welfare

programs lay in the arguments advanced by fiscal conservatives like George Gilder

and Charles Murray in the early 1980s. Espousing market fundamentalism, Gilder

and Murray contended that work training, public service employment, and wel-

fare provided an alluring alternative to private sector work, which perpetuated a

dangerous cycle of government dependency that hurt both the poor and national

economic growth.7 Gilder and Murray’s most prominent works on social welfare

policy were published concurrent with Reagan’s term in office (in 1981 and 1984

respectively), and there is clear evidence that the Reagan administration drew on

both authors’ works.8

Though it was in an extreme form, Gilder’s and Murray’s market fundamental-

ist perspectives on social policy relied on arguments and conceptions that can be
7 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, pp. 122, 130, 141; Murray, Losing Ground, p. 121.
8 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, p. xi; Charles A. Murray, “The two wars against poverty:

economic growth and the Great Society,” Public Interest (Fall 1982), Folder: Welfare-Fall 1982,
OA 18532, Charles Hobbs (ILOAB) Files, RWRL.
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traced back to the two liberal currents. Their policy prescriptions incorporated

a strict fiscal conservatism in terms of government spending on social welfare,

called for less labor market regulation, and invoked a severe permutation of work-

as-citizenship. Their punitive understanding of the work mandate saw work as

essential to the American way of life, but argued that government efforts to subsi-

dize employment or supplement incomes was detrimental to both poor individuals

and the economic output of the nation.9 As Gilder put it, “When government gives

welfare, unemployment payments, and public service jobs in quantities that deter

productive work, and when it raises taxes on profitable enterprise to pay for them,

demand declines.” Rather than taxing and spending, Gilder called for substantial

tax cuts, combined with reductions in federal spending on social welfare in order

to restore incentives for production and work.10

In his arguments against government assistance to the poor, Murray invoked

the connection between work and citizenship that also undergirds work-as-citizenship,

“Throughout American history, the economic independence of the individual and

the family has been the chief distinguishing characteristic of good citizenship.”11

For Murray, American social policy was destructive because it attributed poverty

to systemic problems rather than individual differences in work ethic and work

output. This decreased the status of the poor and dis-incentivized work: “status

was withdrawn from the low-income, independent working family, with disastrous

consequences to the quality of life of such families” and “status was withdrawn

from the behaviors that engender escape from poverty.”12 Part of Gilder’s justifi-
9 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, pp. 12, 14, 125; Murray, Losing Ground, pp. 9, 24-26, 178-204,

227-235.
10 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, p. 45.
11 Charles A. Murray, “The two wars against poverty: economic growth and the Great Society,”

Public Interest (Fall 1982), Folder: Welfare-Fall 1982, OA 18532, Charles Hobbs (ILOAB) Files,
RWRL, p. 8.

12 Murray, Losing Ground, pp. 179-180.
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cation for cuts to the marginal tax rate was based on a hierarchical view of workers

that was in line with the work-as-citizenship framework’s preferential treatment

of established workers. Gilder stated that,

the result [of inflation and the high marginal tax rate] is to penalize the
family that depends on a single earner who is fully and resourcefully
devoted to his career. Two half-hearted participants in the labor force
can do better than one who is competing aggressively for the relatively
few jobs in the upper echelons.13

Gilder’s characterization suggested that the less attached, lower-earning workers

were both less important and less deserving than those with more stable careers

and wages.

Both Gilder and Murray castigated a welfare system that provided alternatives

to private sector work. Murray denounced the welfare reforms in the 1960s that

had increased eligibility and reduced the stigma associated with AFDC.14 Gilder

declared

the fundamental fact in the lives of the poor in most parts of America
today is that the wages of common labor are far below the benefits
of AFDC, Medicaid, food stamps, public housing, public defenders,
leisure time, and all the other goods and services of the welfare state.15

In Gilder’s view, such comparability between welfare payments and low wage

employment clearly threatened the work mandate. This conflict between welfare

and low wage work, whether real or perceived, could equally serve as a rationale

for raising the minimum wage. However, Gilder construed most labor market

regulations as detrimental to business, innovation, and the necessary discipline
13 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, p. 14.
14 Murray, Losing Ground, p. 181; Murray, “The two wars against poverty,” pp. 16-17.
15 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, p. 122.
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that benefits workers themselves.16 Instead, paired with the supply side economic

model that called for tax cuts and lower government spending, Gilder proposed

turning welfare into a short-term program aimed at helping those experiencing

passing economic emergencies.17 Relying less on fiscal arguments than Gilder,

Murray argued that the best way to help the poor was by

scrapping the entire federal welfare and income-support structure for
working-aged persons, including AFDC, Medicaid, Food Stamps, Un-
employment Insurance, Workers’ Compensation, subsidized housing,
disability insurance, and the rest. It would leave the working-aged
person with no recourse whatsoever except the job market, family
members, friends, and public or private locally funded services.18

Signaling their implicit allegiance to labor-market anti-statism, Gilder and

Murray also explicitly condoned the continued existence of the low-wage labor

market. Gilder contended that “every successful ethnic group in our history rose

up by working harder than other classes, in low-paid jobs, with a vanguard of

men in entrepreneurial roles” and that if government programs allow the poor to

circumvent this “drudgery by education and credentials” it would be tantamount

to excluding them from “the entire American experience.”19 Murray claimed that

welfare receipt had grown because poor people saw it as preferable to low-wage

work: “As people became less inclined to take low-paying jobs, hold onto them,

and use them to get out of poverty, they became dependent on government as-

sistance.”20 The 1960s turn to training programs was also counter-productive in

Murray’s estimation. Not only had the costly manpower training programs done
16 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, pp. 148, 244.
17 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, pp. 45, 65, 83, 125-126.
18 Murray, Losing Ground, pp. 227-228.
19 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, p. 65.
20 Charles A. Murray, “The two wars against poverty: economic growth and the Great Society,”

Public Interest (Fall 1982), Folder: Welfare-Fall 1982, OA 18532, Charles Hobbs (ILOAB) Files,
RWRL, p. 10.
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little to boost most participants’ income, Murray suggested that the training pro-

grams and other Great Society social programs had actually contributed to many

black males leaving the labor force.21

In another nod to labor-market anti-statism, Gilder denounced an employ-

ment guarantee as detrimental to the work ethic and productivity and, therefore,

dangerous to America’s global economic position. In his framework, labor market

discipline – meaning the possibility of being fired and then without a job and a

means of financial support – is an essential component of the drive to work:

A job guarantee gives what cannot be given. It implies that everyone
could diminish effort and slackly accept pay without causing the entire
system to decay. If, under guarantees such as those that pertain to
civil service, all workers merely performed at the minimal level, the
U.S. standard of living would collapse. Crucial to a real job is the risk
of being fired if the work is not performed. A guaranteed job implies
that the work is mostly optional, and thus, like the average CETA
slot, no real job at all.22

Together, Murray and Gilder’s arguments provided a framework for a drastic

reduction in federal social welfare provision and spending. There is evidence that

the Reagan administration embraced this framework, including its punitive form

of work-as-citizenship. However, there were competing interpretations of the work

mandate put forward by social conservatives. Some social conservatives, like Mead

and Novak, advocated retaining some social welfare benefits, but linking them with

mandatory work requirements.23 A more moderate group of social conservatives,

that included many Democrats, were in favor of work requirements for the poor but
21 Murray, Losing Ground, pp. 38, 76-82.
22 Gilder, Wealth and Poverty, p. 168.
23 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, pp. 14, 218-222; Novak, The New Consensus on Family and

Welfare, pp. 74-83. Mead calls those who want to require work as a condition of social benefits,
“civic conservatives or moderates” (Beyond Entitlement, p. 218).
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also advocated transitional assistance for the poor, emphasizing the importance

of education and training.24 Together, both types of social conservatives helped

foreclose some parts of Reagan’s harsh employment policy agenda.

Works by Lawrence M. Mead and Michael Novak show the ideological and pol-

icy framework that many social conservatives embraced, even though they were

published after some of the employment policy debates during the Reagan ad-

ministration were settled. Like the fiscal conservative arguments that the Reagan

administration relied on, Mead and Novak proposed social policy reforms that

could be traced to the liberal currents. The difference was that their conception

of work-as-citizenship left greater room for government intervention than that of

the strict fiscal conservatives. Requiring work from the able bodied poor was a

central tenet of such social conservatives’ social and employment policy proposals.

Yet, preserving federal programs and spending in order to achieve that goal was

much more acceptable for these social conservatives than for fiscal conservatives.25

Novak and Mead advocated increasing self-reliance among the poor, which

meant adjusting the design of social welfare programs. Mead critiqued the pre-

ponderance of non-work-based benefits and asserted that the social welfare policies

in the 1960s and 1970s, including employment programs like manpower training,

were not in the best interests of the poor unless they also obligated participants

to work. The current social policy approach, including income support as well as

education and training programs, allowed many of the poor to evade necessary

labor market discipline.26 A working seminar on “Family and American Welfare

Policy” in 1987 led to a publication spearheaded by Michael Novak that closely
24 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 129-131, 135, 143.
25 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, pp. 1-12; Novak, The New Consensus on Family and Welfare,

pp. 10-16, 111-112.
26 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, pp. 12-14, 49-51.
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resembled Mead’s assessment.27 Novak and the working seminar members agreed

with Mead that the Great Society’s anti-poverty programs were not an adequate

template for the future, and that social policy needed to include more obligations

alongside benefits.28

Both Mead and Novak articulated rationales for requiring work from the poor

in exchange for federal benefits that reflected work-as-citizenship’s basic tenets.

For example, Mead stated that “to the average American citizenship appears to

entail a mix of rights and obligations, including work,” and argued that “Even more

than income and opportunity, they [the poor] need to face the requirements, such

as work, that true acceptance in American society requires.”29 Novak’s working

group stated that it was important that American social policy “encourage self-

reliance and responsibility,” rather than simply increasing income or employment

opportunities. They further made it clear that this might mean different things for

different segments of the poor, since “part of the poverty population has need of

a far more penetrating compassion, directed at achieving control over their lives,

the ability to cope, readiness for employment, and the like.”30 For Mead, creating

specific governmental requirements to work was necessary because “Work, at least

in low-wage jobs, no longer serves the individuals’ interest as clearly as it does

society’s.”31. Though this was a tacit admission that low wage jobs did not always

offer sufficient economic incentive to perform the work, Mead did not suggest

supplementing wages, or other interventions into the labor market that would

change economic incentives for individuals. In fact, he was largely indifferent to
27 Mead was a member of the working seminar, as was Charles Murray, who had previously

argued in favor of drastically limiting federal social services (Novak, The New Consensus on
Family and Welfare; Murray, Losing Ground, pp. 227-228).

28 Novak, The New Consensus on Family and Welfare, pp. xv, 11-14, 111-112.
29 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, pp. 4, 219, emphasis in original.
30 Novak, The New Consensus on Family and Welfare, pp. 10-13.
31 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, p. 82.
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the economic insecurity that attended such jobs and the working poor in general.

Mead argued against raising the minimum wage and concluded that “the income

of workers seems more closely related to their personal characteristics than to the

features of their jobs.” Moreover, he claimed that “Most low-paid workers really

are less productive than the more successful in the current economy.”32 Novak

and the working seminar also proposed reforms similar to those that Mead had

laid out, including replacing “behavioral dependency” with temporary benefits and

the obligation to work. However, the seminar’s conclusions also focused more on

facilitating raising wage rates and the need for “full-time work, year round,” to

be available for poor families than Mead, as well as using social policy to induce

greater “parental assumption of responsibility.”33

Like Gilder and Murray, Mead and Novak cast unemployment as largely an

individual choice, not a labor market failing. According to Mead, “Jobseekers are

seldom kept out of work for long by a literal lack of jobs. More often, they decline

the available jobs as unsatisfactory, because of unrewarding pay and conditions.”34

The working seminar concurred:

the most disturbing element among a fraction of the contemporary
poor is an inability to seize opportunity even when it is available and
while others around them are seizing it. Some may have work skills
in the normal sense, but find it difficult to be regular, prompt, and
in a sustained way attentive to their work. Their need is less for job
training than for meaning and order in their lives.35

As long as the problem lay with individuals who turned down available jobs, there

was little reason to create policies that altered labor market dynamics. Instead,
32 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, pp. 51, emphasis in original, 84.
33 Novak, The New Consensus on Family and Welfare, pp. 72-74, 83-88.
34 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, p. 69.
35 Novak, The New Consensus on Family and Welfare, pp. xv, 11.
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Mead proposed that the federal government could institute “standards” and “as-

sert obligations” through programs like the Work Incentive Program for welfare

recipients that required and encouraged work. Mead was also adamant that it was

not reasonable for the poor on welfare to hold out for “ ‘good’ jobs that recipients

wanted to take.”36 There was clearly a great deal of overlap between the policy

changes advocated by social conservatives like Mead and Novak and those that

fiscal conservatives like Murray and Gilder wanted. The key distinction between

these social conservatives’ vision and fiscal conservatives’ policy proposals was in

the acceptable size of the welfare state. Mead contended that

What undermines the economy is not so much the burden on the pri-
vate sector as the message government programs have given that hard
work in available jobs is no longer required of Americans. The main
problem with the welfare state is not its size but its permissiveness.37

Similarly, Novak and the working seminar members supported using government

institutions to foster work output and greater independence among the poor,

though given the diversity of opinion among its members, the particulars were

left somewhat open ended.38

Over his two terms, Reagan succeeded in passing a massive tax cut, changing

the Unemployment Insurance program, and changing federal eligibility standards

for the AFDC program that resulted in spending reductions of around 12% or

roughly $1.2 billion in 1982.39 However, he only achieved part of his agenda for

manpower training, the EITC, and welfare reform, and some of his tax policy
36 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, pp. 167-168.
37 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, p. 3.
38 Novak, The New Consensus on Family and Welfare, pp. 110-119.
39 Joe and Rogers, By the Few for the Few, pp. 22, 33-36, 95-97. Joe and Rogers note that

spending on AFDC did not go down dramatically as a result of the changes in 1981 OBRA since
many States amended their eligibility and benefit standards to compensate for the new federal
eligibility and benefit caps that particularly affected those combining work and welfare (By the
Few for the Few, pp. 62-63, 72-73, 96-97).
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was rolled back. Reagan terminated the Comprehensive Employment and Train-

ing Act’s (CETA) public service employment program in 1981. But, rather than

eliminating manpower training altogether as Reagan would have preferred, CETA

was replaced with a new manpower training program. The 1982 Job Training and

Partnership Act (JTPA) reflected compromise between the Reagan administra-

tion’s fiscal conservatives, who wanted to eliminate job training altogether, and

social conservatives in Congress, who successfully argued that in the midst of an

ongoing recession the government needed to help the unemployed transition into

the labor force. The new, much smaller, program offered only targeted, short-term

training, and because it was perennially underfunded, the JTPA served a tiny pro-

portion of those eligible for participation.40 In another example of such political

trade-off, the 1982 Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act, which the Reagan

administration opposed, reversed some of the 1981 tax cut’s provisions, though

it also included changes to Unemployment Insurance that the administration had

sought.

This tension between the Reagan administration’s strict fiscal conservative vi-

sion and the more moderate agendas pursued by social conservatives and Democrats

continued to play out in Reagan’s second term. In 1986 the Reagan administra-

tion made another significant concession; the 1986 Tax Reform Act included a

significant expansion to the Earned Income Tax Credit which was a positive work

incentive for the working poor.41 Similarly, though the 1988 Family Support Act

(FSA) added some work requirements to welfare, it also included work incen-

tives.42 This pattern of policy settlement persisted through George H. W. Bush’s
40 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, pp. 2-3.
41 Howard, The Hidden Welfare State, pp. 142-145; Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State?,

p. 126.
42 Peck, Workfare States, pp. 92-93; Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State?, pp. 124-125.
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term in office, though there were fewer examples of major employment policies

either proposed or enacted between 1989 and 1993.

Giving Market Forces Free Reign

After taking office, the Reagan administration quickly moved to implement key

parts of its neoliberal agenda through the 1981 budget reconciliation process. Rea-

gan’s administration achieved a series of tax cuts, and spending cuts on employ-

ment and social policy programs in 1981, but there was also evidence that more

moderate versions of work-as-citizenship prevented the full enactment of Reagan’s

employment policy agenda, even in 1981. Social conservative and Democratic ar-

guments in favor of some governmental protections for the economically insecure

were strengthened by the ongoing economic recession. The recession had created

economic distress among major sectors of the population, but especially for those

at or below the poverty line. Between 1979 and 1980 there was a significant de-

cline in real income, earned income was less equally distributed, and though the

unemployment rate was on the rise, most poor families were headed by at least

one worker.43 Though such increasing income inequality was not seen as a serious

economic or social problem within Reagan’s administration, it merited at least
43 On decline in income and bump in those below poverty line, see: U.S. Department of

Commerce News, “Real Median Family Income Declined, Number of Poor Increased, Reflecting
Double-Digit Inflation and Economic Slowdown During 1980, August 20, 1981, Folder: pp. 1-2;
U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, “Money Income and Poverty Status of
Families and Persons in the United States: 1980 (Preliminary Data from the March 1981 Current
Population Survey),” Current population Reports, Special Studies, Series P-60, No. 127, Folder:
Poverty Statistics (1 of 2), CFOA 0088, Martin Anderson Files, RWRL, p. 1. On less equal
distribution of income, see: Steven G. Cecchetti, Daniel H. Saks, Ronald S. Warren, Jr. “Chapter
2: Employment and Training Policy and the National Economy,” in National Commission for
Employment Policy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest in Employment and Training,
October 1981, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 33; Richard B.
Freeman, “Appendix A: Troubled Workers in the Labor Market,” in National Commission for
Employment Policy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest in Employment and Training,
October 1981, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, pp. 118, 129.
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some attention from social conservatives and moderates in Congress.

Two major pieces of legislation advanced Reagan’s economic and employment

policy agenda in 1981: the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act (OBRA) and the

Economic Recovery Tax Act (ERTA). Though the Reagan administration achieved

many of their goals with these two bills, the legislative debate and final policy out-

come provide evidence that some parts of the administration’s employment agenda

bumped up against social conservatives’ and Democrats’ less extreme conceptions

of work-as-citizenship. The 1981 OBRA, which outlined the administration’s bud-

get, cut CETA’s public service employment program, reduced effective benefits

for Unemployment Insurance, and slashed both benefits and eligibility for Aid

to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC).44 However, the Reagan adminis-

tration’s mandatory work requirements for AFDC recipients were removed from

OBRA’s final form. ERTA, also known as the “Kemp-Roth” tax cut lowered the

marginal tax rate for individuals and corporations. Since ERTA did not include

an increase in the EITC, it brought little tax relief to the working poor.45 Yet,

there were a few provisions in ERTA that helped low-income workers and some of

the unemployed poor.46 In combination, the loss of the administration’s proposed

work requirements for AFDC recipients, the resistance from both Democrats and

business interests to Reagan’s proposed Unemployment Insurance cuts, and the

unsuccessful effort to include an EITC increase under ERTA, showed that a more

moderate version of work-as-citizenship was competing with Reagan’s harsher in-
44 “Preliminary Summary of the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981, H.R. 3982, Folder:

August 13, 1981 [H.R. 3982] 1 of 6, Bill Reports, OBRA, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, pp. 4,
10.

45 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 137-138.
46 U.S. House of Representatives, “Report of the Committee on Ways and Means on H.R. 4242,

together with Additional, Minority, and Additional Dissenting Views,” July 24, 1981, Folder:
08/13/9981, H.R. 4242 (3 of 4), Box 3, H.R. 4242 ERTA, Executive Clerk Files, Bill Reports,
RWRL, pp. 56, 274-279.
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terpretation of the liberal current.

1981 OBRA’s Assault on CETA

One of the Reagan administration’s principal targets for spending cuts under 1981

OBRA was the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act.47 The adminis-

tration’s goal of dramatically reducing federal domestic expenditures provided an

important motivation to alter or even eliminate the existing federal training pro-

gram. In 1980 the program had an annual budget of $9 billion that provided

4.8 million people with access to programs including public service employment,

on-the-job training, vocational rehabilitation, work experience and institutional

training.48 However, David Stockman, Reagan’s Director of the Office of Manage-

ment and Budget (OMB) – and the self-acknowledged architect behind Reagan’s

domestic spending cuts – also stated that the spending cuts “could be sized mod-

estly or massively, depending on what was required to make everything else add

up.” Thus, though CETA was not actually a particularly large piece of the domes-

tic budget, the training program and particularly its’ public service employment

program were singled out by the administration because they were the wrong

approach to unemployment. Stockman himself referred to CETA’s public jobs

program as a “boondoggle” and “make-work” program, and dismissed the rest of

CETA as “job-training-related excesses.” Based on an ideological framework that

took individual responsibility for finding work to an extreme, and conceived of
47 Office of Management and Budget, “Budget Cut Proposal Summary,” undated, Folder:

Budget-Poverty Initiative, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, pp. 3-4; “Preliminary Sum-
mary of The Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981, H.R. 3982,” August 3, 1981, Folder: Tax
Policy (1) OA 6847, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, pp. 1-5.

48 Stockman, The Triumph of Politics, pp. 89-90, 406; Janet W. Johnson, “Chapter 4: The
National Employment and Training System,” in National Commission for Employment Policy,
Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest in Employment and Job Training, October 1981,
Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 79.
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federal intervention in the labor market as the height of “injustice,” Stockman

and the rest of Reagan’s domestic policy advisors were determined to curtail and

eventually terminate CETA.49 In 1981 the Reagan administration proposed elim-

inating CETA’s public service employment program, accompanied deep cuts to

the rest of CETA’s training budget. As they pursued and defended these plans,

Reagan and his policy advisors demonstrated that they were willing to discount

evidence that suggested alternative approaches.

The National Commission for Employment Policy’s 1980 annual report had

linked increased spending on employment policy to labor market inadequacy:

“budget outlays for employment and training programs have continued to increase,

with much of the expansion due to the growth of public service employment (PSE)

to offset the weak private sector demand for labor.”50 The Reagan administration

argued that this was the wrong solution to high unemployment, based on a faulty

diagnosis. Unemployment and inflation were spurred by the rapid growth in new

entrants into the labor market in the 1970s, but the core problem with the econ-

omy and the labor market was the burden of big government with all of its income

transfer programs.51 Determined to place responsibility with government and the
49 Stockman, The Triumph of Politics, pp. 56, 82, 127, 406-407; Budget Working Group, “Un-

employment Insurance Extended Benefits,” 01/10/1981, Folder: Budget Working Group Meeting
01/10/1981, OA 5705, Craig Fuller Files, RWRL, pp. 3-4; D. Mathiassen, “Draft,” January 12,
1981, Folder: Budget Reform Plan Draft of - Various Pages - 02/11/1981-02/13/1981 (1), OA
5705, Craig Fuller Files, RWRL, pp. 1-6; “Phase Out of Public Service Employment under
the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA),” attached to Larry Matlack to Mel
Bradley, “Fact Papers on CETA,” May 12, 1981, Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor/CETA
(1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley Files, RWRL, p. 1.

50 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training
Programs,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Includ-
ing Findings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally
Unemployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google,
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, p. 54.

51 David A. Stockman, Director-Designate Office of Management and Budget, Remarks Before
the Committee on Appropriations, January 27, 1981, Folder: Economic Program (2), OA 6581,
Wendell Gunn Files, RWRL, pp. 1, 3, 10; Murray L. Weidenbaum, Chairman-Designate Council
of Economic Advisers, Audit of the U.S. Economy as of January 20, 1981, February 6, 1981,
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unemployed themselves, Reagan’s policy advisors focused on the way that CETA’s

public service employment program and stipends for trainees had functioned as

income transfers that dampened the incentive to find private sector work.

With 1981 OBRA’s passage, CETA’s public jobs program was officially ended,

and CETA’s remaining funding was cut by 60%. The program was allowed to ex-

pire in September 1982.52 As an employment and training program implemented

to reduce high unemployment, CETA constituted an intervention into the labor

market, though it had been designed with some deference to the liberal currents’

dictates. Unlike the 1930s work relief programs, or the Emergency Employment

Act of 1971, CETA used public-private partnerships to create subsidized work

and training positions. Federal funds were distributed to local Prime Sponsors

who managed the actual programs. Started in 1973 as a counter-cyclical unem-

ployment program aimed at displaced aircraft workers, after amendments in 1978,

CETA was instead supposed to provide the disadvantaged segment of the unem-

ployed with useful work experience that would enable them to eventually find a

stable footing in the private labor market. This was particularly problematic since

even CETA’s private sector training programs were aimed at a population that

might need years of remedial education and training before they possessed the

qualifications necessary to enter the private labor market on their own. Smack-

ing of welfare-like income maintenance, CETA’s training programs also included

stipends for trainees.53

Folder: Economic Program (1), OA 6851, Wendell Gunn Files, RWRL, pp. 1-2; Rosenberg,
American Economic Development Since 1945, p. 237.

52 “Preliminary Summary of the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981, H.R. 3982, Folder:
August 13, 1981 [H.R. 3982] 1 of 6, Bill Reports, OBRA, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, p. 10;
Employment Relations Report, Volume III, No. 41, October 14, 1981, Folder: Employment
Relations Report 1981 (1), OA 6842, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 4.

53 Janet W. Johnson, “Chapter 4: The National Employment and Trainings System,” in
National Commission for Employment Policy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest
in Employment and Training, October 1981, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson
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Reagan’s interest in wholly eliminating CETA was in line with his punitive ver-

sion of work-as-citizenship, but his stance on CETA’s public service employment

program could have been little more than a return to the liberal currents’ pre-

1970s boundary condition that generally prohibited public jobs programs. What

makes even this policy goal striking, though, and shows that it too derived from

Reagan’s new interpretation of the liberal currents, is that Reagan was prepared

to use his executive authority to immediately stop spending on the public jobs pro-

gram even though the national unemployment rate was upwards of 7%.54 While

waiting for the budget legislation that officially eliminated CETA’s public ser-

vice employment program to make its way through Congress, Reagan issued an

executive order that restricted CETA to “[emphasizing] training for private sec-

tor jobs.” The administration knew that the short term effect of terminating

the “300,000 hard to employ disadvantaged currently in CETA PSE jobs” was

an increase in unemployment, since laying off the participants would “[decrease]

their chances to find permanent employment.”55 Budget savings provide a partial

explanation for the administration’s actions against the public service employ-

ment program. Reagan’s domestic policy advisors expected that diverting funds

away from PSE would save $4.6 billion in 1982. But even without public service

employment, CETA and other employment and training programs amounted to

expected appropriations of more than $6 billion in 1982.56 Such expenditures were

Files, RWRL, pp. 91-92; Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 117-119; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure
of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 83-85.

54 David R. Cameron, “The Politics and Economics of the Business Cycle,” in The Political
Economy: Readings in the Politics and Economics of American Public Policy, eds. Thomas
Ferguson and Joel Rogers (Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1984), p. 240.

55 “Phase Out of Public Service Employment under the Comprehensive Employment and
Training Act (CETA),” attached to Larry Matlack to Mel Bradley, “Fact Papers on CETA,”
May 12, 1981, Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley
Files, RWRL, pp. 1-2.

56 Larry Matlack to Mel Bradley, “Fact Papers on CETA,” May 12, 1981, Folder: C-7(a) -
Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley Files, RWRL, pp. 2.
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also objectionable, both from a budgetary standpoint, and in light of Reagan’s

punitive version of work-as-citizenship, however, public service employment most

directly challenged the liberal currents’ longstanding perspective that the private

sector, rather than the government, should provide employment.

In the early 1980s CETA faced critiques on a number of fronts. While some of

the program’s articulated problems constituted legitimate grounds for reform, the

Reagan administration deployed every piece of data that could be construed neg-

atively as part of its attack on the program, but ignored more optimistic findings

and interpretations of the data that identified flaws in the labor market. This type

of selective recognition of information suggests that the administration’s ideologi-

cal lenses were filtering out evidence that contradicted the pre-determined policy

agenda.57 The main charges leveled against CETA included its increasing ad-

ministrative complexity; examples of fraud by localities granted funds for training

under CETA; and misuse of funds by local governments substituting public service

employment positions for existing positions as a cost-saving measure. In addition,

the public service employment program was vilified because of its high cost rel-

ative to other training measures, and its relatively low job placement rate for

participants.58 The Reagan administration’s internal correspondence and public

statements about CETA in 1981 demonstrate that the case they mounted against
57 Other examples of ideology or policy paradigms filtering out contradictory evidence include:

Eva Bertram, Morris Blachman, Kenneth Sharpe, and Peter Andreas, Drug War Politics: The
Price of Denial (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), pp. 151-158; D. Michael Shafer,
Deadly Paradigms: the failure of U.S. counterinsurgency policy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1988.

58 Department of Labor, “Fact Sheet, CETA: Phase out of Public Service Jobs,” undated circa
1981, Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley Files, RWRL,
p. 1; Ralph E. Smith, “Chapter 3: Groups in Need of Employment and Training Assistance,”
in National Commission for Employment Policy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest
in Employment and Training, October 1981, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson
Files, RWRL, p. 54; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp.
171-173; Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 126-127, 161.
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CETA was based on a filtered reading of the available evidence, in order to justify

an ideologically grounded goal of reducing income support programs for workers

and non-workers alike. A similar set of biases also influenced the employment

policy instruments that the Reagan administration supported as replacements for

CETA, namely the JTPA and the Targeted Jobs Tax Credit; these examples will

be covered in a later section.

Some of CETA’s bad reputation stemmed simply from CETA’s complicated

mandate to serve the disadvantaged while also performing useful work all in a

context of limited State and local funds. Documented incidences of fraud, waste,

and substitution in public service employment programs were serious blemishes

on CETA’s reputation, and much of the program’s growing administrative burden

in the late 1970s grew out of attempts to fix perceived issues with the program.59

Before 1976, the DOL estimated that as much as 50-60% of public service posi-

tions were used to fill regular State and local jobs that should have been filled

anyway through the standard maintenance of effort clause, and CETA was thus

amended to try and prevent this substitution.60 Other accounts, which were

readily available to the administration, challenged such dire conclusions. For ex-

ample, the Brookings Institute published findings that as little as 18% of CETA’s

public service jobs constituted substitutions, since their study did not count as

substitutions the jobs that cities would have cut due to inadequate revenue from

regular sources.61 Gary Mucciaroni contends that the most damning evidence
59 Burt S. Barnow, “Thirty Years of Changing Federal, State, and Local Relationships in Em-

ployment and Training Programs,” Publius, Vol. 23, No. 3, The State of American Federalism,
1992-1993 (Summer, 1993), p. 84.

60 Department of Labor, “Fact Sheet, CETA: Phase out of Public Service Jobs,” undated
circa 1981, Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley Files,
RWRL, p. 1.

