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Abstract:
In comparison to all other industrialized countries, America has the highest rates of poverty. So, why is it that the world’s top economic superpower has failed miserably in addressing the issue of poverty? Some believe that it is because our country was built on Lockean principles of private property, free market, and limited government. They would state that government does not have a role in fighting poverty. Others would say this is due to our political structure, mainly the two-party system, as well as the increasing role of money in politics. There is also a fairly large contingent of people that would say that America’s values promote self-sufficiency, a diligent work ethic, and individual responsibility. While there is some truth in all of these three perspectives, I will show that issues and perceptions of race have played a major role in why America has generally been apathetic towards, and at times even against government action to reduce poverty. In terms of how race affects public policy issues, I will discuss the New Deal, civil rights legislation, the Great Society (especially the War on Poverty), and policies since then. Also, I will show how since the New Deal all the way through the Reagan years, the perceptions of race on poverty has played a major role in elections, coalitions, and realignments. Finally, I will compare and contrast three types of possible solutions that could potentially reduce poverty in America: 1) class based policies targeted towards the poor, 2) race-based policies targeted towards the black and Hispanic communities, and 3) universal policies that are both class-neutral as well as race-neutral.
The Negative Impact Of Race on Poverty, and How To Overcome It

By Anand Shastri

In comparison to all other industrialized countries, America has the highest rates of poverty. In fact, in their book, What Government Can Do, Benjamin Page & James Simmons pointed out that the 1999 United Nations Human Development Report found the following: when compared to all of the seventeen developed, industrialized countries measured, the United States had the worst “human poverty” score. The score was based on survival rates, literacy rates, long-term unemployment, and the proportion of people below half the median income (Page & Simmons, pg. 30). So why is it that the world’s top economic superpower has failed miserably in addressing the issue of poverty? Some have stated that our society is based on Lockean principles of private property, free market, and limited government. They state that government does not have a role in fighting poverty. Others say it is due to our political structure, mainly the two-party system, as well as the increasing role of money in politics. There is also a fairly large contingent of people that would say that America’s values promote self-sufficiency, a diligent work ethic, and individual responsibility. While there is some truth in all of these three perspectives, I will show that issues and perceptions of race have played a major role in why America has generally been apathetic towards, and at times even against government action to reduce poverty. Also, I will compare and contrast three types of possible solutions that could potentially reduce poverty in America: 1) class-based policies targeted towards the poor, 2) race-based policies targeted towards the black and Hispanic communities, and 3) universal policies that are both class-neutral as well as race-neutral.
Americans, especially ones with left-of-center views, often praise the success of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal. However, contrary to what many liberals think, the New Deal was not just about enacting policies designed to help the industrial working class; it also validated racial segregation in many aspects of government policy.  (Quadagno preface V). I believe that promoting and enacting these two goals is what created the most seemingly contradictory demographic coalition of not only Northern blacks, Jews, Catholics, and the white working-class, but also of Southern whites who wanted to preserve racism (Judis & Texeira 14-15). This was one of the major reasons the New Deal coalition lasted for over thirty years. The Democratic Party and its leaders continuously “passed the buck” to the next administration on correcting the racial inequalities that persisted during that era. 
It was Lyndon Johnson who took on the political risk of promoting racial equality across the board, whether it was civil rights or the War on Poverty. The 1964 Civil Rights Act, the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and the 1968 Fair Housing Act dealt a severe blow to explicit, legal racism in the South. On the economic front, in her book, The Color of Welfare, Jill Quadagno states that, “While the New Deal had conspired with Southern elites to deny political and social rights to African-Africans, the War on Poverty would integrate them into local politics, local job markets, and local housing markets (Quadagno 31).”  The Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 was the centerpiece of the War on Poverty; it consisted largely of programs for community action that were created to provide the poor with healthcare, job training, and migrant worker assistance. It also created the Office of Economic Opportunity to oversee them (Quadagno 33). Not surprisingly, all of the preceding also produced a massive white backlash, which came in many forms that were felt all throughout America. There were policy goals of civil rights and the War on Poverty that aroused intense opposition from mainstream whites. The two areas I will elaborate on are equal employment opportunity as well as welfare programs designed to lift people out of poverty. It is these types of proposed policy solutions made by Page & Simmons that I will later analyze to show which types of solutions would be most effective in combating poverty.
Policies that had actively pushed for equal opportunity in employment met fierce resistance (Quadagno 70). One policy was banning discrimination by trade unions on projects using federal funds; this mandated that they admit black men. African-Americans stated that equality in the labor market was a vital right, but skilled trade unionists felt that having the right to allow who could be admitted and who could not, was something that had to be preserved if our government truly believed in freedom (Quadagno 62). The Office of Economic Opportunity pushed for job training programs for blacks, yet also forced employers to coordinate these programs with the trade unions. This seemed to appease both groups, but not for long. Eventually, the civil rights movement declared war on the skilled trade unions, which compelled the government to intervene in union practices that promoted racism, and increased the severity of black poverty (Quadagno 71). Unions reacted against the increasing pressure from government to integrate their organizations by accelerating their use of tests, oral interviews, and education requirements, which they justified as necessary to maintaining standards (Quadagno 74). 
This was one of the major catalysts in the government pushing for affirmative action. A groundbreaking judicial decision in Ohio provided more weight to that by stating, “where African Americans were denied equal opportunity in apprenticeships, the Department of Labor had to withdraw federal contracts.” Essentially, this mandated affirmative action, which meant showing evidence that minorities would be represented in all aspects of work (Quadagno 75).  Stone discusses affirmative action in the context of group-based distributional equity, stating that it is, “a policy of distributive preference to members of groups that have been the victims of historical discrimination,” which have been primarily blacks and women (Stone 46). She stated, 