61 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training Pro-
grams,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Including Find-
ings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally Unem-
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against public service employment was actually gathered in studies of the 1971

Emergency Employment Act, and not CETA’s public jobs program.62 Regardless

of the reality, eliminating the potential for substitution and fraud under CETA

was important, and a difficult endeavor in itself. Successive amendments added

more restrictions and requirements to CETA programs in order to target differ-

ent groups and prevent substitution and “creaming” (selecting the most qualified

participants for training or job placement and devoting fewer resources to those

less prepared for the labor market). While creaming could help boost a program’s

success rate, it left the population most unlikely to succeed on their own with

less assistance.63. For example, creaming was a big problem in the Job Search

program.64

Amendments to CETA in 1976 and 1978 also attempted to restrict the pub-

lic service employment programs to the disadvantaged, with some unanticipated

results. Since CETA public service employment funds were functioning as rev-

enue sharing for cities strapped for cash, the focus on the disadvantaged challenged

cities’ ability to provide basic services that required workers with specialized skills.

Burt Barnow argues that after 1976, CETA Prime Sponsors were in a tight spot:

“If they hired qualified workers and had them perform useful work, they were

ployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google, http:

//babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, p. 72; Depart-
ment of Labor, “Fact Sheet, CETA: Phase out of Public Service Jobs,” undated circa 1981,
Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley Files, RWRL, p.
1.

62 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 171-173.
63 The practice of creaming was an endemic problem in employment and training programs

(Ralph E. Smith, “Chapter 3: Groups in Need of Employment and Training Assistance,” in
National Commission for Employment Policy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest
in Employment and Training, October 1981, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson
Files, RWRL, p. 54)

64 Janet W. Johnson, “Chapter 4: The National Employment and Trainings System,” in
National Commission for Employment Policy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest
in Employment and Training, October 1981, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson
Files, RWRL, p. 85.
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accused of engaging in fiscal substitution; if they hired severely disadvantaged

workers who were not as productive as the regular labor force, they were accused

of operating wasteful programs.” According to Barnow, as CETA was more fully

directed at the disadvantaged after the 1978 amendments, many Prime Sponsors

lost interest.65 The NCEP explains why, reporting that after 1978 “many spon-

sors were having difficulty meeting restrictive wage levels, particularly in areas

where most wages are high, and, in some cases, found it hard to develop jobs re-

quiring the level of skill possessed by disadvantaged applicants who now make up

the majority of persons eligible for PSE [public service employment] positions.”66

The Reagan administration was not swayed by this larger economic and labor

market context. Fraud, waste, and abuse were not flaws in the public service

employment program, but rather, along with its tendency to create a dangerous

sense of entitlement among recipients, the fundamental essence of the program.67

Reagan’s economic and domestic policy team charged that CETA’s public service

employment program was generating a sense of entitlement. However, this attack

conveniently disregarded the fact – though it was clearly known to the admin-

istration – that there were actually safeguards built in to CETA to prevent its

benefits from becoming a permanent replacement for private sector work. For

example, in deference to longstanding distaste for permanent public employment,
65 Barnow, “Thirty Years of Changing Federal, State, and Local Relationships in Employment

and Training Programs,” pp. 83, 92-93.
66 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training

Programs,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Includ-
ing Findings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally
Unemployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google,
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, pp. 117-
118.

67 Stockman, The Triumph of Politics, pp. 18, 90; “A Proposal for Reform of the Employment
and Training System,” attached to: “Summary Proposal, National Employment and Training
System,” January 4, 1982, Folder: CETA [Comprehensive Employment and Training Act] (1),
OA 5664, Richard S. Williamson Files, RWRL, p. 5-6.
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the public service employment program had a built-in 18-month time limit for

participation.68

The Reagan administration also railed against what it considered the exorbi-

tant cost per participant of CETA’s public jobs program, which was topped off by

the program’s indifferent success rate. Yet coming to such conclusions entailed a

selective evaluation of the available data on the public jobs program. As justifica-

tion for phasing out the public service employment program, the administration

pointed out that the public employment program cost two to three times as much

per participant as CETA’s other training programs, and for less apparent benefit.

The public jobs program’s rate of placing participants in private sector jobs was

34%, whereas for the other training programs it was 41%.69 Even more noticeable

than this 7% disparity, neither of these placement rates was very impressive. It is

important to keep in mind, though, that numerous external factors affected CETA

participants’ job search efforts. Labor market changes, including unprecedented

influxes of new labor market entrants in the preceding 20 years, and a significant

growth in part-time low-wage service jobs had made steady jobs harder to find.70

In addition, half of CETA’s enrollees had less than a high school education, and so

needed significant education and training to start being attractive to employers.71

68 Larry Matlak to Mel Bradley, “Fact Papers on CETA,” May 12, 1981, folder: C-7(a) -
Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley Papers, RWRL, p. 2.

69 Department of Labor, “Fact Sheet, CETA: Phase out of Public Service Jobs,” undated
circa 1981, Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley Files,
RWRL, p. 1.

70 AFL-CIO Department of Research, “Union Membership and Employment 1959-1979,”
February 1980, Folder: Economic Recovery Program Mailings to Unions 1981 (2 of 3), OA
6842, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. II-7, II-14, III-1, III-17. According to Marilyn Friedman
the service sector benefitted on the backs of the working poor: “The enormous profitability of
this sector is sustained by low labor costs, more specifically: low-wages, few fringe benefits,
little job security, poor working conditions, and a transient and unorganized workforce,” (Mari-
lyn Friedman, “Welfare Cuts and the Ascendance of Market Patriarchy,” Hypatia, 3:2(Summer,
1988), p. 146).

71 Department of Labor, “Fact Sheet, CETA: Phase out of Public Service Jobs,” undated,
Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin Bradley Files, RWRL, p.
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Furthermore, employment policy experts asserted that public service employment

was a fairly cost effective program, and that limited funding for training programs

was a key factor constraining their efficacy at lowering unemployment.72 While

such arguments could have served as a basis for an increase in CETA’s funding,

the Reagan administration continued to disregard evidence that pointed to either

fundamental labor market inadequacies – meaning labor market problems that

economic growth would not necessarily affect – or to an increase rather than a

decrease in federal spending on such programs. Nor was program efficacy the

primary motivation for the Reagan administration’s assault on CETA. In 1981

they cut funding for on-the-job training, arguably the most successful of CETA’s

training programs.73

1.
72 The National Commission for Employment Policy’s (NCEP) 1980 annual report stated that

public service employment programs actually constituted a much lower net cost per trainee than
comparable public works or revenue sharing programs, especially given the difficulties inherent
in targeting public works and revenue sharing programs at the structurally unemployed (Daniel
H. Saks and Steven H. Sandell, “Section A: The Economic Environment, Fiscal Policy, and Em-
ployment in the 1980’s” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report:
Including Findings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Struc-
turally Unemployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google,
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, pp. 34-
36). The NCEP’s 1981 report noted that “relative to the size of the economy, Federal ex-
penditures on employment programs have been extremely limited, so it is unrealistic to have
expected measurable improvements in performance indicators like the unemployment rate or per
capita income from these programs” (Steven G. Cecchetti, Daniel H. Saks, Ronald S. Warren Jr.,
“Chapter 2: Employment and Training Policy and the National Economy,” in National Com-
mission for Employment Policy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest in Employment
and Training, October 1981, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p.
30).

73 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training
Programs,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Includ-
ing Findings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally
Unemployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google,
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/ptid=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, p. 91; Ed-
ward Kennedy, Claiborne Pell, Jennings Randolph, Thomas F. Eagleton, Donald W. Riegle
Jr., Harrison A. Williams Jr., Howard M. Metzenbaum, “Additional Views,” in Employment
and Productivity Subcommittee, “Report of the Committee on the Budget, U.S. Senate, to ac-
company S. 1337, Reconciliation Summary,” Folder: August 13, 1981 [H.R. 3982] (5 of 6), Bill
Reports, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, p. 939.
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Recognizing how the Reagan administration’s perspective on CETA was influ-

enced by its narrow interpretation of the liberal currents is a useful supplement

to existing scholarly work on CETA’s rise and fall. Margaret Weir asserts that

CETA’s downfall was due to three primarily institutional issues: the Department

of Labor’s inadequate oversight over CETA’s fast-growing public service employ-

ment program, the financial crises cities were facing in the late 1970s that induced

them to use CETA positions to replace regular civil service jobs, and CETA’s 1978

redirection at the poor which weakened its institutional support.74 At the root

of all three factors that Weir enumerates is the public service employment pro-

gram. However, I have shown that it was not just the specific controversies that

arose over corruption or misuse of public service employment that motivated the

Reagan administration’s attack on CETA. Rather, the program in general, and

public service employment especially, was fundamentally incompatible with Rea-

gan’s punitive approach to employment policy. Weir also uses state capacity as

an explanation; Reagan’s employment policy agenda was compatible with lim-

ited state capacity.75 By contrast, I contend that capacity was not the whole of

the story, particularly since Reagan had to lobby successfully for the reduction

of government capacity in order to achieve his employment policy goals. Weir

is right that Reagan’s approach required less from government institutions, but

his proposals derived as much from an ideological and economic perspective that

cast employment programs as labor market obstacles, as from evidence that the

government was incapable of administering such programs. Reagan’s three im-

mediate presidential predecessors, hailing from both political parties, had signed

legislation creating or increasing public service employment as a response to high
74 Weir, Politics and Jobs, pp. 126-127, 161.
75 Weir, Politics and Jobs, p. 171.
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unemployment, while Reagan proposed discontinuing that whole approach. Rea-

gan’s rhetoric suggested that the federal government had been all too successful

in establishing institutional structures for intervention. The problem, Reagan ar-

gued, lay in the method, the concentration of power in the federal government

and the damage that domestic spending did to business confidence.76 Reagan’s

strict fiscal conservatism on domestic spending constituted a shift in direction for

employment policy, but it was a shift that built on past policy victories against

public service employment.

In addition, the cogency of Reagan’s ideas suggests the need for inquiry into

what persuaded Congress to agree to so dramatically scale back employment pol-

icy spending in the midst of a recession. I argue that a combination of political

and ideological factors helped Reagan secure the necessary support in Congress.

OMB Director David Stockman demonstrated great political acumen in maneuver-

ing the budget reconciliation bill through Congress.77 Cutting the public service

employment program and scaling back the training budget also fit in with the lib-

eral currents’ longstanding policy preference of limited government intervention

into the labor market. So, even though there were economic circumstances that

might have justified continued intervention through public employment, Reagan

had a half-century of employment policy precedents weighing against continuing

the public service employment program. As the discussion of the JTPA will show,

Reagan had a harder time achieving his goal of eliminating manpower training

altogether. Not coincidently, that goal was also beyond the liberal currents’ bor-

ders, not because it represented an overly expansive government program, but
76 “The belief that government, particularly the Federal Government, has the answer to our

ills” was the root of both inflation and rising unemployment (Ronald Reagan, Governor of
California, Speech, September 26, 1975, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files,
RWRL, pp. 1-2).

77 Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State?, pp. 51.
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because it was overly punitive.

Gary Mucciaroni’s analysis of CETA’s demise provides a number of useful in-

sights, particularly into the institutional and political problems that helped bring

it down. He points out intrinsic problems within CETA’s framework, including

incompatibility between the following objectives: combating structural unemploy-

ment, reducing countercyclical unemployment, providing revenue sharing for local

governments, and decentralizing control over the program.78 Elsewhere Muccia-

roni calls Reagan’s the “most ideologically conservative” administration “in fifty

years,” and suggests that it was nearly a foregone conclusion that CETA would

perish once he took office.79 Though Mucciaroni is using ideology in its more

common partisan political definition and many of his conclusions about CETA

are focused on its institutional contradictions or the failure of particular policy

ideas, his discussion of CETA also provides evidence that supports my argument

that the liberal currents served as an enduring constraint on employment pol-

icy. For example, he points out that in the mid-1970s Republicans in Congress

were the most vociferous supporters of public service employment being limited

to the disadvantaged, since they saw it as an alternative to welfare. By contrast

counter-cyclical public service employment was aiding a population that Congres-

sional Republicans thought could find jobs on their own.80 In order to pursue

his punitive approach to employment policy, Reagan had to convince such conser-

vatives to jettison such work-incentive measures. The difficulty of this endeavor

was demonstrated by the successive compromises Reagan had to make on both

manpower training and welfare reform. In addition, Mucciaroni draws attention

to the fact that CETA’s improving statistical record was not enough to save the
78 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 185-186.
79 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, p. 92.
80 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, p. 174.
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program,81 yet another indication that program performance was not Reagan’s

primary motivation for targeting the program.

Scaling Back Unemployment Insurance

Unemployment Insurance was also slated for programmatic changes by the Rea-

gan administration under the 1981 OBRA, and emerged from the reconciliation

process with its extended benefits programs substantially altered. The fact that

Unemployment Insurance, a program that was in largely in accord with earlier

interpretations of the liberal currents, became a target for the Reagan adminis-

tration indicates the narrow confines of Reagan’s employment policy approach.

Unemployment Insurance, a joint federal-state program had since 1935 provided

an insurance-type benefit to workers who were involuntarily unemployed.82 It was

seen as both a protection for workers and their families during unplanned periods

of unemployment, and an automatic economic stabilizer, since during an economic

downturn payments through Unemployment Insurance would automatically in-

crease as the unemployment rate rose. Reagan’s administration, though, adopted

the view advanced by some labor economists that Unemployment Insurance, par-

ticularly the extended benefits provision, actually drove up the unemployment

rate during economic declines “by reducing the incentive for claimants to look for

another job until after the benefit payments are exhausted.” Conservatives be-

lieved that Unemployment Insurance functioned as a costly work disincentive and

blocked essential labor market forces, rather than as a benign insurance program

for deserving workers. The Reagan administration declared that that those un-
81 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 185-186.
82 Some segments of the labor market were excluded from Unemployment Insurance including:

newly employed workers, part-time workers, and those who were only employed for short periods
of time.
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employed beyond the standard 13 weeks were choosing not to accept work, rather

than unable to find work.83

The Reagan administration sought and achieved three main changes to Un-

employment Insurance in 1981: eliminating the national trigger for extended Un-

employment Insurance benefits; increasing the local unemployment rate that trig-

gered extended benefits in States; and limiting eligibility for extended benefits to

those workers who had worked at least twenty weeks or the equivalent in wages.84

In addition, the administration advocated altering the calculation formula for

extended benefits by excluding current extended benefit claimants from the un-

employment rate that was used to determine further extended benefits.85 Though

holding individuals responsible for their labor market status rather than conced-

ing that the labor market might be failing to provide job-seekers with employment

was generally in accordance with the liberal boundary condition on employment

policy, the Reagan administration’s attack on Unemployment Insurance was fairly

unprecedented and demonstrated an extreme application of the currents’ policy

prescriptions. After this success with the 1981 OBRA, the administration pursued

other changes to Unemployment Insurance that also reflected this negative view

of the program as a work disincentive.
83 Budget Working Group, “Meeting: Unemployment Insurance Extended Benefits,” February

5, 1981, Folder: Budget Working Group Meeting 01/10/1981, OA 5705, Craig Fuller Files,
RWRL, pp. 5-6.

84 Executive Clerk, “1981 OBRA Conference Bill,” Folder: 08/13/1981 H.R. 3982 (5 of 6),
Box 3, Bill Reports, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, p. 255; Ralph E. Smith, “Chapter 3: Groups
in Need of Employment and Training Assistance,” in National Commission for Employment
Policy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest in Employment and Training, October
1981, Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL pp. 88-89.

85 “Preliminary Summary of The Omnibus Reconciliation Act os 1981, H.R. 3982,” August 3,
1981, Folder: Tax Policy (1) OA 6847, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 7.
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Using 1981 OBRA to Deter Welfare Participation

In the 1960s and 1970s policymakers had started to blur the lines between em-

ployment policy and “welfare” programs (income maintenance for non-workers).

Both work incentives – which included earnings disregards and deductions for

work-related expenses like child care, transportation, and clothes – and work

requirements – which included participation in education and job training pro-

grams, work experience programs – were increasingly incorporated as a condition

of AFDC benefits.86 Building on this foundation, Reagan’s administration also

saw welfare as essentially an employment program and sought to eradicate the

non-work-based entitlement that had originally characterized AFDC. The vision

for welfare reform embraced by Reagan went much further, though, than previ-

ous amendments that promoted work among AFDC recipients. Under the 1981

OBRA, Reagan’s administration proposed reforms that would deter participation

in AFDC, for both the working and non-working poor.87 To Reagan’s domestic

policy team, incentivizing welfare recipients to work was not the government’s job,

and existing provisions in AFDC that encouraged low-income workers to combine

work and welfare were counter productive. Rather than building on the existing

framework of government programs that actively facilitated the transition to work,

Reagan’s team advocated punitive measures to make welfare less appealing to the

poor, which they argued would force current and future welfare recipients to find

private sector employment, and save the government significant fiscal outlays in
86 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 67-96; Peck, Workfare States, pp. 90-91.
87 Office of Management and Budget, “Budget Cut Proposal Summary,” undated, circa 1981,

Folder: Budget-Poverty Initiative, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, pp. 1-5; “Prelimi-
nary Summary of The Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981, H.R. 3982,” August 3, 1981, Folder:
Tax Policy (1) OA 6847, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, pp. 1-5; Stockman, The Triumph of
Politics, p. 11.
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the process.88 The policy changes that Reagan proposed to AFDC under the 1981

OBRA were on three main fronts: tightening eligibility standards to exclude more

of the working poor; jettisoning the earnings disregard and limiting work-related

deductions; and mandatory work requirements for all welfare recipients.89

There is abundant analysis of the negative effects on poor families, especially

poor single mothers, that ensued from Reagan’s efforts to amend AFDC.90 Here

I explore how Reagan’s welfare reform proposals in the 1981 OBRA were related

to the liberal currents. More specifically, Reagan’s welfare reform agenda exhib-

ited a punitive take on work-as-citizenship. In pursuit of this extreme version

of individual responsibility for obtaining work, Reagan’s 1981 reforms removed a

number of established government supports for welfare recipients. However, 1981

OBRA also demonstrated a new limit on the liberal currents’ boundary condi-

tion on employment policy. Social conservatives espousing a less extreme version

of work-as-citizenship, along with Democrats who pushed for more supportive

work-transition policies, resisted Reagan’s mandatory work requirements both in

Congress and at the State level. This signaled that Reagan’s harsh employment

policy agenda had not wholly displaced a more expansive conception of the gov-

ernment’s responsibility to assist the economically insecure, and presaged more
88 Robert Carleson, “Fact Sheet on Work Requirements,” March 12, 1981, Folder: Welfare

(Workfare Program) (5 of 5), OA 9590, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 1; Bob Carleson to
Ed Gray, David Stockman, March 21, 1981, Folder: Welfare 2 of 3, CFOA 91, Martin Anderson
Files, RWRL, pp. 1-2.

89 Dan Moran (OMB) to Bob Carleson, January 27, 1981, Folder: Welfare-Welfare Reform [3]
OA 9590, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 3; Office of Management and Budget, “Budget Cut
Proposal Summary,” undated, circa 1981, Folder: Budget-Poverty Initiative, OA 9582, Robert
Carleson Files, RWRL, pp. 4-5.

90 Eileen Boris, “On Cowboys and Welfare Queens: Independence, Dependence, and Inter-
dependence at Home and Abroad,” Journal of American Studies, 41:3(December, 2007), pp.
599-62; Marilyn Friedman, “Welfare Cuts and the Ascendance of Market Patriarchy,” Hypatia,
Vol. 3, No. 2 (Summer, 1988), pp. 145-149; Gwendolyn Mink, Welfare’s End, (New York: Cor-
nell University Press, 1998); Anna Marie Smith, Welfare Reform and Sexual Regulation, (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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struggles over such policies during the rest of Reagan’s term.

The program modifications that Reagan achieved for AFDC in 1981 included:

limiting eligibility for AFDC, reducing the earnings disregard and work related

expense deductions for participants, eliminating “duplication” in benefits from

other programs like Food Stamps, and increasing State latitude to impose work

requirements for welfare recipients.91 Accompanying these changes to AFDC were

eligibility reductions and cuts to Food Stamps and Medicaid, both programs that

were tied to AFDC eligibility.92 For OMB Director Stockman the economic plan

was a principal motivation for the changes to AFDC, Food Stamps, and Medicaid.

The domestic spending cuts were supposed to fund the massive tax cut that was

the keystone of the supply-side economic approach. Reducing eligibility to shrink

the welfare rolls, restricting the size of grants made to the working poor, and the

Food Stamp and Medicaid changes all constituted considerable potential savings

for the federal government.93 These measures, like the administration’s proposed

mandatory work requirements, also fit with the administration’s stringent stance

on employment policy. Having decided it was not politically expedient to propose

abolishing AFDC altogether, Stockman and others in the administration justified
91 “Preliminary Summary of the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981, H.R. 3982,” Folder:

August 13, 1981 [ H.R. 3982] (1 of 6), Executive Clerk, Bill Reports OBRA, RWRL, p. 4; State
Workfare Requirements: “Transition Action Paper: Community Work Experience Programs,”
Folder: Welfare (1 of 3) CFOA 91, Martin Anderson Files, RWRL, p. 1; “Transition Action
Paper: Standard Work Related Expense Deduction,” Folder: Welfare (1 of 3) CFOA 91, Martin
Anderson Files, RWRL, p. 1.

92 1981 OBRA limited Food Stamp eligibility to those with incomes below 130% of the poverty
level, around $11,000 at that time (Preliminary Summary of the Omnibus Reconciliation Act
of 1981, H.R. 3982, August 3, 1981, Folder: Tax Policy (1), OA 6847, Bonitati Files, RWRL,
p. 2). To help bring down the cost of Medicaid, OBRA 1981 set target growth rates for states,
with lowered funding serving as a penalty for states that did not meet the target (“Preliminary
Summary of the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981, H.R. 3982,” Folder: August 13, 1981 [
H.R. 3982] (1 of 6), Executive Clerk, Bill Reports OBRA, RWRL, p. 4).

93 Stockman, The Triumph of Politics, pp. 72, 89; Dan Moran (OMB) to Bob Carleson,
January 27, 1981, Folder: Welfare-Welfare Reform [3] OA 9590, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL,
p. 3.
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the cuts to AFDC as fundamentally in line with the individual responsibility to

obtain work. This narrow reading of work-as-citizenship denied that the govern-

ment should step in to provide income support for low-wage workers; it was better

for them to sink or swim on their own.94 Moreover, the administration pointed out

that low-income workers that combined welfare with work had more disposable

income than similar workers who were not on AFDC. By reducing AFDC eligibil-

ity among the working-poor, the proposed changes would even the playing field

for low-income workers.95 The Reagan administration also launched a new varia-

tion on the poverty as pathology narrative as part of its efforts to discredit welfare

recipients. AFDC warranted reform to eradicate abuse amongst recipients.96 Rea-

gan’s advisors recognized that highlighting abuse in AFDC would further weaken

support for the program, and they did so, with little care given to documenting

how representative individual cases of abuse actually were. One such story, about

a supposed “welfare queen,” grossly distorted a documented example of fraud, but

managed to find a permanent place in welfare policy discussion.97 Facts were

less resonant than purported example of a welfare recipient taking advantage of a

flawed welfare system.

Though both the existing work incentives and Reagan’s proposals to abolish

them reflected the core tenets of work-as-citizenship, Reagan’s version of the man-

date to work was much harsher. First enacted in the 1960s, the earnings disregard
94 Office of Management and Budget, “OMB Budget Cut Proposal Summary,” undated, Folder:

Budget-Poverty Initiative (University of Wisconsin), OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL,
pp. 1-4; Kevin Hopkins to Martin Anderson, “Welfare Defenses,” March 31, 1981, Folder:
Welfare (2 of 3), CFOA 91, Martin Anderson Files, RWRL, p. 5-6.

95 Joe and Rogers, By the Few For the Few, p. 46. This was the opposite of what Nixon had
proposed with the FAP, since the FAP would have provided a guaranteed income to the working
and non-working poor.

96 D Mathiassen, “Draft,” 1/12/1981, Folder: [Budget Reform Plan Draft of - Various Pages
- 02/11/1981-02/13/1981], OA 5705, Craig Fuller Files, RWRL, p. 6.

97 Boris, “On Cowboys and Welfare Queens,” pp. 612-613.
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and work related expense deductions were intended to incentivize work for AFDC

recipients by allowing them to keep some earned income without their AFDC

benefits being reduced. Since AFDC was a means-tested program, without these

exclusions, recipients’ earnings essentially faced a 100% marginal tax rate.98 To

remedy this, and cushion the transition into the working world, AFDC did not

count the first $30 earned plus 30% of the remaining income and allowed deduc-

tions for certain work-incurred expenses. The administration argued that these

benefits were too generous and encouraged welfare over private work. Contest-

ing the administration’s claims that welfare recipients were being convinced not

to work was evidence that AFDC recipients wanted to work. Reagan’s domestic

policy advisers knew that low-income AFDC recipients generally reported interest

in becoming self-supporting, but such recipients also stated that they had trouble

overcoming key obstacles on their own including: lack of job information, day

care, transportation and skills training.99 The fact that all of OBRA’s changes

threatened access to those resources was not a reason for concern since the ad-

ministration had decided that such supports were implicitly work-disincentives.

Furthermore, decreasing or eliminating these work incentives would not function

as a work disincentive as long as a mandatory work requirement was added to

AFDC.100

98 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 135; Bob Carleson to Ed Harper, “Washington Post
Editorial: ‘What’s Happened to Welfare,” March 2, 1982,” March 3, 1982, Folder: Welfare
Reform II (1 of 4), Robert Carleson Files, RWRL.

99 Lupe Anguiano, President National Women’s Employment and Education, Inc., “The Low
Income Women’s Employment Model Project, Final Report, U.S. Department of Labor Women’s
Bureau, January 1978 to December 1979,” Folder: Welfare-Welfare Reform [2], OA 9590, Robert
Carleson Files, RWRL, p. iii.

100 Robert Carleson and Kevin Hopkins, “Principles of Responsible Welfare Reform,” June 1,
1981, Folder: Welfare-Welfare Reform [4] OA 9590, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL; D Mathi-
assen, “Draft,” 1/12/1981, Folder: [Budget Reform Plan Draft of - Various Pages - 02/11/1981-
02/13/1981], OA 5705, Craig Fuller Files, RWRL, p. 6; Kevin Hopkins to Martin Anderson,
“Welfare Defenses,” March 31, 1981, Folder: Welfare (2 of 3), CFOA 91, Martin Anderson Files,
RWRL, p. 5-6; Bob Carleson to Martin Anderson, “New York Times Editorial, February 16,
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On this last front the administration was not entirely successful. Congressional

support for policies that aligned with the more the more moderate versions of

work-as-citizenship espoused by social conservatives and Democrats blocked some

of Reagan’s punitive measures. The mandatory work requirement was removed

from 1981 OBRA by the Senate Finance Committee.101 Instead of imposing a

nation-wide set of work requirements, the final version of OBRA 1981 merely gave

States greater latitude in administering work requirements for welfare recipients,

while also preserving States’ ability to implement work incentive programs.102

Reagan was also unable to turn AFDC into a block grant that States would

administer in 1981. The administration had argued that the status quo left great

potential for AFDC’s future costs to continue to grow, while block grants promised

caps on federal funds. The block grant proposal also pointed to the Reagan

administration’s ultimate agenda for welfare: termination. Block grants would

have changed welfare from a federal entitlement into a State option. However,

though more than 50 other categorical programs were consolidated into 9 block

grants to States under 1981 OBRA, AFDC itself remained a joint federal-state

program.103

In addition, there is evidence that the more moderate version of work-as-

citizenship advocated by social conservatives held sway at the State level as well.

1982,” February 16, 1982, Folder: Welfare Reform II, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 2; Joe
and Rogers, By the Few For the Few, pp. 33-34.

101 Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State, p. 117.
102 “Preliminary Summary of the Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1981, H.R. 3982,” Folder:

August 13, 1981 [H.R. 3982] (1 of 6), Bill Reports OBRA, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, pp.
257-258.

103 Department of Health and Human Services, “Welfare Related Mission and Goals of the
Department of Health and Human Services,” undated, circa 1981, Folder: Welfare (1 of 3) CFOA
91, Martin Anderson Files, RWRL, pp. 1-3; Chester Winkowski and James S. Byrne, “Incentives
Strong for Harsh Welfare Penalties,” in Jobs Watch, Vol. 1, No. 6, September-October 1981,
Folder: Welfare (Workfare Programs) (1 of 5), OA 9590, Robert Carleson Papers, RWRL, p.
14.
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Many of the administration’s desired changes to AFDC were effectively undone

at the State level. More than half the States changed their eligibility and benefit

structures after 1981 OBRA was passed in order to allow more of the working

poor to stay on the welfare rolls or avoid drastic reductions in their AFDC grants.

By adjusting their need standards, these States ensured that many welfare recip-

ients with earned income remained eligible for benefits. As a result, the welfare

caseload did not go down as much as the administration had intended, nor did

federal spending on AFDC decline by very much. Moreover, spending on AFDC

started to increase again in the mid 1980s.104 The incomplete implementation of

Reagan’s welfare reform agenda highlights the divide between his punitive fiscal

conservative conception of the work mandate, and the social conservative interpre-

tation of the importance of work. While social conservatives sought to reconcile

what Tom Joe and Cheryl Rogers refer to as the “welfare conundrum” or “the fact

that it is relatively costly to provide both adequate benefits to nonworker and

an adequate work incentive for workers,”105 Reagan’s sharply limited employment

policy agenda meant that there was no conundrum. Cutting benefits to workers

and emphasizing the individual responsibility to obtain work obviated the need

for the government to more actively incentivize work effort among the poor. The

Reagan administration continued to vilify the working poor who received welfare.

In early 1982 David Stockman stated: “These provisions have the effect of contin-

uing to provide a wide range of cash and in-kind assistance programs to families

who decide to work. The result is that working welfare families are almost always

better off than those employed in the same job who have never been on welfare.”106

104 Joe and Rogers, By the Few For the Few, pp. 22, 62-66, 94-96.
105 Joe and Rogers, By the Few For the Few, p. 190.
106 “Testimony of the Honorable David A. Stockman Before the Task Force on Entitlements

of the House Committee on the Budget, For Release on Delivery, Expected February 26, 1982,”
February 26, 1982, Folder: Entitlements (4 of 4), OA 5665, Richard S. Williamson Files, RWRL,
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Cutting Marginal Tax Rates

The 1981 Economic Recovery Tax Act was the main economic policy vehicle of the

supply-side approach adopted by the Reagan administration. ERTA was designed

to stimulate economic growth and create new jobs by reducing the marginal tax

rate for individuals and corporations.107 The Senate Finance Committee argued

that the tax bill’s “significant multi-year tax reductions” would “help upgrade the

nation’s industrial base, stimulate productivity and innovation throughout the

economy, lower personal tax burdens, and restrain the growth of the Federal Gov-

ernment.”108 Like tax cuts in the 1960s and 1970s, ERTA reinforced the private

sector rather than the government as the main driver of economic growth,109 and

thus complemented labor-market anti-statism. Unsurprisingly, given the Reagan

administration’s position that reducing economic insecurity was not a government

responsibility, ERTA did little for the working poor, and nothing for those with

p. 32.
107 ERTA restructured the federal tax code, cutting individual tax rates by nearly 25% over

three years, reducing effective corporate income tax rates by increasing depreciation deductions,
raising tax exclusions on interest, creating additional inducements for individuals to save, adding
a new deduction for two-income married couples, reducing or eliminating taxes on gifts, estates
and windfall profits, and indexing tax rates to inflation (David A. Stockman, Director OMB,
to the President, “Enrolled Bill H.R. 4242-Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981, Sponsor - Rep.
Rostenkowski (D) Illinois,” August 4, 1981, Folder: 08/13/1981H.R. 4242 (1 of 4), Box 3, Bill
Reports, H.R. 4242 ERTA, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, pp. 1-3; The White House, “President
Reagan’s Bipartisan Plans for Tax and Spending Restraint, Information Booklet,” June 1981,
Folder: ERTA of 1981: Effects [2], OA 8246, CEA Staff Records, RWRL, p. 1; Susan C. Nelson
to the Council, “House and Senate Tax Bills,” July 31, 1981, Folder: Reagan Tax Program:
01/20/1981-[08/07/1981], OA 10242, Council of Economic Advisors Staff Records, RWRL, pp.
1-7; The White House, “ERTA Fact Sheet” in “President Reagan’s Bipartisan Plans for Tax and
Spending Restraint, Information Booklet,” June 1981, Folder: ERTA of 1981: Effects [2], OA
8246, CEA Staff Records, RWRL, p. 7.

108 Senate Finance Committee Report, “II. General Reasons for the Bill,” Folder: 08/13/1981
H.R. 4242 (2 of 4), Box 3, Bill Reports, OBRA, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, p. 11).

109 Though admissions by Reagan’s Director of the Office of Management and Budget suggest
that the administration saw an increase in defense spending as an important part of their overall
economic plan (Stockman, The Triumph of Politics, p. 8).
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no income.110

Democrats in the House of Representatives wanted to amend ERTA to include

a 1% increase to the EITC that would be gradually phased out as a worker’s

income increased.111 The EITC had previously achieved bipartisan support, and

the proposed expansion would help make sure that the working poor’s marginal

tax rate also increased.112 However, the Reagan administration did not agree to

incorporate the EITC expansion into revised versions of the bill,113 and decried

other democratic amendments “redistribute income” as dangerous provisions that

threatened the tax cut’s economic goals.114. In the end, the increase was not

part of the final bill.115 Although fiscal conservatives arguments won the day

with the EITC in 1981, ERTA did include a few small additions that fit under

a more moderate version of work-as-citizenship. ERTA increased the child and

dependent care credit, which served as a work incentive for poor working families

who might otherwise turn to welfare.116 In addition, the Targeted Jobs Tax Credit
110 Only those who had incomes high enough that they were required to pay taxes received

any benefit from the rate reductions. The Council of Economic Advisors informed Reagan that
for those on the lower side of the income scale, it was not clear that ERTA would do much more
than offset already scheduled increases in Social Security withholding (Murray L. Wiedenbaum
to the President, “Auto Workers and the Tax Cut,” December 22, 1981, Folder: ERTA of 1981:
Effects [2], OA 8246, CEA Staff Records, RWRL, p. 1).

111 Susan Nelson to Murray Wiedenbaum, “Background on Democratic tax proposals from
testimony this morning,” June 17, 1981, Folder: Reagan Tax Proposals 01/20/1981-07/28/1982
(2), OA 10242, CEA Staff Records, RWRL, p. 2.

112 Eva C. Bertram, “The Institutional Origins of ‘Workfarist’ Social Policy,” Studies in Amer-
ican Political Development 21 (Fall 2007), pp. 223-226.

113 Susan Nelson to Murray Wiedenbaum, “Background on Democratic tax proposals from
testimony this morning,” June 17, 1981, Folder: Reagan Tax Proposals 01/20/1981-07/28/1982
(2), OA 10242, CEA Staff Records, RWRL, p. 2.

114 “Explanation of Marginal Tax Rate,” undated circa September 1981, Folder: Tax Reduc-
tion/Treasury 09/23/1981, OA 6847, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, pp. 1-3

115 Deborah I. Kobes and Elaine M. Maag, “Tax Burden on Poor Families Has Declined Over
Time, Tax Facts from the Tax Policy Center,” Tax Notes, February 3, 2003, The Urban Institute
and The Brookings Institution, http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/UploadedPDF/1000454_

poor_burden.pdf; Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 137.
116 U.S. House of Representatives, “Report of the Committee on Ways and Means on H.R. 4242,

together with Additional, Minority, and Additional Dissenting Views,” July 24, 1981, Folder:
08/13/9981, H.R. 4242 (3 of 4), Box 3, Bill Reports, H.R. 4242 ERTA, Executive Clerk Files,

329

http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/UploadedPDF/1000454_poor_burden.pdf
http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/UploadedPDF/1000454_poor_burden.pdf


CHAPTER 5. THE REAGAN REVOLUTION, 1981-2000

(TJTC), which was a subsidy for employers that hired disadvantaged workers,

was expanded by ERTA. Under the new provisions, employers could receive the

tax credit for hiring involuntarily terminated CETA workers and public service

employment workers, and AFDC recipients. Motivated by concerns that 1981

OBRA’s cuts to CETA and AFDC would drive up unemployment, this provision,

admittedly a fairly minor one, reflected a conception of employment policy based

on some government responsibility, rather than the administration’s more punitive

employment policy agenda.117

Reagan’s Compromises on Manpower Training and Tax Pol-

icy

The economic recovery promised by the Reagan administration did not seem to

materialize in 1982. Instead, the recession deepened and unemployment rose to

9.7%.118 The dire economic situation gave ammunition to social conservatives

and Democrats in Congress who advocated rolling back some of Reagan’s tax and

employment policies.119 As a result, in 1982 the administration agreed to both

a new manpower training program and a new tax bill that modified ERTA’s tax

cuts. Reagan’s administration was able to leave its mark on both pieces of leg-

islation. The 1982 Job Training Partnership Act was substantially different from

CETA, and the 1982 Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act advanced Reagan’s

goals for taxing Unemployment Insurance.120 Thus, both the JTPA and TEFRA

RWRL, p. 56.
117 Howard, The Hidden Welfare State, p. 163.
118 Rosenberg, American Economic Development Since 1945, pp. 236, 240.
119 On Congressional support for a new manpower bill see: Lafer, The Job Training Charade,

p. 11. On Republican support for the new tax bill see: Stockman, The Triumph of Politics, p.
356.

120 “Summary Job Training Act of 1982,” March 1, 1982, Folder: CETA, OA 6842, Robert
Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 2-4; Joseph R. Wright, Acting Director of the OMB, to the President,
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provide evidence of competing employment policy visions: the administration’s

harsh version and social conservatives’ more lenient approach. The compromises

that the Reagan administration made on both of these fronts help delineate the

contours of the inner portion of the liberal currents’ boundary on employment

policy.

Restricting the JTPA

In the face of the continued economic slump in late 1981 and early 1982, the ad-

ministration was unable to stick to the strict fiscal conservative policy preference

to have no new manpower training program after CETA’s expiration in 1982.121

However, Reagan’s team successfully pushed for a number of conditions limiting

the shape and scope of the new manpower program that made it more compatible

with the administration’s established employment agenda. Most important from

the administration’s standpoint was that any new training program not provide

public service jobs or stipends to participants.122 The program that the admin-

istration eventually endorsed to replace CETA explicitly forbade “public service

employment for the jobless.”123 In addition, the JTPA would provide short-term

“Enrolled Bill H.R. 4961 - Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982,” August 25, 1982,
Folder: 09/03/1982 HR 4961 [TEFRA-Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982] (1 of
5), Box 16, Bill Reports, H.R. 4961, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL.

121 Stockman, The Triumph of Politics, p. 406; Employment Relations Report, Volume III,
No. 48, December 2, 1981, Folder: Employment Relations Report 1981 (1), OA 6842, Robert
Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 4.

122 Raymond J. Donovan to the Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs, “Administration’s Em-
ployment and Training Proposal,” Folder: CETA [Comprehensive Employment and Training
Act] (1), OA 5664, Richard S. Williamson Files; Budget Working Group Meeting, February
January 10, 1981, Folder: Budget Working Group Meeting 01/10/1981, OA 5705, Craig Fuller
Files, RWRL, pp. 3-4.; The Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs to the President, “Employ-
ment and Training Policy,” February 9, 1982, Folder: CETA [Comprehensive Employment and
Training Act] (2), OA5664, Richard S. Williamson Files, RWRL, pp. 2-3.

123 Harrison Donnelly, “Reagan-Backed Job Training Bill Approved,” Congressional Quarterly:
Labor, October 2, 1982, Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor/CETA (1), OA 13331, Melvin
Bradley Files, RWRL, p. 2427.
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training to the disadvantaged through local Private Industry Councils, and that

training would not include any stipends for participants. This would mean that,

unlike CETA, trainees would receive little to no “income maintenance” during

training. Furthermore, the overall funding level for the JTPA was limited and

caps were put on the amount of funding that could be used to fund support ser-

vices and administrative overhead.124 In advocating for these features, the Reagan

administration demonstrated selective interest in the available evidence evaluating

the relative efficacy of different manpower training programs. By foreclosing some

program alternatives and substantially altering others, the JTPA came closer to

conforming to the administration’s narrow employment policy agenda.

CETA’s public service employment program implicitly acknowledged that there

were labor market failures underpinning unemployment, whereas training pin-

pointed the individual as inadequate under prevailing labor market conditions,

neatly side-stepping labor-demand issues. However, the Reagan administration

was not eager to increase spending on federal training efforts. At its most basic

level, even job training ran counter to Reagan’s goal to eliminate government sup-

port for the economically insecure. It is worth noting that the administration’s

rejection of government support for low income workers was based not on a lack

of awareness of labor market problems, but rather on their fiscal and ideological

priorities. Government commissioned studies indicated that – as had been the
124 “Summary Job Training Act of 1982,” March 1, 1982, Folder: CETA, OA 6842, Robert

Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 2-4; OMB to the President, “Enrolled Bill S. 2036 Job Training
Partnership Act, Sponsor, Senator Quayle (R) Indiana and 3 others,” October 5, 1982, Folder:
10/13/1982 S. 2032 (1 of 3), Box 19, Bill Reports, S. 2036 (JTPA), Executive Clerk Files, RWRL,
pp. 1-2; Harrison Donnelly, “House Passes Scaled-Down Job Training Measure,” in Congressional
Quarterly: Labor, August 7, 1982, Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor-CETA (1), OA 13331,
Melvin Bradley Files, RWRL, p. 1895; Jack A. Gertz, Commissioner, “Job Training and Job
Placements,” attached to: “NCEP Draft: Concerns for consideration in the preparation of the
Annual Report to the President and the Congress, National Employment Outlook for 1983,”
undated, circa May/June 1982, Folder: Employment Policy, OA, 6842, Robert Bonitati Files,
RWRL, p. 1.
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case in the 1960s and 1970s – the majority of families at or below the poverty

line had at least one member working full time.125 As the unemployment rate

remained high in late 1981 and through 1982, the Reagan administration agreed

to endorse a new training program, but did not abandon their underlying fiscal

conservative employment policy goals. So, to achieve presidential approval the

JTPA had to include provisions that limited increases in domestic spending and

prevented income transfers to the poor.

This helps explain much of the JTPA’s particular design and funding structure.

The JTPA’s stated objective was “to improve the long-term earnings of program

participants and reduce their dependence on welfare.”126 Coupled with the Rea-

gan administration’s budgetary goals this created a contradictory mandate. As

President Roosevelt had acknowledged in the 1930s, and the National Commission

for Employment Policy reiterated in 1981, providing services to the unemployed

costs more in the short-term than income transfers. However, job training for the

unemployed is supposed to reap savings in the long-term when trainees become

self-sufficient.127 However such social conservative justifications for a job training

program had to contend with the Reagan administration’s dedication to limiting

funding for CETA’s replacement, which negatively affected the JTPA’s ability to

meet its stated goals.128 Similarly, the macro-economic argument that increas-
125 Though the NCEP’s 1981 report states that this finding was “surprising,” it was, in fact

unchanged since the 1960s (Richard B. Freeman, Harvard and NBER, “Appendix A: Troubled
Workers in the Labor Market,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Seventh Annual
Report: The Federal Interest in Employment and Training, October 1981, Folder: Employment,
OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, pp. 118).

126 Robert F. Cook and V. Lane Rawlins, “The Job Training Partnership Act: New Federalism
in Transition,” Publius, Vol. 15, No. 3, The State of American Federalism, 1984 (Summer,
1985), p. 98.

127 Steven G. Cecchetti, Daniel H. Saks, Ronald S. Warren, Jr. “Chapter 2: Employment
and Training Policy and the National Economy,” in National Commission for Employment Pol-
icy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest in Employment and Training, October 1981,
Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 30.

128 Raymond J. Donovan to the Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs, “Administration’s Em-
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ing access to training can “increase the potential output of the economy,”129 fell

well outside the Reagan administration’s approach to domestic spending.130 Any

needed economic stimulus would come from increased spending on defense rather

than increased spending on employment and social welfare policies.131

Though the Reagan administration agreed to support the new training pro-

gram, the JTPA had an operating budget that was roughly 50% smaller than

CETA’s,132 which hamstrung the new program’s ability to achieve its ostensible

objective.133 The JTPA’s supporters argued that less funding was needed since

the new legislation specifically prohibited the expensive public service employment

program and also mandated that 70% of the funds be spent on training, with only

30% available for administrative or support services. The training itself would

be determined by States, and could include On-the-Job Training (OJT), institu-

tional and classroom training, remedial education and basic skills training, and

ployment and Training Proposal,” Folder: CETA [Comprehensive Employment and Training
Act] (1), OA 5664, Richard S. Williamson Files; Budget Working Group Meeting, February
January 10, 1981, Folder: Budget Working Group Meeting 01/10/1981, OA 5705, Craig Fuller
Files, RWRL, pp. 3-4.; The Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs to the President, “Employment
and Training Policy,” February 9, 1982, Folder: CETA [Comprehensive Employment and Train-
ing Act] (2), OA5664, Richard S. Williamson Files, RWRL, pp. 2-3. After the JTPA’s passage
the Reagan administration continued to work to restrict its funding through the appropriations
process (The Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs, November 23, 1982, Folder: Unemployment-
Structural OA 6848, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 8; “Statement of Administration Policy
on the Senate Floor,” October 18, 1985, Folder: OMB Policy Statements (1), OA 18191, Bryce
Larry Harlow Files, RWRL, p. 1.

129 Steven G. Cecchetti, Daniel H. Saks, Ronald S. Warren, Jr. “Chapter 2: Employment
and Training Policy and the National Economy,” in National Commission for Employment Pol-
icy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest in Employment and Training, October 1981,
Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 21.

130 Remarks of David A. Stockman, Director-Designate Office of Management and Budget
Before the Committee on Appropriations, For Release on Delivery January 27, 1981, Folder:
Economic Program (2), OA 6851, Wendel Gunn Files, RWRL, pp. 11-15; Statement by Treasury
Secretary Donald T. Regan, January 27, 1981, Folder: Economic Program (2), OA 6851, Wendel
Gunn Files, RWRL, pp. 3-5, 8-9.

131 Rosenberg, American Economic Development Since 1945, p. 239.
132 Harrison Donnelly, “House Passes Scaled-Down Job Training Measure,” in Congressional

Quarterly: Labor, August 7, 1982, Folder: C-7(a) - Department of Labor-CETA (1), OA 13331,
Melvin Bradley Files, RWRL, p. 1895.

133 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, p. 10.
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job search.134 The JTPA also shifted the focus of government decentralization.

Whereas under CETA control had been shared by the Department of Labor and

local government units (Prime Sponsors), the JTPA, as a “quasi-block grant” gave

considerably greater authority to States and carved out a more prominent role for

private industry. Under the JTPA, Private Industry Councils, a concept borrowed

from CETA, shared design control for program design with the Service Delivery

Area, the new name for Prime Sponsors, and these Service Delivery Areas were

determined by the governor.135 Though this certainly constituted a reduction in

federal oversight, it is important to remember that on the most important aspects

the Reagan administration was content to wield federal power: preventing public

service employment and income maintenance in the new training program.

The specific nature of the job training endorsed by the JTPA indicated that

demonstrated program efficacy not the main determining factor.136 Instead, the

administration’s economic and ideological filters prevented some relevant evidence

from affecting the JTPA’s design. One key example of this was the prohibition on

trainee stipends. While the National Commission on Employment Policy found

that stipends had a limited impact on trainee participation or their eventual suc-

cess in finding a job,137 the Reagan administration attacked them on quite different
134 OMB to the President, “Enrolled Bill S. 2036 Job Training Partnership Act, Sponsor,

Senator Quayle (R) Indiana and 3 others,” October 5, 1982, Folder: 10/13/1982 S. 2032 (1 of
3), Box 19, Bill Reports, S. 2036 (JTPA), Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, pp. 1-2; Lafer, The
Job Training Charade, 93.

135 Cook and Rawlins, “The Job Training Partnership Act,” p. 99.
136 It is worth noting that there have been a number of papers demonstrating the importance of

experimental studies for evaluating program data including: Tom Fraker and Rebecca Maynard,
“The adequacy of comparison group designs for evaluations for employment-related training
programs,” Journal of Human Resources, 22(1987), pp. 194-227. The following discussion is
based on the evaluations that were available at the time, which were not primarily experimental.

137 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training
Programs,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Includ-
ing Findings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally
Unemployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google,
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, p. 90.
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grounds. According to the administration, the problem with training stipends was

that, like Unemployment Insurance, they hurt participants’ incentive to search for

private work.138 According to this line of reasoning, if trainees were serious about

the training, and not just looking for an income transfer, then training need not

provide a stipend. Since the JTPA precluded the provision of stipends, the Reagan

administration managed to remove another government form of income support,

thereby reinforcing its extreme interpretation of individual responsibility in the

labor market.

To the extent that the Reagan administration acknowledged any issues in the

labor market it was in order to strategize about preventing the resuscitation of

undesirable employment policies if the high unemployment rate persisted. For

example, Jack A. Gertz, Reagan’s Commissioner of the National Commission for

Employment Policy, worried that labor market shifts from blue-collar to white-

collar jobs that the many unemployed were not qualified for could be used as

leverage to bring back public service jobs.139 To be clear, the danger the admin-

istration saw was not in the labor market alterations themselves or even the re-

sultant unemployment, but in the past record of governmental responses to such

labor market changes. Such interventions would inhibit the unemployed from

adapting to the new market conditions to find private, not public employment.140

138 Reagan’s Labor Undersecretary Malcom Lovell asserted that “some of the participants came
for the money and not the training” and so “did not take the training seriously” (Paul Taylor,
“Job-Training Pan Leaves GOP Tepid,” in The Washington Post, March 11, 1982, Folder: CETA
[Comprehensive Employment and Training Act] (1), OA 5664, Richard S. Williamson Files,
RWRL).

139 “A Major Work-Revolution Underway in the United States,” attached to: Jack A. Gertz,
Commissioner, “NCEP Draft: Concerns for consideration in the preparation of the Annual
Report to the President and the Congress, National Employment Outlook for 1983,” undated,
circa May/June 1982, Folder: Employment Policy, OA, 6842, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, pp.
1-2.

140 Even as a temporary income maintenance program, CETA was “unmanageable” and “pro-
duced trainees who could not find jobs in the private sector,” (“Job Training and Job Place-
ments,” attached to: “NCEP Draft: Concerns for consideration in the preparation of the Annual
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There were other indications that the administration’s fiscal and ideologi-

cal agenda shaped the JTPA’s design and limited the application of evidence

on training program performance. While the JTPA was being debated in 1982

both the Reagan administration and Congress knew that short-term training pro-

grams and job search were not very effective, yet both were key components of

JTPA’s approach. The 1981 National Commission on Employment Policy report

asserted that the cheaper, short-term training initiatives did not generally increase

participants’ wages or employment prospects, and that the more expensive pro-

grams were actually a better investment.141 A Reagan administration summary

of CETA’s problems lambasted the program’s “delivery strategies that emphasize

short-term, low quality services that do little more than provide some income

maintenance while the individuals are enrolled. As a result of these strategies, the

accomplishments of the program, in terms of long term private sector job attach-

ment are limited.”142 Having managed to eliminate both public service employ-

ment and trainee stipends, the JTPA’s short-term training would not constitute

income maintenance, and its minimal effect on participants’ job prospects did

not seem to trouble the Reagan administration. The more fundamental problem

with skill-training not associated with a specific job was that there was uncer-

tainty about whether projections about occupational openings were accurate.143

Report to the President and the Congress, National Employment Outlook for 1983,” undated,
circa May/June 1982, Folder: Employment Policy, OA, 6842, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p.
1).

141 Steven G. Cecchetti, Daniel H. Saks, Ronald S. Warren, Jr. “Chapter 2: Employment
and Training Policy and the National Economy,” in National Commission for Employment Pol-
icy, Seventh Annual Report: The Federal Interest in Employment and Training, October 1981,
Folder: Employment, OA 9582, Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 30.

142 “A Proposal for Reform of the Employment and Training System,” attached to: “Summary
Proposal, National Employment and Training System,” January 4, 1982, Folder: CETA [Com-
prehensive Employment and Training Act] (1), OA 5664, Richard S. Williamson Files, RWRL,
p. 5.

143 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training
Programs,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Includ-
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However, acknowledging this issue would have necessitated more, not less atten-

tion to labor market activities, and so was ignored by Reagan’s team. There was

also evidence that job search, routinely a component of welfare work requirement

provisions, often hurt welfare recipients’ longer-term job prospects since it forced

them out of more productive activities like education and training.144 Regardless,

of such negative effects, it too was integrated into the JTPA.

In 1982 the Reagan administration also entertained proposals to extend the

Targeted Jobs Tax Credit as an unemployment reduction measure, even though

it had a questionable track record.145 The 1980 National Commission on Em-

ployment Policy report had compared public service employment to employer tax

incentives for creating new jobs, like the TJTC, accurately calling them both forms

of government wage subsidy. However, the report came to the opposite conclusion

from the Reagan administration about the advisability of continuing or extending

such tax credits. Public service employment, at around $6,000-10,000 per trainee

was on its face much more expensive than the $2,100 gross tax break offered

to employers for hiring new workers. But because substitution also occurred in

employer wage subsidy programs, the TJTC did not actually lead to many new

jobs, and actually drove up the net cost to the government per actual new job

to around $4,400.146 Added to evidence that many of the subsidized private jobs

ing Findings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally
Unemployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google,
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, p. 96.

144 Martin Sklar, Larry Glantz, and David Smith, “Carter Job Program Both Good Results
and Danger Signals,” Jobs Watch, Vol. 1, No. 6, September-October 1981, Folder: Welfare
(Workfare Programs) (1 of 5), Robert Carleson Files, RWRL, p. 2.

145 The Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs “Minutes,” February 2, 1982, Folder: CETA
[Comprehensive Employment and Training Act] (2), OA 5664, Richard S. Williamson Files,
RWRL, p. 2; The Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs, “Meeting, Agenda, Structural Unem-
ployment,” November 16, 1982, Folder: Unemployment-Structural, OA 6848, Robert Bonitati
Papers, RWRL, pp. 1-2.

146 Daniel H. Saks and Steven H. Sandell, “Section A: The Economic Environment, Fis-
cal Policy and Employment in the 1980s” in National Commission for Employment Policy,
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were low-wage, dead-end positions, the overall benefit to participants from such

a tax program was quite low.147 Though the Reagan administration had little

reason to object to the TJTC for creating dead-end jobs, Reagan’s advisors were

also apparently unfazed by the fact that the program was plagued by the same

substitution issues as CETA’s public service employment. Tax credits constituted

revenue loss, but the TJTC also had the potential to undercut arguments for other

more intrusive employment policies, like training subsidies or direct government

job provision.

Not all available material evaluating training programs was disregarded by

the JTPA’s supporters. When it provided grounds for the limited employment

policy agenda that Reagan was willing to entertain, it was incorporated into the

new manpower training program. On-the-Job Training, which had been shown

to have the greatest positive effect on participants’ post-training earnings was

allowed under the JTPA. However, the same studies that had shown that OJT

and institutional training could improve participants’ job and wage prospects also

concluded that public service employment induced such improvements. Public

service employment tended to have a less dramatic effect on participants’ earnings

than OJT, but some studies concluded that it was actually a bigger spur than that

from institutional training.148 The National Commission on Employment Policy’s

Sixth Annual Report: Including Findings and Recommendations on Economic Development
and Jobs for the Structurally Unemployed, December 1980, Original from University of Cal-
ifornia, Digitized by Google, http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;

view=1up;seq=108, pp. 34-35.
147 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training Pro-

grams,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Including Find-
ings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally Unem-
ployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google, http:

//babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, pp. 86-88.
148 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training Pro-

grams,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Including Find-
ings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally Unem-
ployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google, http:
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findings also provided a rationale for targeting training at the disadvantaged, since

the positive impact was most noticeable for those with limited work experience at

the low end of the wage spectrum.149

Yet, neither allowing OJT, nor targeting training at the disadvantaged com-

pensated for key issues such as the JTPA’s extremely limited budget and the

private sector’s disinclination to hire the target population. The increased role

for Private Industry Councils under JTPA was supposed to tie the training more

closely to the private sector and to further distance government from provid-

ing employment or income maintenance.150 But, along with the JTPA’s limited

funding restricting the total number of participants from among the eligible pop-

ulation, one of the key issues plaguing OJT remained: private employers were not

interested in hiring the disadvantaged except in very tight labor markets.151 Un-

surprisingly, given what was already known about the flaws in its program design

and funding level, JTPA had trouble moving participants into jobs.152

Previous accounts of the JTPA, such as those by Gordon Lafer and Gary

Mucciaroni, have charted the differences between the JTPA and CETA and also

outlined problems that attended the JTPA’s design and implementation.153 My

//babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, pp. 75, 92, 95;
Cook and Rawlins, “The Job Training Partnership Act,” p. 99.

149 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training Pro-
grams,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Including Find-
ings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally Unem-
ployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google, http:

//babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, pp. 75, 92, 95.
150 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, pp. 89, 92-93.
151 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training Pro-

grams,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Including Find-
ings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally Unem-
ployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google, http:

//babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108, pp. 92-93.
152 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, pp. 5-8, 93-101; Desmond King, Actively Seeking Work?

The Politics of Unemployment and Welfare Policy in the United States and Great Britain,
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), p. 195.

153 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, pp. 2-6; Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment
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analysis adds to these works not only because of its greater attention to the ide-

ological constraints hemming in Reagan’s policy goals, but also because I show

how the liberal currents’ boundary condition, reinforced by past employment pol-

icy outcomes provided a foundation for the 1980s limited, neoliberal employment

policy agenda. For example, I see significant commonalities between the JTPA

and 1960s employment policies, such as the Manpower Development and Training

Act.

Lafer claims that prior to Reagan’s presidency there was significant attention

paid to creating jobs, whereas Reagan ushered in an approach that limited em-

ployment policy to training.154 Mucciaroni also construes the JTPA as a break

with the past. In particular, he argues that the JTPA signaled a crucial shift away

from the New Deal’s employment policy paradigm. He asserts that the “MDTA

was forged during a period of growing liberal confidence, the JTPA in the midst

of a dispirited liberalism. Gone was the faith in the capacity of the federal gov-

ernment to solve major social and economic problems, which had inspired the

authors of the 1960s legislation.”155 There are grounds for these differentiations.

After all, CETA, the 1971 Emergency Employment Act, and, to a lesser extent,

the War on Poverty programs had included government job creation. In addition,

the MDTA, like CETA, had provided stipends during training, while the JTPA

was purposefully prohibited from doing so.

Even so, Lafer and Mucciaroni overlook important programmatic similarities

between MDTA and JTPA as well as key ideological continuities between 1960s

“liberalism” and 1980s neoliberalism. Once the MDTA was redirected at the

Policy, 1945-1982, pp. 159-161.
154 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, p. 2.
155 Mucciaroni, The Political Failure of Employment Policy, 1945-1982, p. 3. Note that

Mucciaroni is using liberal to refer to left-leaning political ideology and agendas, not to refer to
the political philosophy of liberalism.
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disadvantaged, most of the training offered was merely intended to get participants

ready for entry level, low-wage jobs.156 The same is true of CETA’s training for

the disadvantaged.157 In addition, like the job training ventures in the 1980s, the

Great Society’s employment programs were never adequately funded, many of its

programs were fundamentally neoliberal in design, and limited by policymakers’

bias against public service employment.158 The 1964 Tax Cut, which the Reagan

administration happily offered as a parallel to its own tax reduction proposals,

made assumptions about the low-wage sector’s ability to reduce unemployment

and poverty that Reagan’s policies echoed.159

Giving Ground on Taxes and Gaining Ground on Unemployment In-

surance

In 1982 Reagan continued to go after Unemployment Insurance, even in the face of

escalating unemployment. The commissioner of the National Commission for Em-

ployment Policy, Jack A. Gertz, made the administration’s position clear. After

acknowledging that there had been significant changes in the types of available
156 Lee C. White to the President, December 4, 1963, Box 6, EX LA 2, WHCF, LBJL.
157 Janet W. Johnston, “Section B: An Overview of Federal Employment and Training

Programs,” in National Commission for Employment Policy, Sixth Annual Report: Includ-
ing Findings and Recommendations on Economic Development and Jobs for the Structurally
Unemployed, December 1980, Original from University of California, Digitized by Google,
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.l0064500457;view=1up;seq=108.

158 On President Johnson’s DOL Secretary Willard Wirtz’ support for private job creation from
economic growth rather than direct government job creation, see: Chapter on Social Problems,
Folder A: CEA Draft History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background on the War on
Poverty, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, p. 5.; On problems with public works: Willard Wirtz to the
President, March 11, 1964, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6, EX LA 2, WHCF, LBJL; Jack
Valenti to the President, November 12, 1964, Folder: 11/63-9/65 Labor, Box 6, EX LA 2,
WHCF, LBJL.

159 Walter E. Heller to the Secretary of Agriculture, Secretary of Commerce, Secretary of
Labor, Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare, Director of the Bureau of the Budget, Ad-
ministrator of Housing and Home Finance Agency, November 5, 1963, Subject: 1964 Legislative
Program for ‘Widening Participation in Prosperity’–An Attack on Poverty, Folder B: CEA Draft
History of the War on Poverty, Legislative Background-EOA 1964, Box 1, LBDC, LBJL, pp.
1-4.
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jobs, including a dramatic decline in the manufacturing and extractive sectors,

Gertz blamed the current 9.8% unemployment rate on recalcitrant workers. He

argued that “in today’s welfare state in which gainful employment is actively dis-

couraged, the common complaint ‘I can’t find a job’ often translates into ‘I can’t

find a job at a given salary or under exact conditions I desire or had had in the

past.’ ”160 In order to make Unemployment Insurance less attractive, key economic

advisors in the executive branch in 1982 proposed taxing UI income, to “equal-

ize the tax treatment of unemployment insurance benefits and earned income.”161

Although taxing Unemployment Insurance benefits as income was substantially

equivalent to reducing benefit levels, its characterization as a tax rather than a

benefit cut was a purposeful strategic move on the part of the administration

and quite significant.162 To begin with, the administration suggested that by not

taxing Unemployment Insurance, recipients were actually getting a better deal

than their working counterparts. On the one hand, this seems like a hard case

to make since an individual’s Unemployment Insurance benefits were lower than

his or her previously earned wages. But, on the other hand, since Unemployment

Insurance income was not being earned through current work, taken to its logical

limit, work-as-citizenship provided justification for such a tax. On this basis, the

administration could argue that because benefits were taking the place of income

from work, it was fair to tax them as work income was taxed. The administration

eventually stopped actively pursuing the Unemployment Insurance tax proposal
160 Jack A. Gertz, Commissioner, “NECP Draft: concerns for consideration in the preparation

of the Annual Report to the President and the Congress, National Employment Outlook for
1983,” no date, circa 1982, Folder: CETA, OA 6842, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 2.

161 The Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs, “Structural Unemployment,” November 8, 1982,
Folder: Unemployment-Structural, OA 6848, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 2.

162 In 1981 CEA Member Max Fridersdorf recommended that “We should never, in any of our
papers, public or private, refer to ‘increasing the marginal tax rate’ ” in an entitlement program
(Max Freidersdorf to Ed Meese, “Entitlements,” October 24, 1981, Folder: Entitlement 10/25/81
[binder], OA 5102, Edwin Meese Files, RWRL, pp. 1-2).
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in 1982, though events in Reagan’s second term indicate that the administration

did not abandon it as a goal.163

Given Reagan’s dedication to reducing income taxes as part of his overall

economic plan, this willingness to start taxing Unemployment Insurance bene-

fits indicated that he saw a significant gulf between Unemployment Insurance and

earned income. For the administration, what was more important than any poten-

tial economic stabilization from Unemployment Insurance payments was removing

the government interference and work disincentive inherent in Unemployment In-

surance benefits.164 Taxing Unemployment Insurance benefits was a hard sell, and

had potential downsides. Both labor and business opposed it, and the adminis-

tration worried that during the current climate of rising unemployment, States

would simply increase benefits to compensate for the tax, which would in turn

drive up payroll taxes.165

A partial victory on Unemployment Insurance followed in 1982, though it was

accompanied by a tax bill that the administration did not fully support. The

Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act (TEFRA) of 1982, which Reagan only

reluctantly signed, was introduced in reaction to a federal revenue shortfall that
163 The Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs, “Structural Unemployment,” November 16,

1982, Folder: Unemployment-Structural, OA 6848, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 2; The
Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs, “Structural Unemployment,” November 23, 1982, Folder:
Unemployment-Structural, OA 6848, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 15; The Cabinet Council
on Economic Affairs, “Structural Unemployment,” January 3, 1983, Folder: Unemployment-
Structural, OA 6848, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, pp. 2-5; Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare
State?, p. 119.

164 Susan Nelson to Murray Wiedenbaum, “Sources of Revenue Loss in House Tax Bill,” July
30, 1981, Folder: Reagan Tax Program: 01/20/1981-08/07/1981, OA 10242, CEA Staff Records,
RWRL, p. 1; David A. Stockman, OMB Director to the President, “Enrolled Bill H.R. 4242
- Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981, Sponsor - Rep. Rostenkowski (D) Illinois,” August, 4,
1981, Folder: 08/13/1981 H.R. 4242 (1 of 4), Box 3, Bill Reports, OBRA, Executive Clerk Files,
RWRL, pp. 1-2.

165 The Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs, “Structural Unemployment,” November 23, 1982,
Folder: Unemployment-Structural, OA 6848, Robert Bonitati Files, RWRL, p. 16.
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followed ERTA in 1981.166 The new tax bill undid some of ERTA’s tax reductions

and included a “three-year $100 billion tax increase,”167 but Reagan’s adminis-

tration managed to gain a concession on Unemployment Insurance in the final

version of the bill. TEFRA included a provision to lower the tax threshold for

families collecting Unemployment Insurance. Less desirable to the administration,

TEFRA also granted a temporary extension in Unemployment Insurance benefits

for States with high unemployment.168 A social insurance measure that acknowl-

edged the negative effect of labor market deficiencies on those with limited income

was thus balanced by the administration’s version of work-as-citizenship. In addi-

tion, TEFRA was made more palatable to Reagan because it generated much of

its revenue increase by “adopting measures to collect taxes already owed,” rather

than raising the marginal income tax rates to their pre-ERTA levels.169 TEFRA’s

effects extended into employment policy in two more ways. It allowed States to

require job search for AFDC recipients as a condition of benefits, indicating the
166 A handwritten note by Craig Fuller quotes Ronald Reagan as follows: “I hope we never have

to do that again,” 3:55pm, September 3, 1982, attached to: Joseph R. Wright, Acting Director
of the OMB, to the President, “Enrolled Bill H.R. 4961 - Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility
Act of 1982,” August 25, 1982, Folder: 09/03/1982 HR 4961 [TEFRA-Tax Equity and Fiscal
Responsibility Act of 1982] (1 of 5), Box 16, Bill Reports, H.R. 4961, Executive Clerk Files,
RWRL; Ronald Reagan, “Letter to the Senate Majority Leader and the Chairman of the Senate
Finance Committee on Proposed Tax Legislation,” July 17, 1982, online by Gerhard Peters and
John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/
index.php?pid=42745&st=&st1=, accessed October 29, 2015.

167 Stockman, The Triumph of Politics, p. 356; Joseph R. Wright, Acting Director OMB, to
the President, “Enrolled Bill H.R. 4961 - Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982,”
August 25, 1982, Folder: 09/03/1982 HR 4961 [TEFRA-Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility
Act of 1982] (1 of 5), Box 16, Bill Reports, H.R. 4961, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL.

168 “Attachment C: Federal Supplemental Compensation Program,” attached to: Joseph R.
Wright, Acting Director of the OMB, to the President, “Enrolled Bill H.R. 4961 - Tax Equity and
Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982,” August 25, 1982, Folder: 09/03/1982 HR 4961 [TEFRA-Tax
Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982] (1 of 5), Box 16, Bill Reports, H.R. 4961, Executive
Clerk Files, RWRL, p. 1-2; Raymond J. Donovan to DOL Director David A. Stockman, August
24, 1982, Folder: 09/03/1982 HR 4961 [TEFRA-Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of
1982] (1 of 5), Box 16, Bill Reports, H.R. 4961, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, pp. 4-5.

169 “Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982, Summary of Major Tax Provisions,”
Folder: 09/03/1982 HR 4961 [TEFRA-Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982] (1 of
5), Box 16, Bill Reports, H.R. 4961, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, p. 3.
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growing acceptance of work requirements for welfare recipients.170 The tax bill

also extended for two more years the Targeted Jobs Tax Credit for disadvantaged

groups, the preferred alternative to direct job creation.171

Social Conservatives Gain Strength

In his second term, Reagan’s limited employment policy agenda continued to

be tempered to include some government support for the economically insecure,

though firmly couched within the social conservative work-as-citizenship frame-

work that mandated work as a condition of benefits. Bowing to pressure from both

sides of the political aisle, the Reagan administration reversed its position on the

EITC and agreed to a substantial expansion to the tax credit in 1986.172 The ad-

ministration’s welfare reform proposals also demonstrated some acquiescence to

social conservatives’ more moderate version of work-as-citizenship, without fully

abandoning the administration’s earlier fiscal conservative preferences for penal-

ties and other deterrents to current and future welfare recipients. The 1988 Family

Support Act included policy changes to AFDC that largely adhered to the social

conservative approach, though that was balanced by limits on funding increases.

As President, George H. W. Bush espoused an employment policy approach that

was substantially similar to Reagan’s, though Bush was also induced to compro-

mise on its policy goals. The Bush administration only reluctantly agreed to an

expansion in the EITC in 1990 and resisted proposals to expand Unemployment
170 Joseph R. Wright, Acting Director of the OMB, to the President, “Enrolled Bill H.R. 4961

- Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982,” August 25, 1982, Folder: 09/03/1982 HR
4961 [TEFRA-Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982] (1 of 5), Box 16, Bill Reports,
H.R. 4961, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, p. 3.

171 Raymond J. Donovan, Director DOL, to David A. Stockman, August 24, 1982, Folder:
Folder: 09/03/1982 HR 4961 [TEFRA-Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982] (1 of
5), Box 16, Bill Reports, H.R. 4961, Executive Clerk Files, RWRL, pp. 3.

172 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 145-147; Howard, The Hidden Welfare State, pp. 146-
147.
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Insurance in 1991.173

Tax Reform for the Working Poor

The 1986 Tax Reform Act exemplified the diminished prospects for Reagan’s

original, extremely narrow employment policy agenda. The legislation advanced

Reagan’s tax agenda by lowering the tax rate for the highest income bracket. But

it also contained the largest expansion to EITC in the program’s history, and,

furthermore, indexed the tax credit to inflation.174 The ground that the Reagan

administration gave on tax credits to the poor was also offset by the fact that the

Tax Reform Act also marked the achievement of one of the Reagan administra-

tion’s longstanding goals: fully taxing Unemployment Insurance benefits.175

In his public statements on the tax bill, Reagan routinely stressed two main

points, which together pointed to limited movement in his economic and em-

ployment policy agendas. First, he argued that the tax reform in the bill would

spur economic growth and private sector job creation, by increasing incentives

for businesses to innovate and expand. This demonstrated his continued pur-

suit of supply-side economic policies. For example, upon signing the bill, Reagan

asserted “We’ll be refueling the American growth economy with the kind of incen-

tives that helped create record new businesses and nearly 11.7 million jobs in just
173 George H. W. Bush, “Statement on Signing the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of

1990,” November 5, 1990, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Pres-
idency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=19000&st=&st1=, ac-
cessed October 24, 2015; George H. W. Bush, “Statement on Signing the Emergency Unemploy-
ment Compensation Bill,” February 7, 1992, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The
American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=20574&
st=&st1=, accessed November 2, 2015; Jeffrey E. Cohen, Presidential Responsiveness and Public
Policy-making: The Public and the Policies that Presidents Choose (Ann Arbor: The University
of Michigan Press, 1999), p. 220; Howard, The Hidden Welfare State, p. 112, 136.

174 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 147; Howard, The Hidden Welfare State, pp. 147-148.
175 U.S. Government Printing Office, Public Law 99-514–October 22, 1986, Tax Reform Act

of 1986, online by Legisworks, http://legisworks.org/congress/99/toc-pl-99-514.html,
accessed November 2, 2015.
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46 months.” This lined up with his established supply-side economic approach.

Reagan also linked the tax cuts with fundamental American values, showing how

his free-market approach lined up with an extreme interpretation of labor-market

anti-statism. Tax reform would reinforce individual freedom by protecting the

fruit of individuals’ labor:

Throughout history, the oppressive hand of government has fallen most
heavily on the economic life of the individuals. And more often than
not, it is inflation and taxes that have undermined livelihoods and
constrained their freedoms. We should not forget that this nation
of ours began in a revolt against oppressive taxation. Our Founding
Fathers fought not only for our political rights but also to secure the
economic freedoms without which these political freedoms are no more
than a shadow.176

Second, Reagan reinforced the tax reform’s contribution to working families,

particularly the working poor. Reagan touted the bill’s commitment to “fairness,”

emphasizing the rate reductions and increases in personal exemptions that would

benefit working families.177 This indicated a significant expansion to Reagan’s

narrow employment policy agenda espoused in his first term. Only a few years
176 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks on Signing the Tax Reform Act of 1986,” October 22, 1986,

online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://

www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=36629&st=&st1=, accessed November 1, 2015.
He also noted that “The Treasury Department estimates that the greater growth, spurred on by
tax reform, will create 2 to 3 million more jobs in the next decade” (Ronald Reagan, “Remarks
at a White House Briefing for Members of the Tax Reform Coalition,” September 23, 1986,
online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://

www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=36472&st=&st1=, accessed November 1, 2015).
And he had also proclaimed, “we’re going to let market forces shape our economy into a sleek and
efficient powerhouse of growth” (Ronald Reagan, “Radio Address to the Nation on Tax Reform,”
August 23, 1986, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, http://www.presidency.

ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=37776&st=&st1=, accessed November 1, 2015.)
177 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at a White House Briefing for Members of the Tax Reform

Coalition,” September 23, 1986, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=36472&st=&st1=,
accessed November 1, 2015; Ronald Reagan, “Radio Address to the Nation on Tax Reform,”
August 23, 1986, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, http://www.presidency.

ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=37776&st=&st1=, accessed November 1, 2015.
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before his administration had successfully blocked a modest EITC expansion, but

now Reagan embraced a much larger expansion to the program. Reagan referred

to the bill as “one of the best antipoverty programs this country’s ever seen,” since

“some 6 million working poor will be dropped off the rolls altogether.”178 Such

an expression of support for the ETIC expansion from the fiscally conservative

Reagan administration came on the heels of criticisms that his earlier tax policies

had disproportionately helped those with high incomes, while the working poor

had seen an effective reduction in their income. Though there were clearly political

calculations underlying this shift in policy position on the EITC, the success of

Democrats’ calls for greater “fairness” – not least evidenced by Reagan’s adoption

of that language to describe the bill – was yet another indication that his narrow,

punitive employment policy agenda pushed up against a more moderate take on

work-as-citizenship.179 The working poor were fulfilling their part of the social

contract regarding work, and so government policy should help, not hinder their

economic security.

Notably absent from Reagan’s public statements on the bill was any acknowl-

edgment that the Reagan administration had achieved another victory with the

TRA that furthered fiscal conservatives’ stringent approach to employment pol-

icy. Namely, under the Tax Reform Act all Unemployment Insurance benefits

were taxed as income, regardless of the recipients’ income level.180

178 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at a White House Briefing for Members of the Tax Reform
Coalition,” September 23, 1986, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=36472&st=&st1=,
accessed November 1, 2015. His signing statement also referenced the EITC expansion (Ronald
Reagan, “Remarks on Signing the Tax Reform Act of 1986,” October 22, 1986, online by Gerhard
Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.
edu/ws/index.php?pid=36629&st=&st1=, accessed November 1, 2015.

179 On criticisms of Reagan’s tax policies and Democrats arguing for “fairness,” see: Howard,
The Hidden Welfare State, pp. 146-147.

180 Pierson, Dismantling the Welfare State?, p. 119; Rosenberg, American Economic Devel-
opment Since 1945, p. 245; U.S. Government Printing Office, “Public Law 99-514–October 22,
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Further Work-Based Welfare Reforms

After 1981 OBRA, Reagan and his administration continued to pursue its goal

of imposing a work requirement as a condition of all welfare benefits. Between

1986 and 1987 the Reagan administration fine-tuned its welfare reform goals,

and even introduced legislation to implement this side of its’ employment pol-

icy agenda. Existing work on 1980s welfare reform has demonstrated that the

growing acceptance for work-based welfare reform had largely displaced the more

left-leaning approach to welfare as a non-work-based income support.181 However,

the policy settlement that resulted in the 1988 Family Support Act also provides

evidence that the liberal currents’ inner boundary on employment policy pushed

back against Reagan’s strict fiscal conservative welfare reform agenda. By the time

this phase of the welfare reform debate took place, the moderate social conserva-

tive vision of government support for welfare recipients’ transition to work had

exerted influence on Reagan’s stringent approach to welfare reform, in addition

to garnering adherents on both sides of the political aisle in Congress. Under the

FSA compromise, part of the Reagan administration’s goals were achieved. The

FSA expanded States’ ability to impose work requirements and introduced a work

requirement into the AFDC-Unemployed Parent program, but the Reagan admin-

istration could not get Congress to agree to across-the-board work requirements,

or prevent all cost increases under the reforms. In general, the FSA increased

AFDC’s emphasis on work, however its package of reforms also at least minimally

acknowledged the precarious situation occupied by the working and non-working

poor and instituted some further government supports for such families.

1986, Tax Reform Act of 1986,” online by Legisworks, http://legisworks.org/congress/99/
toc-pl-99-514.html, accessed November 2, 2015, pp. 2109-2112.

181 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 148-150; Patterson, America’s Struggle against Poverty
in the Twentieth Century, pp. 224-226; Peck, Workfare States, pp. 96-97.
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Calling welfare a “narcotic,” in his 1986 State of the Union address, Rea-

gan argued that “the success of welfare should be judged by how many of its

recipients become independent of welfare.”182 In early 1987, the administration

released an issue brief on the report,“Up From Dependency,” produced by the

Low Income Opportunity Working Group, that outlined Reagan’s welfare reform

strategy. The policy statement reiterated its assertion that the current welfare

system “creates perverse incentives that undermine the willingness to work and

become self-reliant,” and called for “those who are able to work to do so for their

public assistance benefits.” The report also suggested that even after the 1981

cuts, welfare continued to be too generous: “Many welfare recipients can earn

more on welfare than they can in a full-time job.”183 This argument about welfare

benefits being higher than some full-time jobs’ wages was only meant to illustrate

the perversity that had overtaken the welfare system. Given how low AFDC ben-

efit levels were though,184 this comparison might also have served as a rationale

for increasing the minimum wage, had the Reagan administration’s steadfast pref-

erence for labor market autonomy and less government regulation not precluded

such intervention.

Reagan’s commitment to limiting federal expenditures on welfare by capping

eligibility and benefit levels had not disappeared, but this fiscal conservative goal

was accompanied by a greater acceptance for work experience and training pro-

grams. “Up From Dependency,” emphasized that welfare reform should be carried
182 Ronald Reagan, “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on the State of the Union,”

February 4, 1986, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency
Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=36646, accessed November 2,
2015.

183 “The President’s National Welfare Strategy: ‘Up From Dependency,’ ” White House Issue
Brief, February 6, 1987, Folder: Welfare Reform (2), OA 14875, Mari Maseng Files, RWRL, pp.
2-3, emphasis in original.

184 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 150; Patterson, America’s Struggle against Poverty in the
Twentieth Century, p. 225.
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out primarily at the State and local level, rather than by the federal government,

and argued that this shift would not necessitate an increase in costs. However,

the report also did more to embrace the moderate social conservative vision of re-

ducing welfare participation by facilitating welfare recipients transition to private

sector employment, rather than simply mandating work without any support. For

example, several of the stated goals for the State-level experimentation included

using “public assistance resources on efforts to reduce future dependency on pub-

lic assistance,” generating “opportunities for self-reliance through education and

enterprise.” It also argued for “[making] work more rewarding than welfare” a

primary goal. This last one was a somewhat ambiguous goal, since it could be

achieved either by reducing benefits, or by improving low-wage work. The rest

of the administration’s proposals suggested that their focus lay with the former

strategy.185 Adopting this policy approach was not primarily guided by program-

matic success, since work experience programs generally had poor results, and

could even hurt the job prospects for younger participants.186 It did represent

a way for the administration to meld its goal of requiring work from welfare re-

cipients, with that of moderate social conservatives who wanted to provide some

support and protections to welfare recipients as they entered low-wage labor mar-

kets. Eventually, the administration introduced a welfare reform bill in the House

of Representatives that provided a model for bottom-up reform: the Low Income

Opportunity Improvement Act.187

185 “The President’s National Welfare Strategy: ‘Up From Dependency,’ ” White House Issue
Brief, February 6, 1987, Folder: Welfare Reform (2), OA 14875, Mari Maseng Files, RWRL, pp.
3-4.

186 Cook and Rawlins, “The Job Training Partnership Act,” p. 99; Pierson, Dismantling the
Welfare State?, p. 123.

187 James C. Miller III, Director OMB to Honorable Dan Rostenkowski, Chairman, Committee
on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, undated, circa 1987, Folder: Welfare Reform
(1), OA 14575, Mari Maseng Files, RWRL, pp. 1-2.
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The Family Support Act, introduced in the Senate, had much in common with

the administration’s bill, though it was sponsored by New York’s Democratic Sen-

ator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (former domestic policy advisor to President Nixon

and also previously a member of President Johnson’s administration). As pro-

posed by Moynihan in 1987, the FSA would have made a number of changes to

AFDC, including boosting child support enforcement, creating a new work expe-

rience and training program for welfare recipients called Job Opportunities and

Basic Skills (JOBS), establishing a waiver process for States to be exempted from

existing federal welfare regulations, and providing transitional Medicaid and child-

care benefits to former welfare recipients. The administration did not support all

of these provisions, arguing that there was not enough emphasis on “prevention of

long-term dependency,” and certain program elements would likely incur greater

federal costs or constitute duplication of effort with other programs. For exam-

ple, Reagan’s advisors opposed the bill’s proposal to make the child care credit

refundable because it was “not directly related to work-related activity programs

for welfare recipients” and so would be a misuse of “scarce federal resources.” The

administration also opposed the wavier authority, not because of any disagreement

with the principal of State demonstration authority, but because bill’s proposal

did not take wavier authority far enough. Specifically, the FSA vested the waiver

approval process in the Secretary of Health and Human Services, not the newly

created Low Income Opportunity Board, and did not include a comprehensive

enough list of welfare programs that were eligible for the waiver process. Yet,

Reagan’s domestic policy team was also willing to countenance an increase in

some services that would incur a higher cost but would make the work require-

ment more feasible, such as expanded child-care for work experience and training
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participants with young children.188

The FSA was not the only proposed alternative to the administration’s bill.

In 1987, there was sustained debate in the House on an even less desirable welfare

reform bill: the Family Welfare Reform Act.189 James Miller, Reagan’s OMB

Director indicated that the president was prepared to veto the Family Welfare

Reform Act because it did not substantially increase “State flexibility or commu-

nity self-help.”190 A number of other work-based welfare reform proposals were

put forward by both Republicans and Democrats in 1987, along with some welfare

reform bills that would have instituted a guaranteed-income program.191 Charles

Hobbs, one of Reagan’s Assistants, and Chairman of the Low Income Opportu-

nity Advisory Board, worried about increasing momentum for alternative welfare

reform proposals, and advocated that the administration work on a compromise

bill.192 Hobbs further warned that the administration’s welfare reform agenda

might be co-opted by those who would “reverse its thrust while giving lip service

to its principles,” and restrict State experimentation while driving up costs and

increasing eligibility. In order to forestall this, Hobbs urged that the administra-

tion engage in serious negotiation with Moynihan in order to arrive at a bipartisan

consensus on the FSA.193 Those negotiations took more than a year, but in 1988,

Republican amendments to the FSA grounded in the moderate social conserva-
188 “Preliminary Comments on the Family Support Act (FSA), June 9, 1987, Folder:Welfare

Reform (1), OA 14575, Mari Maseng Files, RWRL, pp. 1-13, emphasis in original.
189 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 149.
190 James C. Miller III, Director OMB to Honorable Dan Rostenkowski, Chairman, Committee

on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, undated, circa 1987, Folder: Welfare Reform
(1), OA 14575, Mari Maseng Files, RWRL, pp. 1-2.

191 Chuck Hobbs to DPC Members and Key White House Staff, “Welfare Reform Proposals,”
April 1, 1987, Folder: Welfare Reform (1), OA 14575, Mari Maseng Files, RWRL, pp. 1-14.

192 Minutes, Domestic Policy Council, April 1, 1987, Folder: Folder: Welfare Reform (1), OA
14575, Mari Maseng Files, RWRL, pp. 1-2.

193 Chuck Hobbs to Ken Cribb, “Welfare Reform Proposals,” June 16, 1987, Folder: Welfare
Reform [2/2], OA 19335, Charles Hobbs (ILOAB) Files, RWRL, p. 1.
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tive version of work-as-citizenship brought the bill closer to the administration’s

goal of mandatory work requirements. The AFDC-Unemployed Parent program,

which afforded benefits to qualifying two-parent families when one parent was

temporarily unemployed, would impose a federal work requirement.194

Even after this, Reagan remained intent on controlling costs and introduc-

ing stiffer work requirements, though his administration eventually agreed to a

number of measures that reinforced the moderate social conservative approach to

the welfare recipients’ work transition. In June 1988, the Reagan administration

decried even the amended FSA as “welfare expansion, not welfare reform,” and

proposed a number of amendments to the bill. This included mandatory work

requirements, mandating that those of school age stay in school as condition of

benefits, and increased executive authority to grant waivers to States interested

in experimenting with welfare reforms that would have conflicted with existing

federal laws and regulations. These proposals were backed up with the threat of a

presidential veto if the legislation was not amended from its current form.195 In ad-

dition to expanding work requirements, Reagan’s team pushed to delay provisions

related to Medicaid coverage and child-care assistance.196 As late as September

1988 Reagan was still warning that he would veto any welfare reform bill that

did not do enough to require work.197 However, when in October Reagan signed

the Family Support Act into law, the bill reflected a combination of the adminis-
194 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 149.
195 Draft Statement of Administration Policy to Moynihan (D) NY and 61 others, “S. 1511 –

Family Security Act of 1988,” June 10, 1988, Folder: Welfare Reform [1/2], OA 193351, Charles
Hobbs (ILOAB) Files, RWRL, p. 1.

196 “Possible Amendment,” June 14, 1988, Folder: Welfare Reform [2/2], OA 19335, Charles
Hobbs (ILOAB) Files, RWRL, p. 1; “Work Amendments,” Folder: Welfare Reform [2/2], OA
19335, Charles Hobbs (ILOAB) Files, RWRL.

197 Ronald Reagan, “Radio Address to the Nation on the Economy and Welfare Reform,”
September 3, 1988, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=36311&st=&st1=,
accessed November 1, 2015.
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tration’s fiscal conservative approach and moderate social conservatives’ take on

work-as-citizenship.198

For example, under the FSA, States were required to participate in AFDC’s

Unemployed Parent program, which constituted a new entitlement, though one

that now carried a work requirement. Access to Medicaid also became automatic

with AFDC receipt, including for two-parent families, along with greater access

to child-care assistance.199 The main way that the FSA sought to help welfare

recipients attain greater security reflected the moderate social conservative view

of work-as-citizenship, constituting a clear dilution of the administration’s early

punitive work requirement agenda. JOBS, the new work experience and train-

ing program for welfare recipients, compelled AFDC recipients with children over

three years old to participate in the program, but it fell short of removing all

able bodied adults from the program. The new legislation required that States

get at least 15% of eligible AFDC recipients enrolled in JOBS by 1993. Limited

funding at the State and federal level all but precluded achievement of that tar-

get, though.200 The FSA also allowed States to submit applications for waivers

to conduct welfare demonstration projects that included imposing time limits on

AFDC receipt and requiring work and training from those on AFDC, but also more

supportive activities.201 Thus, though the administration had achieved a decen-

tralized welfare reform approach, the changes implicitly allowed for both punitive
198 U.S. Government Publishing Office, “Public Law 100-485–Oct. 13, 1988, Family Support

Act of 1988,” http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/STATUTE-102/pdf/STATUTE-102-Pg2343.pdf,
accessed November 1, 2015.

199 U.S. Government Publishing Office, “Public Law 100-485–Oct. 13, 1988, Family Support
Act of 1988,” pp. 2385, 2393-2396; Patterson, America’s Struggle against Poverty in the Twen-
tieth Century, p. 223-224.

200 King, Actively Seeking Work?, pp. 173-176; Patterson, America’s Struggle against Poverty
in the Twentieth Century, p. 223.

201 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 150; Suzanne Mettler, Dividing Citizens: Gender and
Federalism in New Deal Public Policy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), pp. 226.
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and supportive measures to reduce welfare participation rates. The administra-

tion’s biggest victory from a fiscal standpoint, limiting cost increases under the

FSA and preventing any increase in overall benefit levels, was actually a punitive

deterrent to welfare participation. Furthermore, since Congress never appropri-

ated sufficient funds for States to fully implement the JOBS program, this tenuous

combination of fiscal and social conservative approaches did not lead to greater

income security for most AFDC recipients.202

George H. W. Bush’s Employment Policies

In his first State of the Union address, President George H. W. Bush espoused

an economic and employment policy agenda that was substantially similar to

Reagan’s later blend of social conservative and fiscal conservative goals. Bush

targeted deficit reduction as a core goal, which meant limiting federal spending

and promised that he would not raise taxes. Showing allegiance to a more sup-

portive approach to the working poor, in his first State of the Union, Bush also

reiterated his support for campaign proposal for a new child care credit for low-

income working families.203 Welfare reform continued to proceed at the State level

during Bush’s presidency as his administration granted waviers for State demon-

stration projects, but Bush did not otherwise pursue more substantial reforms.204

While in office, Bush’s preference for spending restraint – which directly impacted

other employment policies – was tempered both by his real commitment to deficit
202 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 150; King, Actively Seeking Work?, p. 190; Patterson,

America’s Struggle against Poverty in the Twentieth Century, pp. 223-225.
203 George H. W. Bush, “Address on Administration Goals Before a Joint Session of Congress”

February 9, 1989, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency
Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=16660, accessed November 2,
2015. That proposal was opposed both by business and by centrist Democrats and died in
Congress (Howard, The Hidden Welfare State, p. 153).

204 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 153-189.
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reduction, and by support from both political parties for policies that helped the

unemployed and the working poor based on the moderate social conservative con-

ception of work-as-citizenship. Bush made compromises to his tax agenda in 1990,

and also reluctantly extended Unemployment Insurance benefits in 1991 and 1992.

In 1990, in pursuit of deficit reduction, Bush signed budget legislation that

reversed his pledge not to raise taxes. The 1990 Omnibus Budget Reconciliation

Act increased the tax rate for the top income bracket while reducing tax rates

for the middle class and including an additional bump in the EITC credit.205

Bush was very interested in limiting the federal government’s spending and in

his 1990 State of the Union he had reiterated his faith that the budget could be

balanced without raising taxes. However, in that address he also acknowledged the

importance of rewarding work, and even argued that he sought “a better America,

where there’s a job for everyone who wants one.” Lest this sound like Bush was

advocating an employment guarantee, he made it clear that the way to achieve

the economic and labor market growth needed to provide enough jobs was not to

mandate that a job be available to “everyone who wants one,” but to balance the

budget while increasing incentives for innovation.206

Bush’s priority was balancing the budget,207 but as had been the case with
205 George H. W. Bush, “Statement on Signing the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of

1990,” November 5, 1990, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Pres-
idency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=19000&st=&st1=, ac-
cessed October 24, 2015; Howard, The Hidden Welfare State, p. 112, 136.

206 George H. W. Bush, “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of
the Union,” January 31, 1990, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=18095&st=&st1=,
accessed November 19, 2015.

207 George H. W. Bush, “Statement on the Federal Budget Negotiations,” June 26, 1990,
online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http:

//www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=18635&st=&st1=, accessed November 19,
2015; George H. W. Bush, “Remarks and an Exchange With Reporters on the Federal Budget
Negotiations,” September 7, 1990, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=18803&st=&st1=,
accessed November 19, 2015.
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the 1986 Tax Reform Act, both Democrats and Republicans in Congress were

calling for increased economic security for the middle class and working poor. For

Republicans in the late 1980s and early 1990s, as well as a new group of centrist or

conservative Democrats led by the Democratic Leadership Council, increasing the

EITC was preferable to raising the minimum wage.208 Though there were clear

political motivations for this bipartisan support of policies that aided the working

poor – both parties were courting the votes from this swing group – the preference

for the EITC over raising the minimum wage suggests an ideological component as

well. Like a minimum wage increase, expanding the EITC effectively boosted the

wages of low income workers, but crucially, without imposing further regulations

on the labor market. So, Bush compromised on his spending goal in a way that

reinforced the moderate social conservative version of work-as-citizenship, without

disrupting labor-market anti-statism’s aversion to labor market alteration.

Responding to a recession and an increase in unemployment rates for many

middle-class workers with established work histories, Bush signed a bill autho-

rizing a temporary expansion in Unemployment Insurance benefits in 1991.209

A few months earlier Bush had refused to authorize funding for legislation that

would have temporarily extended the benefit period for Unemployment Insurance,

because the spending increase was not offset by cuts elsewhere, and would there-

fore negatively affect the deficit.210 Congress then passed another Unemployment

Insurance bill that Bush vetoed in October.211 As unemployment continued to
208 Howard, The Hidden Welfare State, p. 142-143, 145-146, 151.
209 Cohen, Presidential Responsiveness and Public Policy-making, pp. 217-220.
210 George H. W. Bush, “Statement on Signing the Emergency Unemployment Compensation

Act of 1991,” August 17, 1991, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=19903&st=&st1=,
accessed October 23, 2015.

211 George H. W. Bush, “Memorandum of Disapproval for the Emergency Unemployment Com-
pensation Act of 1991,” October 11, 1991, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The
American Presidency Project,http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=20097&
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rise in November, Bush relented and signed a new bill that found funding for

the temporary Unemployment Insurance extension.212 Then, in February of 1992,

Bush signed another temporary extension to Unemployment Insurance with much

greater alacrity.213

As with Reagan’s EITC expansion, there were clear political considerations in-

fluencing Bush, including the upcoming presidential election in 1992. At the same

time, though, Bush’s employment policy concessions illustrate that his adminis-

tration gradually acceded to the moderate social conservative version of work-

as-citizenship. When American citizens who demonstrated their social standing

through work suffered from increased economic insecurity, non-action on the part

of the federal government was difficult to defend.

Part II: Refining the Neoliberal Employment Agenda

Despite early indications that the new Democratic President, William J. Clinton,

would pursue employment policy that greatly expanded the government’s role in

compensating for labor market inadequacies, his domestic policy agenda actually

merely modified his predecessors’ neoliberal approach. When Clinton assumed

office, the economic slump of the Bush years had not yet abated and unemploy-

ment was at 7.3%.214 Clinton subscribed to a broad pro-work agenda that had

a number of different components, including making middle-class families more

st=&st1=, accessed October 24, 2015.
212 Cohen, Presidential Responsiveness and Public Policy-making, p. 220.
213 George H. W. Bush, “Statement on Signing the Emergency Unemployment Compensa-

tion Bill,” February 7, 1992, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=20574&st=&st1=,
accessed November 2, 2015.

214 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Civilian Unemployment Rate [UNRATE], retrieved
from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/
series/UNRATE/, accessed November 24, 2015.
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stable, creating more jobs, and helping welfare recipients transition into the labor

force. His pro-work stance also outlined an expanded interpretation of the rela-

tionship between work and economic security. Essentially, Clinton argued that

even low-wage work should lead to economic stability, and during his presidential

campaign, Clinton vowed to pursue policies that would help ensure that no one

who worked full time was consigned to poverty.215 This was an extension of the

version of work-as-citizenship used by moderate social conservatives to resist Rea-

gan’s harder-line fiscal conservative conception of the work imperative. As such,

it suggested the potential for a substantial shift in employment policy approach.

It also meant that Clinton was more likely to have to confront the liberal currents’

traditional boundary if he proposed policies that followed his expanded concep-

tion of the work mandate. However, the extent of Clinton’s commitment to this

expanded interpretation of work-as-citizenship was questionable. Clinton demon-

strated some real interest in improving the situation for the working poor, but his

pursuit of employment policy that would provide greater economic security for

low-income workers was constrained by his budgetary goals on the one hand and

by his adherence to the moderate social conservative version of work-as-citizenship

on the other.

Enacting policy that promoted economic growth took center stage early on in

Clinton’s first term. The president initially proposed a major public investment

initiative as part of a joint public-private job-creation strategy.216 Clinton soon
215 “Putting People First: A National Economic Strategy for America,” circa 1992, Folder:

Economic Plan/Small-6/24/92-6:22pm [0424], Box 11, Robert Boorstin Files, William J. Clinton
Library.

216 The President to the Congress of the United States, “Draft: A Vision of Change for Amer-
ica,” February 17, 1993, Folder: OMB ‘Vision’-Drafts [1], Box 3, Robert Boorstin Files, WJCL,
pp. 6-7; William J. Clinton, “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on Administration
Goals,” February 17, 1993, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American
Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=47232&st=&st1=,
accessed November 3, 2015.
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abandoned that plan in favor of budget cuts and an expansion to the EITC in

1993, which left job creation largely in the hands of the private sector.217 Likewise,

however much Clinton decried a situation that left low-wage workers in poverty,

his employment policy choices indicated that his commitment to improving the

economic security of the working poor was restricted by both his budget concerns

and his deference to the existing boundaries on employment policy.

Clinton sought to ensure that working families were not stuck in poverty

through several different types of policy, including boosting wage levels for the

working poor, expanding job training programs to help the unemployed poor,

and more-fully converting welfare into a work-based program. There was poten-

tial in Clinton’s stated employment policy agenda to alter the existing, limited

approach to reducing economic insecurity. However, the policies that he threw

his political wight behind actually largely conformed to the moderate social con-

servative version of work-as-citizenship rather than a more expansive conception.

Clinton embraced the JTPA’s short-term training approach, despite its poor track

record, and worked to impose a similar approach on the work and training require-

ments that were part of his welfare reform proposals.218 In addition, the Clinton

administration’s early welfare reform proposals included punitive measures, like

time-limits and sanctions for non-work, as well as more supportive measures, like

education and training. A notable, though only partial, exception to Clinton’s

acquiescence to the currents’ boundary condition, was the provision in the admin-
217 Office of Management and Budget, “Statement of Administration Policy, S. 1134 Omnibus

Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993,” June 23, 1993, Folder: S.A.P. [Statement of Administrative
Policy] (1 of 3), Box 26, Subject Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL; William J. Clinton, “Remarks
on Signing the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993,” August 10, 1993, online by Gerhard
Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.
edu/ws/index.php?pid=46972&st=&st1=, accessed November 3, 2015.

218 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, p. 95; “Transitional Support Draft Paper, For Discussion
Only, Basic Principles and Features of a Transitional Support System,” October 1, 1993, Folder:
Issue Group Papers, Box 16, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-4.
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istration’s first welfare reform bill for a public jobs program for welfare recipients

in case there were not enough private sector jobs.219 However, the Clinton ad-

ministration indicated an unwillingness to directly challenge the liberal currents’

boundary on employment policy, since conditions were tacked onto the proposed

public jobs program in order to prevent it from either competing with private

sector jobs, or creating a government work guarantee.220 Later changes to the ad-

ministration’s welfare reform package, including the “work-first” training paradigm

and turning welfare into a block grant, ensured that the final bill did not threaten

the established employment policy boundary, though these amendments built on

a foundation that had been established by the administration’s acceptance of a

social conservative conception of work-as-citizenship for welfare reform.221

As the budget deficit showed signs of turning into a surplus – concurrent with

strong economic growth – in his second term, Clinton reaffirmed his acceptance

of the social conservative version of work-as-citizenship, rather than returning to

the more expansive approach to improving economic security he had outlined ear-

lier. Since Republicans controlled both the House and the Senate by this time,
219 Bruce Reed, Kathi Way, Mary Jo Bane and David Ellwood through Carol Rasco to the Pres-

ident, Preliminary Issues for Welfare Reform, June 16, 1993, Folder: Welfare Reform Meeting
6/18/93 3:30pm, Box 42, Meetings Trips and Events Series, Carol Rasco, WJCL; “Transitional
Support Draft Paper, For Discussion Only, Basic Principles and Features of a Transitional Sup-
port System,” October 1, 1993, Folder: Issue Group Papers, Box 16, Welfare Reform Series,
Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-4; “Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Detailed Summary,”
Undated, circa 1994, Folder: Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Box 2, Jonathan Prince
Files, WJCL.

220 Carol Rasco, Bruce Reed, Cathi Way to the President, “Welfare Reform Remaining Issues,”
May 17, 1994, Folder: 5/17/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL; Leon
Panetta to the President, Draft, undated circa 1994, Folder: 5/17/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform
Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL.

221 “Work First: A Proposal to Replace Welfare with an Employment System, by Will Marshall,
Ed Kilgore, and Lyn A. Hogan,” March 2, 1995, Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21,
Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL; Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 199-200,
202-203, Bruce Reed, Rahm Emanuel to the President, “Welfare Reform Update,” May 26, 1995,
Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL,
pp. 3-4.
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Clinton’s adherence to the social conservative approach was likely politically moti-

vated. The 1997 Balanced Budget Act (BBA) contained some additional funding

for welfare reform programs but did not alter their basic form.222 The BBA also

created a new tax credit for employers hiring former welfare recipients, though

such tax credits had not been shown to be very effective.223 When faced with a

budget surplus in 1998,224 Clinton once again declined to spend political capital on

a public investment plan or other efforts to reduce economic insecurity like a pub-

lic jobs program that fit within an expanded version of work-as-citizenship. The

very economic conditions that would have made greater public investment possi-

ble without compromising Clinton’s balanced budget goals also made job creation

and public jobs programs seem less necessary. The 1998 Workforce Investment

Act (WIA), which replaced the JTPA, arguably limited rather than extended ed-

ucation and training opportunities for those on the fringes of the labor market.225

Public Investment Versus Balancing the Budget

Clinton had embraced much of his two Republican predecessors’ economic vision,

including a commitment to reducing the federal deficit, but at the start of his first

term he seemed poised to combine that with a much broader employment policy

agenda. Like President Reagan, one of President Clinton’s first domestic policy

priorities was fiscal change, including spending cuts and other policies designed
222 Robert Tannenwald, “Implications of the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 for the ‘Devolution

Revolution,’ ” in Publius, Vol. 28, No. 1, The State of American Federalism, 1997-1998 (Winter,
1998), pp. 23-48.

223 Robert B. Reich, Secretary of Labor, Remarks Before the Center for National Policy,
Washington, D.C., “Getting America to Work: What’s Working and What’s Not Working in
Workforce Policy,” Folder: 2/94 Building a Re-Employment System-President’s Briefing Book
[2], Box 4, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL, pp. 3-4; “Work Opportunity Tax Credit: Improvements
Over Targeted Jobs Tax Credit,” June 24, 1999, Folder: Welfare-Tax Credits-1999 [2], Box 70,
Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, pp. 1-2.

224 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 215.
225 Shaw, Goldrick-Rab, Mazzeo, and Jacobs, Putting Poor People to Work, p. 8.
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to reduce the deficit.226 Unlike Reagan, for Clinton reducing income inequality

was one of the stated goals of his economic and employment policy agenda. As

a presidential candidate, Clinton announced his intention to enact policies that

helped ensure that all Americans would benefit from economic growth, including

low-wage workers and the unemployed poor. Drawing attention to the plight of

those who worked full time at minimum wage jobs but still had incomes at or below

the poverty line, Clinton argued that workers fulfilling their civic obligation should

not be stuck in poverty.227 Clinton’s early economic policy proposals outlined a

number of policies directed at the poor, in addition to efforts designed to balance

the budget. In this emerging iteration of the relationship between work and

economic security, work-as-citizenship had a more expansive meaning than simply

restricting government assistance that contravened the imperative to find work

in the private sector. Instead, it was also important that the government help

improve the economic security of low-income workers. However, Clinton soon

demonstrated that he was more dedicated to reducing the deficit than to pursuing

the policies necessary to fully realize his agenda for the working-poor. The fact

that this agenda existed at all, even though it was not fully carried out, indicated

the existence of an expanded understanding of government responsibility to low-

wage workers, which suggested ongoing flux in the liberal currents’ boundary

condition on employment policy.

After taking office, Clinton continued to argue that an economic growth agenda
226 William J. Clinton, “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on Administration Goals,”

February 17, 1993, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presi-
dency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=47232&st=&st1=, ac-
cessed November 3, 2015.

227 U.S. Newswire, Inc., “Remarks of Governor Bill Clinton at the Clayton County Office of
Family and Children’s Services in Jonesboro, GA, on Wednesday, September, 9,” September 11,
1992, Folder: Welfare Reform Team Documents, David Sewell Files, WJCL, p. 5; Bertram, The
Workfare State, p. 197.
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should improve conditions for the working poor and suggested that increasing the

supply of jobs was a crucial part of that. In his 1993 State of the Union address,

Clinton reiterated his interest in “honoring work and families in every part of

our public decision-making” and emphasized that his administration’s “immediate

priority must be to create jobs, create jobs now.” The concrete policy proposal that

Clinton put forward to generate these needed jobs was a major public investment

initiative that included spending increases and targeted tax cuts. The $30 billion

economic stimulus plan was designed to jump start private sector job creation.

Affirming the persistence of the preference for market solutions, Clinton referred

to the private sector as “the real engine of growth in this country.” However, the

Clinton administration also implicitly acknowledged that such macro-economic

measures were likely to be insufficient, and so the package would also have included

some direct government job creation. Part of the stimulus would come in the

form of tax cuts, including a significant increase in the EITC, with the goal of

“realizing the principle that if you work 40 hours a week and you’ve got a child

in the house, you will no longer be in poverty.”228 Administration talking points

on the proposed EITC expansion fairly explicitly outlined the administration’s

version of work-as-citizenship: “When full-time work leaves families in poverty,

the value of work is undermined - and efforts to promote work and move families

from public assistance to employment are compromised.”229 Of these two policy

proposals directed at improving the economic security of the working and non-

working poor, Clinton was ultimately willing to spend political capital only on
228 William J. Clinton, “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on Administration Goals,”

February 17, 1993, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presi-
dency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=47232&st=&st1=, ac-
cessed November 3, 2015.

229 “Talking Points on the EITC and the Clinton Administration’s Proposal to Expand It,”
Undated, Folder: Earned Income Tax Credit [1], Box 11, Subject Series, Carol Rasco Files,
WJCL, p. 2.
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the EITC expansion, while the economic stimulus plan simply dropped out of the

debate.

It is worth noting that Clinton’s economic advisors did not see the public

investment plan as conflicting with the deficit reduction measures. With input

from the Office of Management and Budget, Clinton released a statement in con-

junction with his State of the Union address in February 1993, titled “A Vision of

Change for America.” The “Vision” statement argued that reducing the deficit was

the key to “raising incomes, creating high-wage jobs and improving productivity.”

But attacking the deficit did not preclude the other employment policy measures.

According to the administration, “increasing much-needed public investment” was

not only compatible with reducing the deficit, but actually required: “One with-

out the other will not work.”230 The concern was that without an investment

program acting as stimulus, deficit reduction would drain purchasing power from

the economy.231

Planning about how to deploy the stimulus funds continued through March

1993, with OMB Director Leon Panetta requesting specifics from Department of

Labor Director Robert Reich about how to put the funds to use to meet Clinton’s

job creation goals.232 However, once the investment plan met with resistance in

the Democrat controlled Congress, Clinton’s administration did not continue to

pursue the spending side of its economic agenda, instead focusing on the 1993

Omnibus Budget and Reconciliation Act (OBRA), which included the EITC ex-
230 The President to the Congress of the United States, “Draft: A Vision of Change for Amer-

ica,” February 17, 1993, Folder: OMB ‘Vision’-Drafts [1], Box 3, Robert Boorstin Files, WJCL,
pp. 6-7; The President to the Congress of the United States, “Draft: A Vision of Change for
America,” February 17, 1993, Folder: OMB ‘Vision’-Drafts [2], Box 3, Robert Boorstin Files,
WJCL.

231 “Economic and Budget Briefing III,” January 25, 1993, Folder: Economic Program [2], Box
2, Robert Boorstin Files, WJCL, p. 2.

232 Leon E. Panetta Director OMB to Robert B. Reich, March 22, 1993, Folder: OMB [Office
of Management and Budget] (1), Box 3, IIra Magaziner Files, WJCL, pp. 1-4.
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pansion and a number of deficit reduction measures.233 As passed, the 1993 OBRA

made the following changes to the EITC: it raised the deduction available to low-

income workers under the EITC, allowed those eligible for the EITC to collect

much of it during the year rather than solely when filing their taxes, and in-

creased Food Stamp benefits.234 To help curtail federal spending and rein in the

deficit, 1993 OBRA imposed caps on both entitlement and discretionary spending

for future budgets. As a result, any future spending increases had to be offset

either by cuts elsewhere or tax increases. The EITC and Food Stamp increase

and a small tax reduction for the middle class in the 1993 budget bill was funded

by raising income tax rates on top earners, as well as a funding cut to Medicaid.235

Since the EITC only was only available to workers, it reinforced the civic standing

conveyed by work. The EITC did nothing, though, to affect the availability of

jobs, which Clinton had outlined as a key component of his overall strategy to

access to opportunity for the working and non-working poor.

A tax credit for firms hiring disadvantaged workers, another neoliberal program

with a dubious track record, were also part of the 1993 OBRA. The budget recon-

ciliation act extended the Targeted Jobs Tax Credit through 1994, in an attempt

to incentivize the hiring of disadvantaged workers and former welfare recipients

by private employers.236. As outlined earlier, tax credit programs for firms that
233 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 183; Rosenberg, American Economic Development Since

1945, pp. 279-280; Leon E. Panetta, Director OMB to the Heads of Agencies, “Planning for the
President’s FY 1995 Budget,” Folder: OMB [Office of Management and Budget] (1), Box 3, IIra
Magaziner Files, WJCL.

234 President Clinton to All Cabinet Secretaries, “Earned Income Tax Credit Directive,” March
2, 1994, Folder: EITC Campaign, Box 3, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL, p. 1.

235 Office of Management and Budget, “Statement of Administration Policy, S. 1134 Omnibus
Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993,” June 23, 1993, Folder: S.A.P. [Statement of Administrative
Policy] (1 of 3), Box 26, Subject Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL; William J. Clinton, “Remarks
on Signing the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993,” August 10, 1993, online by Gerhard
Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.
edu/ws/index.php?pid=46972&st=&st1=, accessed November 3, 2015.

236 “Public Law 103–66–August 10, 1993, the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993” on-
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hired welfare recipients or the “economically disadvantaged,” had demonstrated

lackluster results. But they were a relatively easy way to promote work as an

alternative to welfare, and one that fit in nicely with labor-market anti-statism,

since any job creation was in the private not the public sector.

Thus, the expanded version of work-as-citizenship that underlay some of Clin-

ton’s policy proposals aimed at improving the economic security of the working

poor did not actually lead to a substantive shift in the liberal currents’ bound-

ary condition on employment policy. Though 1993 OBRA provided a boost to

many low-income workers’ effective income, it did not alter the other features of

low-wage work that limited such workers’ economic security, and which also con-

tributed to welfare recipients cycling in and out of the low-wage workforce. In

addition to their definitional low-pay that made it difficult for such workers to

afford necessary expenses like transportation and child-care, most low-wage jobs

provided irregular or inadequate work hours, little or no advancement potential,

and no benefits. Forecasts in early 1993 predicted that the average worker enter-

ing the workforce in the 1990s could expect “diminished prospects in wages and

mobility throughout their career, especially for those without a college degree.”237

The 1993 budget legislation did not alter those conditions. The preponderance of

short-term and part-time positions in the low-wage sector also meant that such

line by Legisworks, http://legisworks.org/GPO/STATUTE-107-Pg312.pdf, accessed Novem-
ber 5, 2015, p. 420

237 David Obey to House Colleagues, “Long-Term Unemployed,” February 23, 1993, Folder:
Unemployment-Stats/Charts, Box 3, Robert Boorstin Files, WJCL, p. 6. Obey’s memo also
notes that at least six million people were known in 1993 to be working part-time though their
preference was to work full time. On the deficiencies with the low-wage sector, see: Robert
Friedman, Kathryn Keeley, Joyce Klein and Michael Sherraden, Corporation for Enterprise
Development to the Working Group on Welfare Reform, Family Support and Independence,
November 2, 1993, Folder: Antipoverty, Box 2, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL,
pp. 1-2; Martin Gilens, “Chapter 9: The Politics of the American Welfare State,” in Why
Americans Hate Welfare: Race, Media and the Politics of Antipoverty Policy, The University
of Chicago Press, 1999, pp. 215-216; Smith, Welfare Reform and Sexual Regulation, p. 108
(Boston: South End Press, 1997).
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workers were not eligible for the work-based alternative to welfare: Unemployment

Insurance.238 Since Clinton had also vowed on the campaign trail to overhaul the

welfare system by requiring more welfare recipients to work, the low-wage work

trap presented a potential problem.

Merging Short-Term Manpower Training and Work-Based

Welfare

The Clinton administration’s initial policy statements about manpower training

and welfare reform also drew on a expanded conception of work-as-citizenship

and suggested that Clinton’s employment policy agenda would incorporate much

greater attention to how the government could mitigate labor market conditions

that perpetuated economic insecurity. During the campaign and through early

planning discussions in 1993, Clinton’s domestic policy planners listed increased

funding for education, training, and community service employment as important

components of the administration’s efforts to boost economic security for the

working and non-working poor.239 However, it was difficult for the administration

to reconcile its interest in policies that reduced economic insecurity with both

budgetary concerns and the need for individual disciplinary measures that were
238 Mark Greenberg, Center for Law and Social Policy to Andrea Kane, September 10, 1998,

Attached: Steve Savner and Mark Greenberg, “Reforming the Unemployment System to Bet-
ter Meet the Needs of Low-Income Families,” March 1996, Revised Draft, Folder: Welfare-
Unemployment Insurance [1], Box 73, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, pp. 7-8; Wayne
Vroman, “Effects of Welfare Reform on Unemployment Insurance,” The Urban Institute, New
Federalism: Issues and Options for States, Series A, No. A-22, May 1998, Folder: Welfare-
Unemployment Insurance [2], Box 73, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, pp. 1-2.

239 U.S. Newswire, Inc., “Remarks of Governor Bill Clinton at the Clayton County Office of
Family and Children’s Services in Jonesboro, GA, on Wednesday, September, 9,” September
11, 1992, Folder: Welfare Reform Team Documents, Box 2, David Sewell Files, WJCL, p.
5; Bruce Reed, Kathi Way, Mary Jo Bane and David Ellwood through Carol Rasco to the
President, “Preliminary Issues for Welfare Reform,” June 16, 1993, Folder: Welfare Reform
Meeting, 6/18/93, 3:30pm, Box 42, Meeting, Trips and Events Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL,
p. 2.
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part of Clinton’s social conservative version of work-as-citizenship.

Demonstrating this, among Clinton’s domestic policy advisors, low-wage work

was effectively over-determined. While formulating manpower training and wel-

fare reform policies, Clinton’s administration explicitly acknowledged low-wage

work’s limitations, but then backed away from policies that would have inter-

vened to correct identified problems. Instead, the administration consistently

supported policies that expediently glossed over labor market flaws and empha-

sized individuals’ responsibility to work. For example, Clinton and his domestic

policy team acknowledged that some distinctive features of low-wage jobs, like

the lack of health care and wages that made child care unaffordable, were serious

problems for the working poor and created obstacles for those interested in leaving

welfare for work.240 The administration also recognized that a lack of gainful em-

ployment in some areas negatively impacted the working and non-working poor.

The abandoned government investment plan was one illustration of this, though,

of course, it was not enacted. Another example was a speech that Vice President

Al Gore gave in 1993 that seemed to break with the long-held culture of poverty

narrative and explicitly linked poverty in black urban communities with lack of

jobs rather than intrinsic community or cultural deficiencies.241 Had the Clinton

administration followed up these critiques of the labor market’s inadequacies with
240 Bruce Reed, Kathi Way, Mary Jo Bane and David Ellwood through Carol Rasco to the

President, “Preliminary Issues for Welfare Reform,” June 16, 1993, Folder: Welfare Reform
Meeting, 6/18/93, 3:30pm, Box 42, Meeting, Trips and Events Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL,
p. 2; On the importance of universal health care to welfare reform: Will Marshall, President,
“Progressive Policy Institute Statement,” June 14, 1994, Attached to: Patricia Sosa to Mary
Jo Bane, David Ellwood, Bruce Reed, Jeremy Ben-Ami, Mary Bourdette, Emily Bromberg,
Jerry Klepner, Avis Lavalle, John Monahan, Wendell Primus, Ann Rosewater, Melissa Skolfield,
Rich Tarplin, Kathi Way, “Advocacy Groups Community Statements,” June 15, 1994, Folder:
Advocacy Groups, Box 1, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 2.

241 Vice President Al Gore, “Remarks at the Kennedy School Forum, Boston, MA, December
6, 1993,” Folder: Black Male Employment 1993, Box 5, Subject File, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL,
pp. 3-4
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policies designed to compensate for them, they would have presented a challenge

to the liberal currents’ emphasis on individual rather than governmental or labor

market responsibility for joblessness and economic insecurity.

Balanced against the administration’s interest in solving these problems were

several mitigating factors. First, the administration’s commitment to controlling

the cost of domestic programs in order to honor its deficit reduction plan privi-

leged a short-term training approach for manpower programs. As welfare reform

was turned into a work-based program, short-term training was also the chosen

policy instrument for weaning welfare recipients off of income support. The bud-

get consideration also essentially precluded the inclusion of public jobs programs

in any manpower or welfare reform plan. Though this was at root a budgetary

constraint, accommodating it reinforced the liberal currents’ message that indi-

vidual problems, not labor market inadequacies, caused economic insecurity and

protracted welfare receipt. Another important factor was Clinton’s allegiance to

instituting time-limits for welfare recipients. There were budgetary justifications

for time-limits, but time-limits were also seen by the Clinton administration as

a way of enforcing the individual mandate to work, which had the added bene-

fit of protecting the government from becoming the “employer of last resort” for

work-based welfare recipients. This other side of the scale worked to elide the fact

that short-term training prepared participants for little more than the low-wage

work that the administration had called out as failing to deliver economic security.

Likewise, the problem inherent in the administration’s prescription of low-wage

work as the main alternative to welfare, went unacknowledged.

The manpower and welfare reform policies that the Clinton administration pur-

sued in his first term moved the debate away from the narrow employment policy

agenda that Reagan and Bush had sought, but Clinton’s employment policies also
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had core neoliberal elements. In the end, despite having diagnosed problems in the

low-wage labor market that might have justified a significant change in direction

for employment policy, Clinton backed away from elements that would disrupt

the prerogatives of the private labor market. Following the trend established by

the JTPA and JOBS programs, manpower training for the disadvantaged and

welfare reform were increasingly unified and relied on the private sector rather

than the public sector. In addition, both training and welfare reform proposals

were designed with deference to budgetary and ideological concerns, rather than

based on evaluations of programmatic success and failure. The administration’s

first concrete welfare reform proposals relied on a combination of punitive mea-

sures as well as more positive government supports for the transition to work, and

even the most controversial aspect of that proposal, a public jobs program, was

designed with deference to the liberal currents’ boundary. Under the administra-

tion’s welfare reform proposals, funding for education and training was limited

and training morphed from short-term to the more extreme “work-first” model,

that effectively ignored all of the problems that Clinton had singled out as prob-

lems in the low-wage sector. Further indicating the thinness of his allegiance to

the expanded conception of work-as-citizenship, Clinton acquiesced to Republi-

can proposals to turn AFDC into a block grant, which, in combination with the

time-limits, meant that his welfare reform placed individual responsibility above

governmental responsibility. Alternative manpower and welfare policy proposals

based on longer-term training, public service employment, and unifying AFDC

with Unemployment Insurance were presented both within the administration

and by members of Congress, but the Clinton administration declined to pursue

these proposals.242 All together, this meant that the Clinton administration’s
242 Paul Simon to Bruce Reed, January 28, 1994, Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare
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ability to follow through on its promises to “make work pay” were fundamentally

compromised.

Training for Dislocated Workers and the Disadvantaged

The Clinton administration pursued manpower training policy in its first term

in two separate ways. One was a training bill for dislocated workers, most of

whom were in the middle class. The second was largely within the context of

welfare reform. The fact that Clinton pursued separate policy proposals for these

different groups indicated that he and his administration saw the aims of train-

ing for workers and training for the poor as essentially distinct. These separate

policy paths also presaged the Clinton administration’s weak commitment to the

expanded version of work-as-citizenship imbued in his proposals to dramatically

increase the economic security for the working and non-working poor. While some

of Clinton’s other policies targeting the economically insecure, such as tax credits

and his universal health care proposal, promised to improve things for low-wage

workers, manpower training programs had the potential to provide welfare re-

Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 1; Testimony of Senator David L. Boren on “Creating
Public Service Jobs,” January 27, 1994, Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare Reform
Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-2; Testimony of Thomas Brock, Research Associate,
Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, before the Subcommittee on Employment and
Productivity of the Senate Committee on Labor and Human Resources, January 27, 1994,
Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-7;
Robert B. Reich to the President, “Public Jobs for the Disadvantaged,” November 15, 1993,
Folder: Jobs (Public), Box 16, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-4;
Heather Ross to Bruce Reed, cc: Bo Cutter, Gene Sperling, Paul Dimond, Welfare Reform,
January 24, 1995 Folder: Ideas [1], Box 16, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL,
pp. 1-2; Mark Greenberg, Center for Law and Social Policy, to Andrea Kane, September 10,
1998, Attached: “Reforming the Unemployment Insurance System to Better Meet the Needs
of Low-Income Families,” by Steve Savner and Mark Greenberg, March 1996, Revised Draft,
Folder: Welfare-Unemployment Insurance [1], Box 73, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL,
pp. 1-16; Wayne Vroman, “Effects of Welfare Reform on Unemployment Insurance” in New
Federalism: Issues and Options for States,The Urban Institute, Series A. No. A-22, May 1998,
Folder: Welfare-Unemployment Insurance [2], Box 73, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL,
pp. 1-3.
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cipients and other low-wage workers with a ladder into more stable employment.

But, given limitations in the existing design of training programs directed at the

disadvantaged, this was only a possibility if the basic structure of training under

welfare reform was substantially altered. In order to make training effective for

welfare recipients, it needed to be more fully funded and also to do more than

provide short-term training. Instead, the Clinton administration did little to alter

the existing approach to training for the poor, even as his administration was

actively pursuing increased funding and meaningful skills training for the dislo-

cated worker program. The proposed dislocated worker program changes can be

attributed to the administration’s efforts to court white working-class and middle-

class voters. Yet, the fact that they were not uniformly applied to the working and

non-working poor is significant from an ideological perspective. Such preferential

treatment of workers with more established work histories not only had a number

of policy precedents including the original designs of MDTA and CETA, it fit with

the liberal currents’ partiality for more attached workers.

In 1993 the administration stated its intent to “transform our current unem-

ployment system to a reemployment system,” which would have involved more

than doubling funding for dislocated worker programs, such as the Trade Ad-

justment Assistance program, in order to reduce payouts through Unemployment

Insurance. Though legislation to that effect was proposed in 1993, it was not

immediately passed, and funding for dislocated workers increased only from $1.1

billion in fiscal year 1994 to $1.4 billion in fiscal year 1999.243 In its proposed

“Middle Class Bill of Rights,” the Clinton administration reiterated its argument
243 Bonnie Deane to David Kusnet,“What are the TRAINING INITIATIVES?” May 17, 1993,

Folder: Training Programs, Box 3, David Kusnet Files, WJCL; “Clinton-Gore Administration
Labor Accomplishments,” circa 1998, online by National Archives, http://clinton2.nara.

gov/WH/Accomplishments/ac599.html, accessed November 5, 2015.
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that middle-class workers needed training in different skills in order to compete

in the new economy.244

The Clinton administration continued to pursue a bill that would overhaul

the federal workforce system, which it called a “G.I. Bill for American Workers.”

This nickname signaled the administration’s recognition that the target popula-

tion, like veterans, had already fulfilled their civic obligations by working, and

therefore deserved government assistance. The president’s bill would introduce

national performance standards and, in a nod to market solutions, provide par-

ticipants with “Skill Grants” that let them directly purchase training. As the

workforce bill made its way through Congress, it inspired alternative bills such as

one from Republican Senator Robert Dole (Kansas) that combined welfare and

workforce programs into one bill. The administration saw Dole’s bill as an effort to

“ ‘block and cut’ ” federal programs which would compromise their their workforce

priorities. According to administration strategy documents, Dole “believes that he

needs additional money to credibly finance welfare reform,” which threatened the

administration’s “education and training commitments for working families.”245

In order to preserve the core tenets of their workforce program, the administra-

tion sought to separate it from welfare reform. Advisors on Clinton’s domestic

policy team argued that if the workforce and welfare reform bills remained linked

it would “sharply [reduce] the time and opportunity to improve the workforce bill”

and make it more difficult to ensure that the workforce funding was directed at
244 Gene Sperling to White House Staff, “Select Briefing Papers,” May 8, 1995, Folder: Eco-

nomic Conference of the President + Vice President-Briefing Papers on Select Administration
Policies [1], Box 11, Robert Boorstin Files, WJCL, p. 1-17; “Middle Class ‘Bill of Rights’ Draft,”
Folder: Middle-Class ‘Bill of Rights’ - Book Draft, 12/31/94 [1], Robert Boorstin Files, WJCL,
p. 47.

245 Paul Diamond, “Draft: Possible Telephone Calls to Senators Kennedy and Breaux,” August
7, 1995, Folder: Job Training [2], Box 16, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp.
1-2.
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dislocated workers rather than welfare recipients.246

This conception of distinct training goals for the middle-class and the poor was

not universally embraced within Clinton’s administration. Robert Reich, Clinton’s

Secretary of Labor, argued that the best way to combat income inequality was

to “train people for the new types of jobs available” and thereby expand paths

into the middle-class for workers and welfare recipients alike.247 However, Reich’s

vision was based on changing the existing approach to training the non-working

poor, and this would have required significant funding outlays that Clinton was

not necessarily prepared to make.

There was a close connection between the other two existing manpower training

programs, the Job Training Partnership Act and the Job Opportunities and Basic

Skills. Both were directed at the disadvantaged and designed to forestall non-

work based income transfers. The JOBS program, created by the 1988 FSA, was

administered by States but it was designed to fit under the neoliberal training

framework established by the JTPA. The two training programs shared a number

of limitations. They were chronically underfunded and, partly as a result of that

inadequate funding, largely followed a short-term training approach that prepared

participants for little more than low-wage, entry level jobs.248 As the Clinton

administration was planning its approach to training and welfare reform, there

was abundant data outlining the deficiencies in the existing manpower training
246 Ken Apfel and Barry White (OMB) to Bruce Reed, Paul Dimond, Tim Barnicle, Geri

Palast, Ricki Takai for Mike Smith, Fax, August 10, 1995, covering: Alice Rivlin, Laura Tyson,
Carol Rasco, Richard Riely, Robert Reich to the President, “Draft: Workforce Development
Legislation in Welfare Reform,” August 10, 1995, Folder: Job Training [2], Box 16, Welfare
Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 2.

247 Remarks prepared for U.S. Secretary of Labor Robert B. Reich, National Press Club,
Washington, DC, January 5, 1995, “The Choice Ahead, DRAFT, 1/4/95 12:30pm,” Folder:
1/95 Jobs, Wages, & Economic Growth, Box 4, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL, pp. 4-5.

248 On the JTPA, see: Lafer, The Job Training Charade, pp. 94-97, 104, 111-112; On JOBS,
see: King, Actively Seeking Work?, pp. 193-196; Patterson, America’s Struggle against Poverty
in the Twentieth Century, pp. 223-224.
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programs. Yet, negative findings about the JTPA and JOBS had a minimal impact

on either the funding level for the programs, or the administration’s proposals to

use work-experience and short-term training as the core of its work-based welfare

reform.

This failure to incorporate lessons learned from the programs can be related to

both budgetary and ideological constraints. Alternatives, like longer-term train-

ing and public jobs programs, though ostensibly compatible with the economic

and employment policy agenda that Clinton had campaigned on, not only cost

more, they would have challenged the liberal currents’ aversion to such extensive

labor market interventions. Clinton had outlined his intent to invest in Amer-

ica’s workers, but, like his early investment program, this was secondary to his

goal of balancing the budget. Moreover, his unwillingness to consider more costly

but potentially much more effective measures indicated that his sympathy likely

lay closer to the moderate social conservative version of work-as-citizenship, than

the expanded one he had referred to in his campaign.249 So, though there was

evidence that the JTPA and JOBS were serving only a tiny proportion of those

eligible for services because of their limited funding, it is not entirely surprising

that there was no increase in funding for the programs in Clinton’s first budget.

In fact, funding for the JTPA continued to decline after Clinton took office, while

many States simply did not use all available federal matching funds for JOBS

because of their own budget shortfalls.250

249 “Putting People First: A National Economic Strategy for America,” circa 1992, Folder:
Economic Plan/Small-6/24/92-6:22pm [0424], Box 11, Robert Boorstin Files, WJCL; William
J. Clinton, “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on Administration Goals,” February
17, 1993, online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project,
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=47232&st=&st1=, accessed November
3, 2015; Leon E. Panetta, Director OMB to the Heads of Agencies, “Planning for the President’s
FY 1995 Budget,” Folder: OMB [Office of Management and Budget] (1), Box 3, IIra Magaziner
Files, WJCL.

250 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, p. 95; Peck, Welfare States, p. 97; Patterson, America’s
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Funding and low participation rates were not the only issues facing the existing

training programs. They were also not very effective at achieving their stated goals

for those who did participate. The Clinton administration knew in 1993 that the

JTPA was not greatly improving the job or wage prospects of its participants.251

It was also riddled with problems like creaming and fraud at both the State level

as well as amongst the private sector partners operating On-the-Job Training

programs. In the late 1980s, nearly a third of the JTPA’s most disadvantaged

participants were routinely provided with “job search assistance and no other form

of training or education,” and the situation had changed little by 1993. Perhaps

most damning, though, was the fact that even when participation in the JTPA

led to a job, that job did not provide a pathway out of poverty.252

The situation with the work-based welfare programs was comparable and there

is clear evidence that Clinton and his domestic policy advisors were aware of exist-

ing shortcomings. The JOBS program had proved unable to improve job prospects

for many on the welfare rolls. Its low funding level, combined with federally set

participation rates, translated into limited training time for participants, and

limits on key work-transition services like child-care. In many areas the JOBS

program focused more on job search than education and training activities.253 A

1993 administration report on the relationship between training programs and

welfare caseload reduction provided dismal conclusions about the programs’ effi-

cacy. The report listed “labor market conditions” and “resource constraints” as

Struggle against Poverty in the Twentieth Century, pp. 223-225.
251 DOL Briefing for the White House Welfare Reform Task Force, “Summary of JTPA Pro-

grams Serving AFDC Customers,” July 7, 1993, Folder: Job Training (2), Box 16, Bruce Reed,
WJCL.

252 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, pp. 96-99, 102-103, 110, emphasis in original.
253 New York Times Editorial Desk, “Welfare Reform in the Making,” December 13, 1993,

Lexis-Nexis Search 10/4/2000, Folder: Welfare Reform Team Documents [2], David Sewell Files,
WJCL, p. 1; King, Actively Seeking Work?, pp. 174, 195-196.
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key factors limiting the success of education and training programs that were de-

signed to reduce welfare rolls and increase income security. It also praised CETA’s

early PSE program as having had a positive impact on low-income women. The

unavoidable conclusion, though, was that “even the best interventions...produce

small gains, meaning they have not generally been able to move individuals, chil-

dren and families out of poverty and permanently off of welfare.”254 Findings

presented to Congress by the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation

(MDRC) in early 1994 also indicated that Unpaid Work Experience, or “working

for welfare benefits” was not an “effective means of increasing earnings or reducing

welfare payments,” nor did it generally provide participants with useful occupa-

tional skills.255 This assessment correlates with the evidence gathered about work-

experience programs’ shortcomings during the Reagan administration. Without

long-term training and actual job prospects, the training and work-experience

under the work-based welfare framework did little to promote work beyond par-

ticipating in the program itself.

In addition, though there was evidence that job search assistance could be

cost effective for dislocated workers because it brought down Unemployment In-

surance payments,256 the MDRC indicated that job search should not be applied

in the same way to long-term welfare recipients. Welfare recipients often had less

relevant work experience than displaced workers and faced significant obstacles to
254 “Evidence from Employment, Education and Training Programs: Background Relevant to

Welfare Reform,” September 30, 1993, Folder: Issue Group Papers, Box 16, Welfare Reform
Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 2-12.

255 Testimony of Thomas Brock, Research Associate, Manpower Demonstration Research Cor-
poration, before the Subcommittee on Employment and Productivity of the Senate Committee
on Labor and Human Resources, January 27, 1994, Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare
Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 2-3.

256 “Re-Employment Programs for Dislocated Workers: What Works and What Doesn’t,”
Folder: 2/94 Building A Re-Employment System-President’s Briefing Book [1], Box 4, Jonathan
Prince Files, WJCL.
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employment including the costs of child care and transportation. The MDRC rep-

resentative suggested that if several key elements were changed, including moving

job search to follow rather than precede occupational skills development, Unpaid

Work Experience might be more effective. However, that still left an important

underlying issue: cost. Even though Unpaid Work Experience paid no wages, it

still constituted a cost per participant of $1,100-7,000. Finding funding adequate

to employing more than the “small fraction of the welfare caseload” that states

had managed under the FSA would present a challenge.257

Based on information available to the Clinton administration it was clear that

both the JTPA and the State level welfare demonstration projects were failing in

their programmatic missions. However, weighing in on the side of continuing and

even expanding these flawed programs was the fact that short-term training and

work-experience programs limited overall costs and also precluded a situation in

which the labor market’s ability to create sufficient jobs was directly questioned

by government policy. So, notwithstanding substantial evidence that brought

into question the fundamental components in the JTPA and JOBS, the Clinton

administration’s welfare reform proposals incorporated these as the foundation of

its work preparation approach for welfare recipients. In conjunction with other

welfare reform policy decisions, this meant that Clinton’s approach to manpower

and welfare reform policies avoided a confrontation with the liberal currents’ outer

boundary, particularly the prohibition on a government work guarantee.
257 Testimony of Thomas Brock, Research Associate, Manpower Demonstration Research Cor-

poration, before the Subcommittee on Employment and Productivity of the Senate Committee
on Labor and Human Resources, January 27, 1994, Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare
Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-7.
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Clinton’s Early Welfare Reform Planning

There was a general consensus by the early 1990s that welfare reform should em-

phasize work effort amongst welfare recipients, but there was not full agreement

about how to do that.258 At the core of the Clinton-era welfare reform debate

were two conflicting perspectives about what caused families to stay on welfare

long-term. One faction, which drew on arguments made by moderate social con-

servatives as well as the more expansive version of work-as-citizenship in Clinton’s

campaign platform, contended that the poor on welfare were not wholly to blame

for their “dependence” on the government. Instead, their situation was a function

of the proliferation of insecure, low-wage jobs, and perverse incentives built into

the welfare program itself. If given reasonable opportunities to enter the workforce

through appropriate training and work experience programs, tax incentives that

rewarded work, and access to health-care, the welfare population would wean itself

from the government aid. The other faction, which more closely resembled the

stringent perspective espoused by strict social conservatives, also decried perverse

incentives in the welfare system. However, this faction otherwise held welfare

recipients responsible for their situation. According to this harsher view, wel-

fare recipients would not leave welfare unless forced to do so through time-limits

and sanctions. There were advocates of each faction both in Congress and within

Clinton’s administration, and evidence suggests that Clinton’s allegiance lay some-

where in the middle. From the start, Clinton’s welfare reform plan put time-limits

on income support and provided sanctions for those that refused to participate in

the work preparation programs, indicating that Clinton was willing to embrace

punitive measures in order to ensure that individuals took responsibility for tran-
258 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 7-8; Peck, Workfare States, pp. 9-15; Patterson, Amer-

ica’s Struggle against Poverty in the Twentieth Century, pp. 169-171, 225, 230-231.
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sitioning to work. However, his earliest reform proposals also acknowledged both

labor market and governmental responsibility for the availability of jobs.

While campaigning for the presidency, Clinton characterized the transition to

a work-based form of welfare as a boon to welfare recipients. He argued that those

“stuck” on welfare were the ones who hated it the most. Clinton also obliquely

referred to the fact that there had been a steady decline in welfare’s value with

statements about welfare recipients not being able to support their children on

the current benefits. However, Clinton’s main point was that welfare recipients

“believe that life is a dead end” because the existing program made it impossible

for them to change their circumstances and enter the working world.259 As his

initial welfare reform plan took shape, Clinton made it clear that increasing welfare

recipients’ “independence,” and access to opportunity would ideally come through

their association with the private working sphere. Characterizing their goal as a

“Transitional Time-Limited Welfare and Work,” Clinton’s domestic policy advisors

outlined both time-limits and work requirements in order to “[replace] the current

system with one that enables and requires people who can work to go to work.”260

At the same time, the administration implicitly acknowledged that there were

some limitations to what the private labor market could be expected to provide.

It is important to note that at this point Clinton’s team did not know that the

economy would improve dramatically within a few years. Clinton’s welfare re-

form team advocated increasing funding for child-care for welfare recipients tran-

sitioning to work, dramatically expanding the JOBS program, increasing access
259 U.S. Newswire, Inc., “Remarks of Governor Bill Clinton at the Clayton County Office of

Family and Children’s Services in Jonesboro, GA, on Wednesday, September, 9,” September 11,
1992, Folder: Welfare Reform Team Documents, David Sewell Files, WJCL, pp. 2-5.

260 Bruce Reed, Kathi Way, Mary Jo Bane and David Ellwood through Carol Rasco to the
President, Preliminary Issues for Welfare Reform, June 16, 1993, Folder: Welfare Reform Meet-
ing 6/18/93 3:30pm, Box 42, Meetings, Trips and Events Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL, p.
2.
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to education and training, and creating a government jobs program.261 In other

words, through income support, training programs, and a public jobs program,

the government would serve as a backstop to the private labor market. Robert

E. Friedman, Chairman of the Corporation for Enterprise Development (CED)

testified before the administration’s Working Group on Welfare Reform, Family

Support and Independence in October of 1993 that a substantial investment in

education and training for welfare recipients would be needed to prepare them for

the jobs outside the low-wage sector that “[offered] incomes and benefits capable

of sustaining a family above the poverty level.” That was essential, Friedman went

on to say, because people escape poverty through wealth and “asset accumulation,”

not just increases in income.262

However, Clinton’s dedication to balancing the budget was a key constraint on

such measures. In 1993 and 1994, even before presenting its first welfare reform

bill to Congress, the Clinton administration had decided welfare reform needed

to be a budget-neutral or even revenue saving program. Once the administration

was committed to a deficit neutral reform, any additional funding under welfare

reform would have to be offset by reducing funding for other programs. Though

this could have entailed cuts to defense spending, Clinton’s welfare team indi-

cated that they expected the cuts to be to social welfare programs. In the long

run, this put in jeopardy the most supportive features of welfare reform that the
261 Bruce Reed, Kathi Way, Mary Jo Bane and David Ellwood through Carol Rasco to the

President, Preliminary Issues for Welfare Reform, June 16, 1993, Folder: Welfare Reform Meet-
ing 6/18/93 3:30pm, Box 42, Meetings, Trips and Events Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL;
“Transitional Support Draft Paper, For Discussion Only, Basic Principles and Features of a
Transitional Support System,” October 1, 1993, Folder: Issue Group Papers, Box 16, Welfare
Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-4.

262 Robert E. Friedman, Chairman of the Corporation for Enterprise Development, Testimony
before the Working Group on Welfare Reform, Family Support and Independence,” Sacramento,
California, October 8, 1993, Folder: Antipoverty, Box 2, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed
Files, WJCL, p. 5.
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administration was interested in, because subsidizing child-care, expanding edu-

cation and training programs, and instituting a community work program would

all constitute significant cost increases.263 Though the WRA included $10 billion

in new funds for work-transition programs spread out over a number of years,

the administration expected most of the job creation needed to employ welfare

recipients to come from the private sector, and to comprise entry-level jobs.264 In

the administration’s first welfare reform proposal, the 1994 Work and Responsi-

bility Act (WRA), the focus was on getting welfare recipients into private sector

work “as quickly as possible.” The more expensive and labor market intrusive

goal of expanding pathways out of the low-wage labor market that Friedman had

advocated was not explicitly part of that proposal.265 Thus, Clinton’s steadfast

commitment to reducing the deficit helped smooth the relationship between his

welfare reform proposals and the liberal currents’ boundary condition.

A fundamental issue facing the Clinton administration was the perennial prob-

lem that work-based welfare reform, even following the existing pattern of work-

experience and short-term training, cost more than simple income transfers. Yet,

Clinton’s advisors indicated that in the popular conception, work was preferable

to welfare not only because it required the non-working poor to perform their civic

duty, but also because it would save money.266 The Clinton administration was
263 “Draft Memo to the President,” November 21, 1993, Box 21, Memos to the President,

Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL; “Draft: Parental Responsibility,” January 18,
1994, Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files,
WJCL.

264 HHS Memo through Bruce Reed to the President, “Draft: Welfare Reform Cost Packages,”
April 12, 1994, Folder: Plan (April 1994), Box 27, Domestic Policy Council, Bruce Reed, and
Welfare Reform Series, WJCL, p. 8-10; “Highlights of our Welfare Reform Plan,” undated circa
May 1994, Folder: 5/30/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 7,
13.

265 ‘Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Detailed Summary,” Undated, circa 1994, Folder:
Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Box 2, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL.

266 “Most people, including many in Congress, expect welfare reform to cost less than the
current system. They may buy the idea that some upfront investments are needed to prepare
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aware that the public expected welfare reform to save money, and the president’s

Fiscal Year 1995 budget priorities reinforced the mandate that entitlement reform

not require additional funding.267 In order to keep costs down, punitive measures

would have to accompany supportive work-transition measures.

Rather than amending the existing welfare training paradigm, under the WRA,

an expanded JOBS program would provide education, training and job placement

services based on “an employability plan designed to move persons from welfare

to work as rapidly as possible.” Only in “a very limited number of cases,” or “in

unusual circumstances” could States use their discretion to extend the time limit

for “completion of an eduction or training program.” Education and training could

easily be interrupted since “program participants will be required to accept any

offer of unsubsidized job, provided the job meets certain health and safety stan-

dards and does not make the family financially worse off.”268 Reading between

the lines, under the WRA, training for welfare recipients, which followed an initial

mandatory job search, would continue in the model of short-term training to get

them job-ready for existing low-wage jobs in the private sector. An administra-

tion discussion memo on turning welfare into a “Transitional Support System”

even explicitly stated that getting welfare recipients into “jobs that pay enough

so that they do not need any further public assistance,” though ideal, was not

feasible. Though policy planners “might hope that all individuals could achieve

high-wage, high benefit jobs...it does not seem realistic based on the research

people for work and to provide them with an initial job-opportunity but they are not likely to
support a program that entails a costly government-sponsored jobs program that has all the
earmarks of a new, permanent entitlement” (Leon Panetta to the President, “Draft,” undated,
Folder: 5/17/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 1).

267 Paul Leonard, Robert Greenstein, “Life Under the Spending Caps: The Clinton Fiscal Year
1995 Budget,” April 1994, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Washington, D.C., Folder:
FY 1995 Budget Message, Box 1, Robert Boorstin Files, WJCL, p. 3.

268 “Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Detailed Summary,” Undated, circa 1994, Folder:
Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Box 2, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL, pp. 1-3, 10, 12, 21.
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generally to expect such results from participation in education and training.”

Instead, the recommendation was to have time-limits drive State objectives re-

garding job quality. In any case, the Bureau of Labor Statistics projected the

most growth in low-wage occupations, making that sector an ideal target.269 To

be fair, the administration expected that the combined value of the 1993 EITC

and Food Stamps increase would make the effective income of full time minimum

wage jobs higher than existing welfare levels.270 The fact that many minimum

wage jobs were not full time or available year round was not addressed.

Yet, the WRA threatened to contravene the liberal currents boundary con-

dition in one important way. It contained a subsidized employment program,

“WORK” that some in Clinton’s administration worried constituted a “work guar-

antee,” even though it was specifically designed to provide sub-minimum-wage

jobs.271 In case the private sector failed to provide enough jobs for welfare recipi-

ents, the WRA included a provision for community service jobs and government

subsidized work positions in the private sector. That way all “good faith” partici-

pants could have “the opportunity to support their families through paid work.”272

To offset the fact that this program would at least partially undermine the man-

date that individuals find private sector work, these jobs were specifically designed

to be less attractive than private sector jobs. WORK participants would only re-
269 “Transitional Support Draft Paper, For Discussion Only, Basic Principles and Features of

a Transitional Support System,” October 1, 1993, Folder: Issue Group Papers, Box 16, Welfare
Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 14-15.

270 “Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Detailed Summary,” Undated, circa 1994, Folder:
Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Box 2, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL, pp. 1-3, 10, 12, 21.

271 Carol Rasco, Bruce Reed, Cathi Way to the President, “Welfare Reform Remaining Issues,”
May 17, 1994, Folder: 5/17/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL; Leon
Panetta to the President, Draft, undated circa 1994, Folder: 5/17/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform
Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL.

272 “Welfare Reform Working Group Business Community Meetings Background Materials,”
January 24, 1994, Folder: Business Outreach, Box 3, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files,
WJCL, p. 3; “Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Detailed Summary,” Undated, circa 1994,
Folder: Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Box 2, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL, pp. 12, 19.
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ceive payment for hours worked which were limited to 15-35 hours a week. In

addition, the positions were not eligible for EITC so they effectively paid workers

40% less than private sector jobs, and would therefore be less desirable than an

unsubsidized job.273 Though any public jobs program challenged the liberal cur-

rents’ outer boundary, it is important to recognized that the WORK program was

hardly representative of the expansive version of work-as-citizenship that Clin-

ton had earlier espoused. With their low-wages, restricted work hours, numerous

other requirements about job search and length of time in a particular position,

and without the reinforcement of the EITC wage boost, WORK positions could

not convey many of the positive benefits that welfare recipients were supposed to

derive from getting a pay check rather than a welfare check. Furthermore, the

WRA could serve as a welfare deterrent akin to those advocated by the Reagan

administration. Failure to comply with any of the WRA’s requirements disqual-

ified participants from continuing to receive benefits. Signaling some underlying

affinity with Reagan, the Clinton plan, even at its most generous, relied as much

on sanctions as on positive inducements to establish a work-based alternative to

welfare.

Even so, many within the Clinton administration, as well as numerous State

Governors, were concerned that the WRA’s job program, WORK, could turn into

a “guaranteed job for life.” Bruce Reed, the Director of Clinton’s Domestic Policy

Council, Carol Rasco, a Domestic Policy Council member, and Leon Panetta, the

Director of the Office of Management and Budget (and later Clinton’s Chief of

Staff), argued that a time-limit for the public jobs program was essential. A time

limit would prevent welfare recipients from bypassing the private labor market,
273 Donna E. Shalala to the President, “Time-Limiting the WORK Program,” May 20, 1994,

Folder: 5/17/94, Box 31, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 1.
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and as long as the time-limit was constructed to outlast a downturn in the busi-

ness cycle, it would not create undue opportunities for States to terminate welfare

benefits prematurely. Panetta, in particular, stressed that without a time-limit,

the WORK program would function as “costly entitlement” that “[undermined]

the normal disciplines of work.”274 Clinton’s Secretary of Health and Human Ser-

vices (HHS), Donna Shalala, argued against a time-limit for the WORK program,

since she feared it would punish participants who adhered to all the program

requirements but were still unable to find a private-sector job, through no fault

of their own. Championing the expanded interpretation of work-as-citizenship,

Shalala asserted that “for those citizens who do everything we ask, if they try to

find a private job and fail, then we have an obligation to help–not with welfare

beyond two years, but with a work opportunity.”275 However, those advocating

time-limits won out with the president, reaffirming his acceptance of the moderate

social conservative conception of work-as-citizenship.

In addition, the WRA sought to limit the government’s need to intervene in the

labor market by phasing in implementation of the work requirements. That way

it would be possible to avoid a situation in which the government had to rapidly

facilitate the creation of, or itself directly provide, jobs for an anticipated three

million welfare recipients who had already been on welfare for two years. Not only

would the size of such a job program create problems with administrative capacity

and cost, it would invite unwelcome comparisons with previous public service jobs

programs including CETA and the New Deal’s Works Progress Administration.276

274 Carol Rasco, Bruce Reed, Cathi Way to the President, “Welfare Reform Remaining Issues,”
May 17, 1994, Folder: 5/17/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p.
1; Leon Panetta to the President, “Draft,” undated, Folder: 5/17/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform
Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 1.

275 Donna Shalala to the President, “Time-Limiting the WORK Program,” May 20, 1994,
Folder: 5/17/94, Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-3.

276 Bruce Reed, Kathi Way, Mary Jo Bane and David Ellwood through Carol Rasco to the
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Balancing Work Requirements and Government Responsibility

The WRA stalled in Congress in 1994, and then in the midterm election later that

year, Republicans gained a majority in both houses of Congress. This altered the

political calculations relevant to the Clinton administration’s welfare reform plans,

since many Republicans favored a welfare reform approach that more closely re-

sembled Reagan’s punitive model.277 Reaching a compromise with the Republi-

cans would require the Clinton administration to retreat further from its expanded

agenda for promoting economically stable work for welfare recipients. In 1995 the

administration made several key concessions, including dialing back public jobs

provision, turning AFDC into a block grant and embracing a “work-first” model

for training. Two things indicate that these concessions were not purely political

decisions. First, prior to the partisan realignment in Congress, the Clinton ad-

ministration had already embraced reform measures, like time-limits, that showed

affinity with the social conservative interpretation of work-as-citizenship rather

than its more expansive version. Even with the WORK program, the adminis-

tration had declined to fully challenge the basis of the aversion to a public jobs

program, instead designing the program to limit any competition with jobs in the

private labor market. Therefore, these additional components did not constitute

a real shift in direction for the administration, because Clinton had already es-

tablished a clear social conservative framework within his welfare reform package.

Second, when Clinton decided to sign the welfare reform package in 1996, polling

President, “Preliminary Issues for Welfare Reform,” June 16, 1993, Folder: Welfare Reform
Meeting 6/18/93 3:30pm, Box 42, Carol Rasco Meetings, Trips and Events Series, WJCL, p. 3;
“Welfare Reform Working Group Business Community Meetings Background Materials,” Jan-
uary 24, 1994, Folder: Business Outreach, Box 3, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files,
WJCL, p. 6.

277 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 192-194; “Comparison of Administration’s Work and Re-
sponsibility Act and House Republican’s Personal Responsibility Act,” Folder: POTUS Welfare
Briefings 26 Jan. 1995 2-2:30, Box 126, Carol Rasco, Issue Papers Series, WJCL.
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data suggested that he would win the presidential election, regardless of the out-

come of welfare reform.278 Since Clinton could have held out for a reform package

that included measures that more directly promoted welfare recipients’ economic

security without necessarily damaging his re-election hopes – and many in his

Cabinet urged him to do just that279 – it follows that his decision reflected his

acceptance of the social conservative approach to reform over the more expansive

version he had earlier proposed.

In early 1995 the administration focused on showing the new Republican led

Congress how its reform proposal created a much stronger work mandate for

welfare recipients than previous reform efforts, and a key part of that was get-

ting welfare recipients into existing jobs quickly. Testifying before the House of

Representatives’ Committee on Ways and Means in January 1995, HHS Secre-

tary Shalala noted that the 1988 FSA had exempted half of the welfare caseload

from work transition activities, and promised that Clinton’s reform contained a

stiffer work requirement coupled with a clear time-limit. It is worth noting that

those exempted from work programs under the FSA included women with chil-

dren under age 3, mothers under age 16, and women in the second and third

trimester of pregnancy. According to Shalala, the new plan would not be so gen-

erous. Through “upfront job search, education, and training” Shalala argued that

the Clinton plan would rapidly move the able bodied from the welfare rolls into

available jobs. Any who refused to work would have their benefits cut.280 Mary

Jo Bane, the Assistant Secretary for Children and Families at the Department
278 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 204.
279 Peter Edelman, “The Worst Thing Bill Clinton Has Done,” The Atlantic (March 1997),

online by The Atlantic Monthly Group, http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/

1997/03/the-worst-thing-bill-clinton-has-done/376797/, accessed November 7, 2015.
280 Donna E. Shalala, Secretary of Health and Human Services, Testimony before Committee

on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, January 10, 1995, Folder: Welfare Reform
Briefing, January 19, 1995, Box 132, Issues Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL, pp. 8-9.
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of Health and Human Services, reiterated Shalala’s position and summarized the

administration’s perspective this way: “We believe the current system undermines

work and responsibility in far too many ways. It is not nearly tough enough about

insisting that recipients who are able to work do so or prepare themselves to go to

work quickly’.’ 281 Underlying this testimony was the influence of the “work-first”

approach, which argued that immediate job placement in any available job, rather

than education or training, should be the basis of welfare reform’s work transi-

tion activities. This was a fairly classic neoliberal strategy: the market, not the

government, was the best arbiter of job skills and the discipline needed to survive

in the world of work.

As articulated by the Democratic Leadership Committee (DLC) – which since

the mid-1980s had been advocating that the Democratic party should move to

the right politically and embrace pro-market and social conservative positions –

work-first cited past training programs’ low job placement rates as evidence, not

of inadequate funding or problems in the labor market, but rather that education

and training were a doomed effort.282 The work-first proposal criticized the FSA,

and the JOBS program in particular, for not increasing participants’ earnings

enough to “move single parents off welfare so they can support themselves with

their own earnings.” But the conclusion was that forcing work without even any

training at all was likely to be more effective.283 This made sense only if the
281 Mary Jo Bane, Assistant Secretary for Children and Families, HHS, Testimony before Com-

mittee on Ways and Means, Subcommittee on Human Resources, U.S. House of Representatives,
January 13, 1995, Folder: Welfare Reform Briefing January 19, 1995, Box 132, Issues Series,
Carol Rasco Files, WJCL, p. 1.

282 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 166-171, 207; Suzanne Mettler, The Submerged State:
How Invisible Government Policies Undermine American Democracy (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2011), p. 19.

283 Lyn Hogan, Democratic Leadership Council, “Blueprint for Change: Work First, A Progres-
sive Strategy to Replace Welfare with a Competitive Employment System,” May 1996, Folder:
Welfare, Box 6, Don Baer Files, WJCL, pp. 3-6; Paul Diamond and Lyn Hogan to the Pres-
ident, “Draft, Subject: DLC Work-First Plan and Welfare Reform,” October 24, 1996, Folder:
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welfare recipients were reluctant to work, not if the problem lay with the available

work and wages.

The DLC’s support for work-first demonstrated that members of both polit-

ical parties increasingly endorsed a fundamentally social conservative approach

to employment policy. The work-first argument shared a common framework

with what strict social conservatives like Lawrence Mead and Michael Novak had

proposed. Such social conservatives’ perspective on requiring work from welfare

recipients had helped shape welfare reform efforts in the 1980s.284 In testimony

before Congress in 1995, Mead asserted that education and training gave wel-

fare recipients unrealistic expectations about what kinds of jobs awaited them

and, therefore, prejudiced them against the entry-level jobs that the labor market

could offer them.285

Making the situation even more complicated, some of the work-first contin-

gent’s criticisms of the FSA’s JOBS program had merit. For example, the DLC’s

claim that the “incentive system for states and recipients set up by JOBS in-

evitably made participation in education and training programs the end in itself,

rather than a transition to work” was well founded.286 It is important to remem-

ber that the JOBS program was not supposed to supplant existing education and

training system, but to connect welfare recipients with those programs. So the

merits and limitations of programs such as the JTPA, which primarily offered

Welfare-Work-Labor Market Issues, Box 76, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p. 1;
“Work First: A Proposal to Replace Welfare with an Employment System, by Will Marshall,
Ed Kilgore, and Lyn A. Hogan,” March 2, 1995, Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21,
Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL.

284 Mead, Beyond Entitlement, pp. 49-51; Novak, The New Consensus on Family and Welfare,
p. 88; Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 132; Shaw, Goldrick-Rab, Mazzeo, and Jacobs, Putting
Poor People to Work, p. 26.

285 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 207.
286 Lyn Hogan, “Blueprint for Change: Work First, a Progressive Strategy to Replace Welfare

With a Competitive Employment System,” May 1996, Democratic Leadership Council, Folder:
Welfare, Box 6, Don Baer Files, WJCL, pp. 1, 10; King, Actively Seeking Work?, pp. 174, 187.
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short-term training, in turn applied to JOBS. Even with that a given, though,

there was just as much reason to more closely examine and critique the training

programs’ structure, since design and quality of instruction varied greatly from

State to State.287 Moreover, implementation was affected by existing labor market

constraints, such as the limited supply of stable jobs paying decent wages. So,

denigrating training for welfare recipients absolutely as the DLC and other social

conservatives increasingly did, reflected a strong pro-market bias, rather than an

impartial assessment of the human-capital building strategy.288 This prefigured

the Center for Law and Social Policy’s 1998 argument that education and training

programs as a path to employment were generally held to a higher standard than

other methods, including market-driven ones, that were equally unproven, or even

proven to be ineffective.289

The social conservative conception of work-as-citizenship that work-first em-

bodied had long enjoyed support within the administration. In 1993, Clinton’s

welfare reform planners had acknowledged that unlike other workers, welfare re-

cipients undergoing training were bypassing the discipline of the labor market

and, therefore, were not necessarily fulfilling their civic responsibility to work. An

early welfare planning memo argued that “the public is probably not interested in

letting welfare recipients hold out for ‘good’ jobs when the non-welfare working

poor do not have that choice.”290 Though the WRA had diluted the work-first’s

neoliberal thrust by including the WORK program, by 1995 that program had
287 Shaw, Goldrick-Rab, Mazzeo, and Jacobs, Putting Poor People to Work, pp. 33-34.
288 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 208; Shaw, Goldrick-Rab, Mazzeo, and Jacobs, Putting

Poor People to Work, pp. 35-36.
289 Center for Law and Social Policy, “Responses to Frequently Asked Questions About the

Impact of the Cap on Education and Training in Welfare Reform,” July 1998, Folder: Education
and Training, Box 9, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 3.

290 “Transitional Support Draft Paper, For Discussion Only, Basic Principles and Features of
a Transitional Support System,” October 1, 1993, Folder: Issue Group Papers, Box 16, Welfare
Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 15.
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dropped out of the administration’s reform agenda. As Republicans put forward

alternative reform bills, Clinton’s administration signaled to Congress that though

the administration wanted to ensure that welfare reform included “resources and

incentives for states to put people to work, protections for economic downturn

and population growth, [and] requirements or incentives for state maintenance of

effort,” none of those constituted “a deal-breaker.”291

In 1995, Clinton also agreed to turn welfare into a block grant to States.292

This was a significant change, with deep and lasting implications for the future of

welfare. It heralded the end of welfare as a federal entitlement that could auto-

matically draw on greater funding during an economic downturn. As such, block

granting raised objections from the same group within the Clinton administration

that had earlier objected to time-limits for the WORK program. If welfare became

a block grant, States would have greater autonomy, including more discretion in

designing and funding education and training for transitioning welfare recipients.

Internally, HHS Secretary Donna Shalala expressed concern about this. She ar-

gued that a welfare block grant would preclude welfare reform that was “in keeping

with the nation’s values” and contended that “both states and low income families

could be far more vulnerable as a result of such a plan.” As ominous precedent

Shalala cited numerous States’ decisions not to use all the federal matching funds

provided under the FSA for the JOBS program when their State budgets were

tight.293 However, Clinton was persuaded that block granting the program was
291 Bruce Reed, Rahm Emanuel to the President, Welfare Reform Update, May 26, 1995,

Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL,
pp. 1-3; HHS Secretary, Donna E. Shalala to the Honorable Bob Packwood, May 24, 1995,
Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL.

292 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 199-200, 202-203.
293 Donna E. Shalala, HHS Secretary, to the President, January 19, 1995, “Subject: Block

Granting Income Security Programs,” Folder: Welfare Reform Briefing January 19, 1995 [1],
Box 132, Issues Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL, pp. 4, 6.
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an acceptable price to pay to get Republicans to back the, by now largely social

conservative, work incentives in his welfare reform package. Two of Clinton’s key

political and policy advisors, Bruce Reed and Rahm Emanuel (Assistant to the

President and Senior Advisor), argued that block granting welfare was no obsta-

cle to the president’s top priority, “getting a bill that is centered around work.”

Reed and Emanuel also asserted that the administration could still “insist on a

reform bill that gives states the resources and the requirements to move people

from welfare to work,” even if the entitlement to welfare disappeared.294 In their

successful framing of block grants as compatible with Clinton’s reform goals, Reed

and Emanuel drew on the social conservative conception of work-as-citizenship,

which allowed for government support, but emphasized individuals’ responsibility

for obtaining work.

There were important ideological implications to Clinton’s decision to end wel-

fare’s individual entitlement by turning the program into a block grant to states.

In a very basic way, work requirements for welfare recipients that did not follow fis-

cal conservatives’ purely punitive approach put welfare reform in conflict with the

liberal currents’ boundary, as long as an individual entitlement remained. While

welfare was primarily a non-work-based income transfer, the individual entitle-

ment did not necessitate much attention to labor market flaws or any direct labor

market intervention. Once welfare was re-conceptualized as a work-based pro-

gram, though, it would potentially be harder to avoid labor market inadequacies

if the welfare population retained an entitlement to government assistance. That

assistance might be indefinite support for education and training, or it might be
294 Rahm Emauel, Bruce Reed to the President, Welfare Reform Strategy, March 30, 1995,

Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL,
p. 2; Bruce Reed, Rahm Emanuel to the President, “Welfare Reform Update,” May 26, 1995,
Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL,
pp. 3-4; Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 199-200, 202-203.
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a public service job if the labor market failed to provide enough jobs for workfare

participants. In other words, the social conservative vision of work-as-citizenship,

as embodied in work-based welfare reform, butted up against the liberal currents’

aversion to a government work guarantee. It is clear that Clinton both recognized

this possibility and sought to avoid a direct confrontation. He had acceded to the

proposals within his administration to put time limits on the WORK program in

order to forestall a situation in which the government became the employer of last

resort. Later, his administration abandoned even that partial threat to the cur-

rents’ boundary. Since the Clinton administration declined to explicitly challenge

the liberal currents’ prohibition on public jobs programs or other substantial la-

bor market intervention, its welfare reform agenda had to fit within the currents’

existing boundary. As a result, Clinton had to balance his interest in addressing

problems in the low-wage labor market with his commitment to a budget-neutral

work-based welfare reform. Consistently recognizing, and implementing policies

that corrected low-wage work’s pitfalls would have been both expensive and po-

tentially undercut the very foundation for work-based welfare as a policy that was

distinct from government sponsored employment. When Clinton acceded to the

Republicans’ call to turn AFDC into a block grant, the potential for welfare re-

form to infringe on the liberal currents’ outer boundary condition was thus further

reduced.

The Clinton administration’s embrace of a bill based on work-first and block

grants signaled a fuller abandonment of the earlier expanded conception of work-

as-citizenship that it had advanced, since those decisions took place concurrent

with the foundering of other key parts of Clinton’s plan for making low-wage

work sustainable for poor families: health care reform and indexing the minimum
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wage.295 Clinton’s health care reform had stalled in Congress in 1994, and after

the congressional realignment in the midterm election, its future prospects were

dim.296 The administration managed to get a small two-stage minimum wage

bump passed in 1996, but it was not indexed to inflation.297 The failure to index

the minimum wage was significant. There had been a steady erosion in wages

since the 1970s, which the periodic increases to the minimum wage had not fully

compensated for. In addition, forecasts predicted that the welfare population’s

entrance into the workforce would further depress wages in lower skill jobs.298

The final agreement between Clinton and the Republican-led Congress was

the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act (PRWORA). It es-

tablished a new State workfare block grant: Temporary Aid to Needy Families

(TANF) that provided time limited, work-conditioned benefits to poor families.299

Although the upcoming presidential election was undoubtedly a factor in Clinton’s

decision to agree to Republicans’ welfare reform package, it is not clear that po-

litical considerations alone were responsible. In 1996 Clinton had polling data

that put him well ahead of his opponent, Republican Senator Robert Dole, and
295 On the importance of health care reform and indexing the minimum wage for low-wage

workers, see: “Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Detailed Summary,” Undated, circa 1994,
Folder: Work and Responsibility Act of 1994, Box 2, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL, p. 1;
“Talking Points on the EITC and the Clinton Administration’s Proposal to Expand It,” undated,
circa 1993, Folder: Earned Income Tax Credit [1], Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p.
2; On the importance of access to health care in addition to the EITC boost, see: Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities, “Clinton EITC Proposal,” April 1993, Folder: Earned Income Tax
Credit [1], Box 11, Subject Series, Carol Rasco Files, WJCL, p. 8.

296 Tannenwald, “Implications of the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 for the ‘Devolution Revo-
lution,’ ” p. 27.

297 “Administration’s FY 1997 Budget,” February 5, 1996, Folder: Budget [1], Box 6, Don Baer
Files, WJCL, pp. 11-12.

298 Weekly Economic Briefing, “Special Analysis: Will There Be Enough Jobs for Welfare
Recipients? Eyes Only,” November 22, 1996, Folder: Welfare-Work-Data, Box 75, Subject File,
Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p. 3; Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 120.

299 “HHS Fact Sheet on PRWORA,” Folder: Welfare Reform, Box 44, Terry Edmonds Files,
WJCL, p. 1; Mink, Welfare’s End, pp. 43-44; Smith, Welfare Reform and Sexual Regulation, p.
2.
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that further suggested that failing to pass welfare reform would not cost him the

election.300 Given that, the fact that he chose to agree to a compromise that

was a far cry from his original plan to replace welfare with a program that tied

work to increased economic security suggests that the president was fundamentally

committed to the social conservative version of work-as-citizenship, rather than

the more expansive version he had put forward. By signing PRWORA Clinton

indicated that he agreed with his political advisors that what was most impor-

tant was that welfare reform “promote work,” not that it provide a pathway out

of poverty.301 In his signing statement for PRWORA, Clinton even referenced

work-as-citizenship, though it was the social conservative version, not the more

expansive one that promised economic security. Clinton proclaimed that the bill

ended an era in which “a significant number of people [were] trapped on welfare

for a very long time, exiling them from the entire community of work that gives

structure to our lives.” Putting the best possible spin on the situation, his signing

statement also trumpeted the fact that childcare funding under PRWORA had

increased, that the minimum wage was set to rise, and the EITC had suffered no

cuts.302 However, the outcome of welfare reform affirmed the basic tenets of the

liberal currents by suggesting that the villain was a system that cut people off

from work, not any inadequacies in the labor market.303

300 Bertram, The Workfare State, pp. 204.
301 Bruce Reed, Rahm Emanuel to the President, Welfare Reform Update, May 26, 1995,

Folder: Memos to the President [1], Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p.
1; Bruce Reed, Rahm Emanuel to the President, Welfare Reform Update, May 5, 1995, Folder:
Memos to the President [1], Box 21, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL.

302 Office of the Press Secretary, The White House, “Statement by the President,” August 22,
1996, Folder: Welfare Reform Team Documents [2], David Sewell Files, WJCL, pp. 2-3.

303 Edelman, “The Worst Thing Bill Clinton Has Done.”
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Employment Policy Openings and Alternatives Foreclosed

There is evidence that the general debate on welfare reform created an opening to

challenge the dominant ideas about the appropriate limits for employment policy.

In 1993 and 1994, several competing welfare reform proposals based on a public

service employment program were proposed by members of Congress, as well as

by members of Clinton’s administration. Other plans were presented between

1993 and 1998 that integrated welfare with the Unemployment Insurance system.

The Clinton administration’s lack of support for these alternative plans helped

foreclose the possibility that welfare reform would contravene the liberal currents’

boundaries. However, the fact that they were made at all, let alone at such high

levels is significant, even if they did not lead to lasting change.

In 1993 and 1994 several Democratic senators, including David L. Boren (Ok-

lahoma) and Paul Simon (Illinois) advocated a work-based approach to welfare

reform that used public service employment to replace welfare. Senators Boren

and Simon introduced a bill, called the “Community WPA,” in 1993 and convened

Public Service Jobs hearings in 1994 to discuss the merits of a revived Works

Progress Administration.304 In his testimony on the proposal, Senator Simon

argued that the biggest impediment to welfare recipients working was not their

willingness to work, but the lack of jobs. Pointing to the “nearly eight million

people...seeking jobs” on top of the “millions who have stopped looking,” Simon

proposed a public jobs program as a way of creating real pathways to work despite

the private sector’s limitations.305 Senator Boren held up a macro-economic ar-

gument for public service employment. He maintained that in the new globalized
304 Paul Simon to Bruce Reed, January 28, 1994, Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare

Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 1.
305 Statement of Senator Paul Simon on “Creating Public Service Jobs,” January 27, 1994,

Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 1.
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economy it was important not to let “an able and willing workforce sit idle.” Fur-

thermore, in contrast to a non-work based income transfer, Boren pointed out that

public service employment would enable useful infrastructure improvements simi-

lar to those carried out under the WPA.306 While these hearings were taking place

the Clinton administration was hashing out its own subsidized employment and

public jobs program as part of its WRA bill. However, rather than incorporating

this broad public service employment program into its welfare reform proposals,

the administration worked to limit the WRA’s WORK program so that it did not

supplant the private sector work mandate with a government work guarantee.

Thomas Brock, a research associate at the Manpower Demonstration Research

Corporation (MDRC), provided testimony during the 1994 Public Service Jobs

hearings that highlighted the importance of longer-term training.307 However, as

with the Community WPA bill, Brock’s arguments for longer-term training did

not find support within the Clinton administration.

In 1993 Clinton’s Labor Secretary, Robert Reich suggested something similar;

a public service employment program for the disadvantaged unemployed based on

the New Deal’s Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). Reich argued that there were

labor market reasons for increased unemployment among disadvantaged groups,

including shifts away from blue collar jobs, slow economic growth, weak labor

markets and the increase in female participation in the labor market, employment

opportunities increasingly in suburbs, and problems with inner-city schools.308

306 Testimony of Senator David L. Boren on “Creating Public Service Jobs,” January 27, 1994,
Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-2.

307 Testimony of Thomas Brock, Research Associate, Manpower Demonstration Research Cor-
poration, before the Subcommittee on Employment and Productivity of the Senate Committee
on Labor and Human Resources, January 27, 1994, Folder: Public Service Jobs, Box 31, Welfare
Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-7.

308 Robert B. Reich to the President, “Public Jobs for the Disadvantaged,” November 15, 1993,
Folder: Jobs (Public), Box 16, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, pp. 1-4.
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There is no indication that Reich’s proposal was seriously considered by Clinton

or his welfare reform team.

Since they were based on a compulsory work model, these public service em-

ployment proposals did not break with the general consensus about replacing

welfare with a work-based system. By contrast, the National Association of So-

cial Workers opposed existing welfare reform proposals based on the argument

that welfare policy should “Recognize the social and economic value of caring for

one’s children or elderly relatives.”309 Notwithstanding this agreement about the

importance of work, those advocating for public jobs programs represented welfare

recipients as barred from work mainly by labor market conditions. This willing-

ness to question the liberal currents’ boundary condition made these proposals

outliers, and the Clinton administration’s decision not to pursue them fit with its

overall adherence to a social conservative version of work-as-citizenship that ac-

corded with the existing employment policy framework. In combination with the

abandonment of his public investment strategy in 1993, Clinton’s disinterest in

these public jobs programs suggests that his overall commitment to the expanded

version of work-as-citizenship was not very substantial.

Another proposal was to combine welfare and Unemployment Insurance, since

work was now the model for welfare too. An early welfare reform planning docu-

ment, intended only for internal discussion, noted that “Low-paying jobs are often

short-lived, and low-income families often do not qualify for Unemployment Insur-

ance. They may come onto welfare when they only need very short term economic

aid.”310 A more concrete proposal, titled the “Parent Re-Employment Program”
309 Wider Opportunities for Women, Inc., “News Release,” June 14, 1994, Folder: Advocacy

Groups, Box 1, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 3.
310 Bruce Reed, Mary Jo Bane, David Elwood through Carol Rasco to the President, “Draft

Discussion Paper on Welfare Reform,” Folder: Plan (November 1993) [1], Box 27, Welfare
Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 15.
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was floated inside the administration in 1995. It suggested that creating a separate

system modeled on the Unemployment Insurance program for welfare recipients

would enable the administration to pursue the “work image and work focus we are

after,” while also countering “the characteristic instability at the low end of the

job market.”311 A similar strategy was advocated by several outside organizations

between 1996 and 1998, but there is no evidence that the Clinton administration

seriously considered any of these proposals an alternative or supplement to its

own reform structure.312 As with the public jobs program proposals, Clinton’s

failure to develop these alternatives shows that he was not willing to back up his

rhetoric about the pitfalls of low-wage work with many concrete policies.

Consolidating Clinton’s Social Conservative Employment Agenda

After being re-elected, Clinton continued to pursue a neoliberal employment pol-

icy agenda that built on the social conservative conception of work-as-citizenship.

Clinton’s top legislative priority was balancing the federal budget, which his ad-

ministration cast as the key to the continued economic growth that would create
311 “The core of PREP is an unemployment system, with a front-endowment for new entrants

and a back-end safety net for those who exhaust their benefits.” All new entrants would qualify
for a two year endowment of benefits in cash stipend and work-related services, after working in
regular employment they earn credits toward further 26 week sets of benefits in case they become
unemployed. For those who don’t find employment, or whose employment is too sparse that
they exhaust their benefits, there would be a “work experience pool” that doesn’t count toward
EITC or PREP (Heather Ross to Bruce Reed, cc: Bo Cutter, Gene Sperling, Paul Dimond,
Welfare Reform, January 24, 1995 Folder: Ideas [1], Box 16, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed
Files, WJCL, pp. 1-2).

312 Mark Greenberg, Center for Law and Social Policy, to Andrea Kane, September 10, 1998,
Attached: “Reforming the Unemployment Insurance System to Better Meet the Needs of Low-
Income Families,” by Steve Savner and Mark Greenberg, March 1996, Revised Draft, Folder:
Welfare-Unemployment Insurance [1], Box 73, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, pp. 1-16;
Wayne Vroman, “Effects of Welfare Reform on Unemployment Insurance” in New Federalism:
Issues and Options for States,The Urban Institute, Series A. No. A-22, May 1998, Folder:
Welfare-Unemployment Insurance [2], Box 73, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, pp. 1-3.
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new jobs.313 That goal culminated in the passage of the 1997 Balanced Budget

Act (BBA). Though the new budget legislation made some minor amendments to

PRWORA, it did little to provide new mechanisms ensuring that economic pros-

perity would extend to all workers. Thanks in large part to a sustained economic

boom, the federal deficit steadily decreased and had turned into a surplus by

1998. With unemployment down to 4.5% in 1998,314 the Clinton administration

had no economic motivation to alter its employment policy strategy, though it

now had the federal funds to pursue a public investment program if it had chosen

to. Rather than resuscitating the the public investment and public jobs program

proposals that derived from the expanded version of work-as-citizenship, Clinton

stuck with the social conservative take on work-as-citizenship that had under-

girded his approach to employment policy in his first term. The 1998 Workforce

Investment Act (WIA) replaced the JTPA in name but did not alter the approach

to manpower training that Clinton had endorsed as part of welfare reform.

By 1997 there was evidence that PRWORA was succeeding in at least some

of its welfare reform aims. The welfare rolls were shrinking, but not necessar-

ily because recipients were leaving to work. Only about half of those who left

the program found employment, others were simply forced out of the program.

Moreover, many of those who had found jobs were still in poverty.315 The Clin-
313 Council of Economic Advisors and U.S. Department of Treasury Office of Economic Policy,

“Welfare Reform and Labor Market Displacement,” May 1997, Folder: Welfare-Work-Data, Box
75, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p. 4.

314 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Civilian Unemployment Rate [UNRATE], retrieved
from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/

series/UNRATE/, November 24, 2015.
315 Bruce Reed and Lyn Hogan to the President, “Welfare Caseload Statistics,” February 17,

1997, Folder: Welfare-Work-Job-Creation Studies, Box 76, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files,
WJCL, p. 1; John F. Harris and Judith Havemann, “Welfare Rolls Continue Sharp Decline;
Percentage on Assistance is Lowest Since 1970; Many Factors are Cited,” The Washington Post,
August 13, 1997, Folder: Welfare-One Year Accomplishments, Box 53, Subject File, Cynthia
Rice Files, WJCL; Cathy R. Mays, Domestic Policy Council, to Cynthia Rice, “Wire Story,”
August 21, 1997, Box 53, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p. 1; Patterson, America’s
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ton administration was eager to see the decline in welfare receipt as vindication

for its welfare reform bill, though the Council of Economic Advisors had to ad-

mit that 44% of the reduction was due to economic expansion, 31% because of

welfare waivers (which included time-limits and other sanctions that restricted el-

igibility and benefits imposed by States), and 25% was caused by unknown other

factors.316 As the CEA report had indicated, the economy had been growing at

a rate upwards of 4% since the mid 1990s, and employment tends to increase

when the economy is strong. Concurrent with that high economic growth rate,

the unemployment rate finally dropped below 5%.317 Notwithstanding the strong

economy, economic security still eluded many workers. The Treasury department

testified before Congress in 1997 that “The decline in the real wage for many un-

skilled workers has serious implications. In the United States, it is still possible

for a family, containing a worker, to live in poverty.”318

In this climate of continued economic insecurity amidst general prosperity, the

Clinton administration’s pursuit of budget balancing legislation signaled that the

boundary on employment policy established by a neoliberal form of labor-market

anti-statism and the social conservative version of work-as-citizenship held strong.

Essentially, the government would provide some programs that helped individuals

follow through on the mandate to work, but full economic security was not on the

table, and job creation would be left to the private sector. The Balanced Budget

Struggle against Poverty in the Twentieth Century, p. 241; Peck, Workfare States, pp. 18, 71,
117.

316 Council of Economic Advisors, “Technical Paper: Explaining the Decline in Welfare Receipt,
1993-1996,” May 9, 1997, Folder: CEA Survey, Box 4, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files,
WJCL, pp. 3-7; “Talking Points–CEA Study,” undated, circa 1997, Folder: CEA Study, Box 4,
Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 1.

317 Bertram, The Workfare State, p. 215; Peck, Workfare States, p. 18.
318 John Karl Scholz, Treasury Deputy Assistant Secretary for Tax Analysis, for delivery to

House Committee on Ways and Means, May 8, 1997, Folder: Welfare - EITC [2], Box 35, Subject
File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p. 1.
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Act included a combination of new appropriations and spending cuts to social

programs that were intended to balance the federal budget by 2002. According

to the CEA and the Treasury Department, the BBA would thereby “insure deficit

reduction and promote economic growth so that all Americans can enjoy a better

future.”319 Since the BBA reaffirmed the existing approach to reducing unem-

ployment among among the economically insecure – expanding work-first training

programs for the disadvantaged and establishing a new tax credit for employers

hiring long-term welfare recipients – it served to consolidate the social conservative

conception of work-as-citizenship.

The BBA revised some of PRWORA’s provisions, increasing funding for some

programs and relaxing eligibility restrictions, but it did so within the social con-

servative work-as-citizenship framework. The new budget legislation provided

additional funds to States to help welfare recipients meet Food Stamp work re-

quirements, reversed some social welfare benefit restrictions for legal immigrants,

and also included $3 billion for a “Welfare-to-Work” program directed at the

“hardest-to-employ welfare recipients,” to help States meet TANF’s challenging

work participation metrics.320 The formally stated aim of Welfare-to-Work was

to move welfare recipients first into minimum wage jobs and then eventually into

higher paying, steadier jobs. However, the Welfare-to-Work program description

also referenced the social conservative work-as-citizenship ethos about reform-

ing welfare recipients’ sense of personal responsibility to work in order to “break

the cycle of dependency,” and even more important, the program adhered to the
319 Council of Economic Advisors and U.S. Department of Treasury Office of Economic Policy,

“Welfare Reform and Labor Market Displacement,” May 1997, Folder: Welfare-Work-Data, Box
75, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p. 4.

320 Tannenwald, “Implications of the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 for the ‘Devolution Revolu-
tion,’ ” pp. 23, 40, 43-44; “White Paper on Implementation of Welfare-to-Work Grants, Draft,”
September 12, 1997, Folder: Welfare-Work-$3 Billion Initiative-White Paper, Box 82, Subject
File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p. 1.
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work-first approach. Since facilitating welfare recipients’ transition into steady

jobs had been an elusive goal even before training programs were directed to fol-

low the work-first model, it was unlikely that $3 billion spread out over two years

and fifty states for the hardest to serve group of welfare recipients could provide

ladders out of the low-wage labor market.321

Moreover, one of the ways that the Welfare-to-Work program was designed to

facilitate employment for welfare recipients was through a tax credit for private

employers that hired former welfare recipients. In 1994 Labor Secretary Robert

Reich had declared such tax credits ineffective when compared to on-the-job train-

ing and classroom training, and recommended against renewing the Targeted Jobs

Tax Credit.322 However, using tax credits in this way fit in with the liberal cur-

rents, enabling the government to avoid acknowledging that the private labor

market would not, on its own, create enough jobs to ensure employment for the

welfare population. In addition to forestalling more substantive legislative debate

about the labor market and its relationship to economic insecurity, tax credits

suggested that employers needed an economic inducement in order to compensate

for the inherent undesirability of welfare recipients. Or, to put it another way,

the tax credit made up for individual level failings as much as it did labor market

inadequacies.323

After Reich left the administration in early 1997, the Council of Economic Ad-

visors endorsed an amended employer tax credit for hiring individuals from eco-
321 “White Paper on Implementation of Welfare-to-Work Grants, Draft,” September 12, 1997,

Folder: Welfare-Work-$3 Billion Initiative-White Paper, Box 82, Subject File, Cynthia Rice
Files, WJCL, pp. 4, 7-8.

322 Robert B. Reich, Secretary of Labor, Remarks Before the Center for National Policy,
Washington, D.C, “Getting America to Work: What’s Working and What’s Not Working in
Workforce Policy,” Folder: 2/94 Building a Re-Employment System-President’s Briefing Book
[2], Box 4, Jonathan Prince Files, WJCL, pp. 3-4.

323 For more on low-cost, low visibility policy mechanisms see: Mettler, The Submerged State.
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nomically disadvantaged groups, the Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC).324

The WOTC would entitle firms to a tax credit up to 35% of first $10,000 in

wages to some long-term welfare recipients.325 Though the WOTC tried to im-

prove on the TJTC’s most obvious pitfalls by requiring employers to complete “a

pre-screening notice on or before the day the individual is offered employment,”

simplifying administration of the program, and “providing a credit for longer em-

ployment periods” these amounted to tweaks rather than substantial reform. Ac-

cording to an in-depth report on the WOTC in 1999, the tax credit “still subsidizes

very short employment periods that are less likely to promote job skills.”326

Another key site of employment policy during Clinton’s second term was his

administration’s ongoing efforts to pass a manpower training reform. The adminis-

tration had initially seemed more dedicated to advancing a substantive investment

in training for dislocated workers than for the disadvantaged, but under the 1998

Workforce Investment Act, the social conservative version of work-as-citizenship

was extended to the middle-class as well. Focusing on integrating training with

the needs of the market, the WIA unified all manpower training and imposed the

work-first paradigm on all training efforts. Though the bill was also supposed

to introduce new “accountability measures” designed to improve “outcomes” for

participants and employers, such aims were often confounded by the work-first

approach.327 This was not an entirely unpredictable result, but during the debate
324 Council of Economic Advisors and U.S. Department of Treasury Office of Economic Policy,

“Welfare Reform and Labor Market Displacement,” May 1997, Folder: Welfare-Work-Data, Box
75, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, p. 4.

325 “White Paper on Implementation of Welfare-to-Work Grants, Draft,” September 12, 1997,
Folder: Welfare-Work-$3 Billion Initiative - White Paper, Box 82, Subject File, Cynthia Rice
Files, WJCL, p. 13.

326 “Work Opportunity Tax Credit: Improvements Over Targeted Jobs Tax Credit,” June 24,
1999, Folder: Welfare-Tax Credits-1999 [2], Box 70, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL,
pp. 1-2.

327 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, pp. 113-114; Shaw, Goldrick-Rab, Mazzeo, and Jacobs,
Putting Poor People to Work, pp. 97-98.
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over the training bill, the Clinton administration once again disregarded evidence

of problems with the short-term, work-first training paradigm. This willingness to

overlook deficiencies in program efficacy indicates that the administration’s pri-

orities continued to revolve around limiting government spending and promoting

the individual responsibility to work. It is particularly striking that the WIA did

not make specific provisions for increased appropriations, since by the time the

bill was passed, there was a budget surplus.328

The new bill replaced the JTPA with three State block grants for employment

and training. Its various measures were supposed to simplify access to the train-

ing programs, while retaining local flexibility and increasing connections with the

market. The WIA consolidated funding for a number of separate training titles,

increased private involvement through new Workforce Investment Boards, and

gave participants Individual Training Accounts to fund their education and train-

ing activities.329 Since the bill applied the work-first methodology for all its adult

trainees, it demonstrated how disconnected the Clinton administration’s employ-

ment agenda was from the expanded version of work-as-citizenship that linked

employment with economic security.

The limits of the Clinton administration’s commitment to improving things for

the working poor in particular was highlighted by the fact that known problems

with the work-first approach did not deter the administration from advocating

its imposition under the WIA. For example, the best that could be said about

job search for for welfare recipients in 1998 was that it might lead to short-term
328 King, “Federalism and Workforce Policy Reform,” p. 64; Bertram, The Workfare State, pp.

215-216, 218.
329 “Draft: Key Features of H.R. 1385 as Compared to Current Law,” Folder: Welfare-Work-

Workforce Act, Box 82, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, pp. 1, 3, 8-9; Christopher
T. King, “Federalism and Workforce Policy Reform,” Publius, Vol. 29, No. 2, The State of
American Federalism, 1998-1999 (Spring, 1999), pp. 62-63.
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employment. But there was not evidence that it had a beneficial “long-term

impact on employment or earnings.”330 Irregardless of such findings, job search

unaccompanied by more substantive education and training was encouraged by

the WIA’s design.331 By 1998, long-term training, the activity that was most

beneficial for welfare recipients and dislocated workers alike, was also harder for

welfare recipients to access because of PRWORA. Under TANF, participants were

allowed to count paid work, community service and volunteer work toward the

work requirement, though the latter two categories had a poor record of increasing

participants’ job, wage and career prospects. Training, though, did not count as

work.332 The WIA compounded this problem since it applied work-first across

the board, effectively de-prioritizing training and education in favor of “superficial

résumé-building and job-search services.”333

Clinton hailed the WIA’s passage as triumph for working Americans who would

now have “a system that provides opportunities for lifetime learning, and the tools

to improve their future in a rapidly changing world.”334 The type of system that

Clinton described was very much in need amongst the working poor. According

to a report submitted by Health and Human Services Secretary Shalala not long

after the WIA’s passage in 1998, frequent periods of unemployment and part-time

work continued to be serious problems for the working poor, and only those who
330 Center for Law and Social Policy, “Responses to Frequently Asked Questions About the

Impact of the Cap on Education and Training in Welfare Reform,” July 1998, Folder: Education
and Training, Box 9, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 3.

331 Lafer, The Job Training Charade, p. 113.
332 Center for Law and Social Policy, “Responses to Frequently Asked Questions About the

Impact of the Cap on Education and Training in Welfare Reform,” July 1998, Folder: Education
and Training, Box 9, Welfare Reform Series, Bruce Reed Files, WJCL, p. 3.

333 Shaw, Goldrick-Rab, Mazzeo, and Jacobs, Putting Poor People to Work, pp. 101, 103-105.
334 Peter Hamm, Office of Public Affairs, “President Clinton and Labor Secretary Alexis M.

Herman Applaud Bipartisan Effort to Launch New Job Delivery System,” April 14. 1999, Folder:
Welfare-Work-Workforce Investment Act-Rule, Box 82, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL,
p. 1.
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working full time could claim EITC. In addition, even with the increases during the

Clinton administration, the minimum wage had not reached its 1979 value. As a

result, for a parent working full time at the minimum wage, formal child care would

take around 38% of their earned income. Due to resource limitations and state

eligibility restrictions, only 1 in 10 children eligible for child care subsidies were

receiving them.335 But, both because of the bill’s work-first focus and its market-

driven approach, it is not clear that the WIA delivered on Clinton’s promises. Not

long after the WIA’s implementation there was evidence that it was actually more

difficult to access education and training at community colleges – traditionally

an important training arena for jobs above the low-wage sector – because of the

WIA’s low overall funding level as well as the way in which the Individual Training

Accounts disaggregated those funds. By giving participants more control over

where and how to spend their training funds there was much less incentive for

community colleges and other training providers to develop education and training

programs. In other words, contrary to explicit goals, the market orientation of the

WIA created less, not more, access to opportunity.336 Thus, with the WIA Clinton

universalized access to manpower training, but the WIA not only stayed within

the employment policy boundary marked by a neoliberal inflection of labor-market

anti-statism and a social conservative interpretation of the mandate to work, it

helped to reinforce that boundary. What was markedly absent from the WIA

was evidence of Clinton putting into concrete policies his earlier stance on the

importance of linking work to economic security.
335 Donna E. Shalala to Bruce Reed, “White Paper on Working Families,” November 5, 1998,

Folder: Welfare - Shalala Memo, Box 64, Subject File, Cynthia Rice Files, WJCL, pp. 4-6.
336 Kathleen M. Shaw and Sara Rab, “Market Rhetoric versus Reality in Policy and Practice:

The Workforce Investment Act and Access to Community College Education and Training,” in
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 586, Community Colleges:
New Environments, New Directions (March, 2003), p. 172; Shaw, Goldrick-Rab, Mazzeo, and
Jacobs, Putting Poor People to Work, pp. 101-102, 106.
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Conclusions

President Ronald W. Reagan’s domestic policy agenda is generally cast as the start

of a new political consensus that dramatically decreased expectations that the

federal government would intervene to offset social and economic imbalances for

individuals. To some degree, those who see Reagan ushering in the end of the New

Deal era’s approach to social welfare policy are right, but that conception also has

the potential to overstate the range of acceptable policy prior to Reagan. Federal

employment policy – as seen through a range of policy instruments directed at

countering unemployment, including public jobs programs, manpower training

programs, macro-economic growth policies, tax credits directed at individuals and

business, and social policies like Unemployment Insurance and welfare – is a key

example of this. Though Reagan’s agenda for employment policy was unarguably

extreme, it is important to recognize how it drew on past policy outcomes in

addition to breaking with past policy approaches. By adopting a perspective

that recognizes some degree of continuity with past employment policy agendas,

Reagan’s approach to employment policy, it is possible to see how the possibilities

that earlier employment policy debates had foreclosed were an integral source of

support for Reagan’s narrow employment policy goals.

In the half century preceding Reagan’s presidency, American employment pol-

icy had largely conformed to a boundary condition established by two liberal

currents that together created a mandate that individuals find work on their own

in the private sector and restricted government intervention into the private labor

market. At a few different points in time between the 1930s and the late 1970s,

policies were enacted that stretched this boundary, such as the public employ-

ment programs that were designed to ensure that there was enough employment
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for all able-bodied adults, as well as extensions to social insurance programs like

Unemployment Insurance. However, both the public jobs programs and the Unem-

ployment Benefit extensions were generally temporary, indicating that the limits

that the liberal currents imposed on employment policy were as resilient as they

were adaptive.

Drawing on a supply-side economic vision that entailed strict fiscal conser-

vatism when it came to federal spending on domestic programs, when he took office

in 1982, Reagan had an exceptionally stringent employment policy agenda. Some

of Reagan’s policy proposals, such as eliminating CETA’s public jobs program,

benefitted from the fact that the liberal currents’ boundary reinforced an aversion

to permanent public service employment as part of its prohibition against a gov-

ernment employment guarantee. However, others, like fully eliminating manpower

training and welfare for able-bodied adults were much less successful, for both po-

litical and ideological reasons. Examining the course of debates on these policies,

what emerges is that, in addition to political and economic factors, there were

two distinct versions of the work-as-citizenship work mandate in the 1980s that

influenced policy outcomes. One was Reagan’s harsh, fiscally conservative version

that argued for simply cutting able-bodied adults off from government benefits in

order to let market forces induce them to work. The other one, which was sup-

ported by a number of social conservatives, argued that work should be mandated

for all able-bodied adults, but marked out some government responsibility for en-

suring pathways to work, rather than simply penalizing poor non-workers. Over

the course of Reagan’s presidency there was a struggle over the shape and content

of employment policy between those supporting the fiscal conservative iteration

of work-as-citizenship and the social conservative iteration of work-as-citizenship.

The employment policy settlements showed that Reagan, too, was constrained
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by the liberal currents. However, in contrast to his predecessors of the last fifty

years, Reagan was limited by the development of an inner boundary derived from

the liberal currents. Evidencing the inner boundary’s constraint, Reagan made

a number of concessions to those advocating a social conservative interpretation

of work-as-citizenship, including expanding tax credits for low-wage workers and

providing work incentives along with sanctions for non-work in welfare reforms.

The same was true for President George H. W. Bush, who succeeded Reagan in

1988. Bush sought to restrict the expansion of policies that contravened his pref-

erence for fiscal restraint. However, economic circumstances lent strength to ar-

guments based on the moderate social conservative version of work-as-citizenship

for using the government to mitigate the effects of low wages and unemployment

on individuals. Like Reagan, Bush compromised on his fiscal conservative agenda

by expanding the Earned Income Tax Credit and temporarily increasing extended

benefits under Unemployment Insurance.

Democratic president William J. Clinton’s adoption of a modified neoliberal

economic and employment policy agenda indicates that Reagan succeeded in push-

ing the domestic policy arena further to the right, but how far to the right was

not immediately clear. Though Clinton was an avid supporter of balancing the

budget, which signified his allegiance to some degree of fiscal conservatism, at

the start of his presidency Clinton seemed poised to accompany deficit reduction

policies with a substantial expansion in government spending in order to create

jobs. Clinton’s public investment plan was designed to stimulate private sec-

tor job growth, but it also included a public jobs program. This type of direct

job creation went beyond the moderate social conservative approach to work-as-

citizenship that had characterized employment policy during the previous decade.

In fact, during his presidential campaign and immediately after taking office, Clin-
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ton had essentially introduced a third conception of work-as-citizenship. This new,

expanded version of the work mandate, part of Clinton’s broad pro-work agenda,

directly linked work to expectations of a stable income and upward economic and

employment mobility. It was, consequently, far from a foregone conclusion that

the social conservative form of work-as-citizenship would continue to dominate in

the employment policy arena.

However, Clinton’s commitment to this expanded form of the work mandate

proved to be quite weak. When political circumstances impinged on his most

expansive proposals, he not only backed away from his expanded view of work-

as-citizenship, he demonstrated affinity with the social conservative form of the

work mandate. Fairly early on, Clinton dropped the public investment plan in

order to pursue his deficit reduction goals and did not return to it even after

there was a budget surplus in his second term. Clinton did successfully pursue

some policies that improved the effective income of the working poor, but he also

echoed arguments made previously by fellow Democratic presidents Franklin D.

Roosevelt, and Lyndon B. Johnson, about the negative effects of non-work based

income support for the poor. In addition, even his most expansive welfare reform

proposals sought to prevent the implementation of a government entitlement to

employment. When push came to shove, promoting and requiring work from wel-

fare recipients was more important to Clinton than ensuring economic security

through that work. The social conservative understanding of the work mandate

also pervaded Clinton’s manpower training reforms, further limiting the potential

for training to provide the working poor with ladders into the middle class. So,

whereas social conservatives pulled back against Reagan’s harsher employment

policy goals, Clinton’s acceptance of the social conservative iteration of work-as-

citizenship served as an outer boundary. This restrained the implementation of
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a new interpretation of the work mandate that would have not only broken with

Reagan’s severe fiscal conservative employment policy agenda, but also potentially

shifted the liberal currents’ employment policy boundary. Notwithstanding the

failure to put this expanded version of work-as-citizenship into effect through con-

crete new employment policies in the 1990s, its articulation and advancement at

such high levels shows that the liberal currents’ continue to demonstrate a capacity

for adaptation and development. If this expanded version can find more support

in the future, it has the potential to shift the existing boundary on employment

policy, greatly expanding the range of acceptable interventions.
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Conclusion: The Liberal Currents’

Employment Policy Potential

In the wake of the “Great Recession,” from 2008 to 2010, there has been renewed

attention in America to the impacts of unemployment, underemployment, and

economic insecurity on individuals and the nation as a whole. This has prompted

debate about the government’s role in mitigating the negative impact of such eco-

nomic downturns, and even on whether there should be a right to employment.1

However, the policy instruments for combatting unemployment and underemploy-

ment that were developed in America between the 1930s and the 1990s provide

only a limited foundation for reducing economic insecurity. American employ-

ment policies have largely been focused on either individual-level intervention or
1 Paul Krugman, “A Conversation About Inequality and Atkinson,” The New

York Times, May 23, 2015, http://krugman.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/05/23/

a-conversation-about-inequality-and-atkinson/, accessed May 26, 2015; Jesse
A. Myerson, “Why Doesn’t Bernie Sanders Run on a Truly Socialist Platform?”
Rolling Stone, July 22, 2015, http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/

why-doesnt-bernie-sanders-run-on-a-truly-socialist-platform-20150722, accessed
November 15, 2015; John Nichols, “Bernie Sanders Speaks,” The Nation, July 6, 2015,
http://www.thenation.com/article/bernie-sanders-speaks/, accessed August 4, 2015.
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Figure 6.1: Percent unemployed, plus all marginally attached workers, plus all
employed part-time for economic reasons, 1994-2015 (monthly, not seasonally ad-
justed).
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, research.stlouisfed.org.

macro-level economic policy, and have tended to neglect the labor market side of

the equation. Notably absent were measures that ensured that there was enough

stable employment at decent wages for all able-bodied adults.

Existing scholarship overlooks one of the key reasons for this exclusion: his-

torically, the American liberal tradition has limited both right- and left-leaning

employment policies. In this work I show that two liberal ideological “currents”

constrained American employment policy and created an enduring boundary con-

dition on employment policy debate and development. One current valorizes pri-

vate, paid work as the basis for social and political inclusion – I call this work-

as-citizenship – and the other current distances the federal government from di-
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rect intervention in the labor market – I call this labor-market anti-statism. The

currents did not wholly prevent the establishment of employment policies that

mitigated the the effects of unemployment or economic insecurity. However, the

two currents have generally worked together to curtail the development of job cre-

ation or social insurance policies that would contravene the individual mandate

to find work, either by extending a government employment entitlement, or by

establishing sources of income support that let able-bodied adults opt out of the

private labor market.

Using case studies from three periods, the New Deal (1933-1947), the Great

Society and the years that followed (1962-1977), and the Reagan Revolution (1981-

2000) I investigate the mechanisms through which the two liberal currents main-

tained the boundary around employment policy. The cases that I cover further

demonstrate that the liberal currents, and by extension the boundary condition

they maintain on employment policy, are themselves capable of development. Over

the twentieth century, as political, economic, and social conditions periodically

induced policymakers to question the government’s role in ensuring access to em-

ployment and economic security, the liberal currents’ framework was, thus, repeat-

edly challenged. The employment policies that resulted sometimes required some

modification to the liberal currents’ policy prescriptions, though there were gen-

erally limiting conditions put on such policies that prevented them from inducing

a full reworking of the boundary condition.

First Period: The Long New Deal (1933-1946)

Elected at the height of the Great Depression, president Franklin D. Roosevelt had

to deal with dire economic conditions that drove unemployment rates to unprece-

dented levels. Roosevelt overtly voiced strong ideological objections to direct relief
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for the needy, rooted in his desire to preserve both private sector work’s link to

citizenship and the private market as the major arbiter of employment. Roosevelt

also demonstrated that employment policy was distinct from other policy arenas

by expanding the federal government’s role in some areas, including regulation of

agriculture and industry, while working to limit government intervention into the

private labor market. One of the key ways that Roosevelt’s administration sought

to curb government involvement in the labor market was by dividing the needy

into groups of workers and non-workers when designing social provisioning pro-

grams. Those distinctions, and the different levels and types of benefits accorded

to the various groups, effectively valorized work while also reducing the number

of needy who would be considered “unemployed.” Since the categories were often

arbitrarily and broadly applied, they led to a diminished notion of citizenship by

making it difficult for some of these groups to earn standing.

The Roosevelt administration saw work relief, such as the Works Progress

Administration, as preferable to direct relief but argued that it needed to be con-

structed carefully. They limited both the total number of participants as well

as the types of jobs performed, so that work relief did not constitute govern-

ment competition with the labor market or suggest a government entitlement to

employment. Roosevelt overruled proposals to include a permanent public jobs

program in the 1935 Social Security Act, opting instead for a time-limited Un-

employment Insurance program. Yet another opportunity to make a public jobs

program permanent was presented by the 1937-38 recession, but though Roosevelt

increased spending on the WPA, he did not press for a change in its status as a

temporary emergency measure. Then, after World War II, proponents of the 1945

Full Employment Act tried to package a government policy of “full employment”

as non-threatening to the existing ideological imperatives, rather than explicitly
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basing it on an alternative ideological framework. As a result, they were unable

to adequately defend their proposal.

It is possible to see the liberal tradition’s constraint on policymakers through a

number of distinct mechanisms during the New Deal. Some policy positions were

directly derived from ideological predispositions. This included the ideological

arguments against direct relief and dividing the unemployed needy into distinct

categories in order to reinforce the position of private work and reduce the number

targeted by employment programs. A second mechanism was policymakers’ will-

ingness to pursue federal interventions in some sectors (e.g. farm subsidies and

industrial regulations), while labor market interventions, including public jobs

programs and Unemployment Insurance, were strictly limited. Thirdly, policy

proposals that would have countermanded the ideological currents – such as per-

manent public jobs programs, and non-time limited Unemployment Insurance –

were either only partially explored and abandoned, or not pursued even in the

face of evidence that they could help accomplish administration goals. Finally, in

the debate over the proposed “Full Employment Act,” the legislation’s support-

ers backed away from developing an ideological alternative to the liberal currents

as a basis for their full employment proposals, which ultimately damaged their

legislative agenda.

Second Period: The Great Society and Beyond (1963-1977)

In the 1960s and 1970s there was a certain amount of policy experimentation

that signaled some shifts in the liberal currents’ boundary condition. However,

federal employment policy outcomes during this period largely upheld the cur-

rents’ core imperatives, and their expression through federal employment policy

remained intact. Early in the Great Society, unemployment and consequent eco-
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nomic insecurity were cast as temporary macro-economic problems and not lasting

labor market problems. The framing of unemployment in this way led the John

F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson administrations to enact policies addressing

structural unemployment’s mismatch between workers’ skills and available jobs

(namely the Manpower Development and Training Act, MDTA), or boosting ag-

gregate demand to stimulate job creation (as through the 1964 Tax Cut). The

design and implementation of both the MDTA and the Tax Cut showed that pol-

icymakers were more concerned with promoting strong employment prospects for

established workers than with the employment opportunities for those with little

or no work history.

This bias in favor of established workers also bled into the programs that made

up the War on Poverty. Despite the efforts of Civil Rights Movement leaders to

draw attention to the labor market inequalities established by entrenched racism,

long-term unemployment and economic insecurity amongst black, urban popula-

tions was treated as a cultural failing that could be cured through services and

“self-help,” rather than as an economic or labor market deficiency that required

government job creation or job provision. Although the War on Poverty’s pro-

grams did bring funds and some economic development into poor black commu-

nities, there were missed opportunities for the anti-poverty program to do more.

More specifically, proposals coming out of the Office of Economic Opportunity to

initiate public jobs programs were routinely ignored or shot down by both Presi-

dent Johnson and his Labor Secretary, who instead favored job training programs

since such programs would not set a precedent for a federal employment guarantee.

After taking office, President Richard M. Nixon wasted no time in eliminating

the War on Poverty’s Office of Economic Opportunity. Signaling adherence to the

currents, Nixon preferred manpower training to public service employment, and
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only grudgingly acceded to calls for an emergency public jobs program in response

to rapidly rising unemployment in 1970-1971. However, somewhat surprisingly

from a partisan perspective, Nixon demonstrated willingness to use labor market

altering measures, such as price and wage controls, in order to curb high inflation.

In addition, Nixon supported a program that would have unified anti-poverty

and manpower training efforts and included a minimum-income program for the

poor. He argued that the proposed program would help preserve the private labor

market’s position by eliminating the work-disincentive inherent in existing income

support programs for the poor. That program eventually foundered in Congress,

thus avoiding a potentially substantial shift in the liberal currents’ boundary on

employment policy. However, the continuing economic downturn induced Nixon

to agree to a public jobs component in the new manpower training legislation: the

1973 Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA).

After Nixon’s resignation, Gerald R. Ford signed legislation establishing the

Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which reduced the tax liability for low wage

workers, signaling an important expansion in the boundary condition around em-

ployment policy. Ford also supported temporary expansions to Unemployment

Insurance, a social policy which pushed against the liberal currents’ limits with-

out contravening them. However, Ford consistently resisted the use of public

service employment, and only agreed to expansion in public jobs programs and

public works in response to political and economic pressure. He also worked to

forestall passage of the proposed 1976 Full Employment Act, which threatened to

create an explicit entitlement to employment, and was even joined in this effort

by leaders from the political left.

The two liberal currents’ constraint on policymakers is evident through a va-

riety of mechanisms during the Great Society, some overlapping with mechanisms
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from the New Deal. The first was policymakers’ preference for programs that

entailed labor market reinforcement, not labor market alteration, such as focusing

efforts either on reforming individuals (as with manpower training programs) or

promoting macro-economic growth (as with monetary and fiscal policies). An-

other mechanism was policymakers’ persistent attachment to a policy approach

that accorded with the currents, such as reforming individuals rather than the

labor market in order to improve economic security, even given evidence favoring

alternative approaches. A third mechanism, which had links to the first two, was

seen through alternative proposals that were put forward, such as the Office of

Economic Opportunity’s championing of public jobs programs, or Congressional

initiatives for public jobs programs. Such proposals presented ideological chal-

lenges to the liberal currents, and the fact that such proposals were routinely

defeated or watered down demonstrated the liberal currents’ resilience. As in the

New Deal, arguments against public jobs programs were often based directly on

the ideological constraint that the responsibility for obtaining work was individual,

not governmental. Yet another mechanism was visible in the limits that policy-

makers put on programs that were ideologically incompatible with the liberal

currents’ dictates. This included imposing time limits on training programs, and

keeping public jobs programs temporary. Finally, expansions to non-permanent

public jobs programs gained bipartisan support or acceptance, while legislation

instituting an employment entitlement engendered opposition from both parties.

Third Period: The Reagan Revolution (1981-2000)

In the last two decades of the 20th century, employment policy debates changed

in some key ways, which affected the liberal currents’ boundary on employment

policy. First, ideas grounded in the liberal tradition and present in the New Deal

424



CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION

and the Great Society, such as the importance of self-help for the economically

disadvantaged, were taken to a new extreme. Thanks to the growing support

for work-requirements as a condition of social benefits, social welfare programs

were increasingly considered an employment policy instrument. President Ronald

Reagan’s administration argued that self-help provided a rationale for eliminating

nearly all government assistance, including non-work-based income transfers and

public jobs programs. Based on this rationale, Reagan was content to mandate

work as a condition for social welfare benefits, without addressing the economic

and labor market conditions that made employment difficult for the welfare pop-

ulation and the working poor.

Because Reagan’s employment policy agenda was so narrow, the traditional

outer boundary of the liberal currents did not constrain him. However, mem-

bers of both political parties resisted some of his more extreme proposals using

arguments grounded in the liberal currents. This indicated that there was an

inner boundary on employment policy. Unable to forgo manpower training alto-

gether, Reagan’s administration made sure that CETA’s replacement, the 1982

Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA), was based entirely on training, rather than

public jobs programs, and provided no stipends to trainees. Ultimately, the Rea-

gan administration’s rhetoric about using fiscal policies to increase work output

applied more to the top of the income ladder, while for those on the bottom, the

most important thing was simply to limit how much government assistance they

could receive. In addition to slashing public jobs programs and welfare benefits,

this included proposals to tax Unemployment Insurance benefits in order to make

them less attractive than private sector work. Likewise, Reagan’s tax policies

did much more to advantage top earners than to increase the incomes of most

middle-class workers, or that of the working poor. Due to pressure from social
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conservatives and left-leaning Democrats who advanced a less extreme version of

work-as-citizenship, Reagan had to compromise on some of his employment policy

goals, including welfare reform and tax policies.

President George H. W. Bush’s employment policy agenda closely resembled

Reagan’s strict fiscal conservative approach, though there was evidence that the

social conservative version of work-as-citizenship had displaced some of the more

stringent aspects of Reagan’s approach. Bush agreed to an EITC expansion as

well as to several temporary expansions to Unemployment Insurance, in response

to an economic downturn.

William J. Clinton’s administration seemed poised to dramatically expand the

employment policy arena, and by extension, the liberal currents’ boundary on

acceptable policy. As a candidate and early in his first term, Clinton explicitly

acknowledged that labor market conditions, not just the structure of employment

and social welfare programs, affected the employment prospects for low wage work-

ers and the non-working poor. However, Clinton’s policy decisions demonstrated

that he was not deeply committed to the expanded version of work-as-citizenship

– namely, that work should be available to all and should lead to economic secu-

rity – that he had espoused during his presidential run. Clinton’s administration

initially proposed a substantial economic investment program that would include

a public jobs component as part of an overall deficit-reduction strategy, but then

opted for cutting the deficit without including the investment or jobs programs.

Similarly, while the administration supported expansion to the EITC, which

assisted low wage workers, other reforms for needy workers promised by Clin-

ton were not enacted. This included indexing the minimum wage, and reforming

health care. Later, despite this incomplete package of reforms to low wage work,

which left such workers economically insecure, the Clinton administration argued
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that moving welfare recipients into entry level jobs would provide them with eco-

nomic security. Clinton’s support for such welfare reforms culminated in the

passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act (PRWORA),

which turned welfare into a time-limited program that conditioned benefits on

recipients’ participation in work and training programs. The JTPA had a ques-

tionable track record by the time Clinton took office, but rather than overhauling

the program, its short-term training model was used as the basis for PRWORA’s

welfare-recipient training programs. Moreover, Clinton presided over training pro-

grams’ adoption of the “work-first” philosophy; which shifted the emphasis away

from education and skills training in favor of getting recipients working as quickly

as possible. In practice this meant pushing participants into low-skill, dead-end

jobs.

During the Reagan Revolution the liberal tradition’s constraint on employment

policy continued to be visible through an array of distinct mechanisms, though

the form of the constraint was subject to change, as were policymakers’ under-

standings of the currents themselves. To begin with, policymakers continued to

opt for policies that involved macro-economic or individual level interventions,

which reinforced the labor market, rather than altering the labor market through

regulation or public jobs programs. Second, starting with Reagan but continuing

through Clinton’s time in office, there was a resurgence of direct attacks by policy-

makers on employment and social welfare programs based on the idea, consistent

with work-as-citizenship, that individuals should find work on their own in the

private sector. One manifestation of this was the increasing bi-partisan support

for work-based reforms to welfare. However, it is important to note that there

were competing interpretations of work-as-citizenship among policymakers during

these years: Reagan’s harsh fiscal conservative version, a more moderate version
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espoused by social conservatives from both political parties, and an expanded

version articulated by Clinton that explicitly linked employment with economic

security. Third, the termination of employment programs that supplanted the pri-

vate sector’s provision of jobs (e.g. the Comprehensive Employment and Training

Act’s public jobs program), and their replacement with more ideologically palat-

able training programs, showed the liberal currents’ influence on policymakers was

enough to overcome support for programs with established political constituen-

cies. Finally, as they designed and reformed employment and welfare programs,

policymakers routinely ignored or overlooked data on existing and past programs

when such data conflicted with their interpretations of the two liberal currents.

Future Directions for Employment Policy

Understanding the extent to which established employment policy can aid the eco-

nomically insecure – a disproportionate number of whom are non-whites or women

– is essential to crafting future employment policy that provides real equality of

opportunity in employment to all Americans. I have shown here that as cur-

rently formulated, American employment policy has consistently failed to ensure

that there were enough jobs, particularly stable jobs paying a living wage, for the

adult labor force. It remains an open question whether federal employment policy

will be expanded in the future to more fully address existing deficiencies in the

quantity and quality of jobs.

The two liberal currents have not disappeared from discourse on employment

policy, though it is important to recognize that they are increasingly subject to

reformulation. This includes Reagan’s strict fiscal conservative approach which

took the individual work mandate to the extreme, as well as the social conserva-

tive understanding of work-as-citizenship that sought to link social welfare policy
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more fully with work output. However, it also includes Clinton’s initial expanded

iteration of work-as-citizenship, notwithstanding the fact that he did not fully

follow through on his promises to extend economic security to all Americans.

Work-as-citizenship has historically served to emphasize private employment and,

in combination with labor-market anti-statism, to prioritize employment policies

that reinforced rather than altered the labor market. Yet, recent employment

policy debates show that work-as-citizenship also presents a potential basis for a

right to employment, and beyond that, for guaranteed access to employment that

is above the poverty level and that provides pathways to jobs in the middle class.
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