These policies included extra efforts to advertise job openings in outlets targeted to minority groups; extra steps in hiring to ensure that untraditional qualifications and career paths are not overlooked; special programs to enlarge the pool of qualified minority applicants; altering the criteria for selection to give more weight to the special experiences (including discrimination) of members of minority groups (Stone 46).

While there were some methods that initially succeeded in reducing poverty by enacting and implementing measures to promote equal opportunity in employment, they were marginalized every step of the way. By the end of the decade, public opinion began to gravitate against it due to resentment against blacks, whom they felt completely lacked gratitude for the gains that stemmed from the Great Society (Quadagno 78). 
The backlash against civil rights and the War on Poverty also reared its ugly head in poverty assistance programs for the poor, which was and still is referred to as “welfare.” Even programs that originated during the New Deal, such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) generated intense resistance, and were undercut throughout the country. Conservatives derided it saying it reduced the incentive to work and prevented the formation of stable families (Quadagno 117). In chapter 6 of her book, Stone discusses how views on public policy are often couched in various stories that explain the creation and perpetuation of the problem. A variant of these stories exemplies the conservative perspective of poverty. She calls it the blame-the-victim story, which pointed out one recent analysis, which stated, “It was the fact that unskilled women not only married less, but continued to have more children that pushed more of them into the streets.” The blame-the victim story often voiced by conservatives have espoused that the poor are poor due to choice they make, such as seeking instant gratification instead of long-term success, or because they opt to live on welfare instead of working (Stone 144).
 Another New Deal staple, the Social Security Act of 1935 created racial division. Southern congressmen, who controlled key committees, made sure local welfare authorities retained control over the distribution of benefits (Quadagno 119). This basically allowed states throughout the country to deny blacks from receiving benefits.

In the mid-1960’s, the welfare rights movement began staging sit-ins and confronting welfare offices. They successfully fought for a liberalization of the rules, which resulted in an unbelievable increase in the number of welfare recipients. The astronomical rise in costs burdened white working- and middle-class taxpayers, which inflamed them and fueled an anti-welfare retaliation. In states that the rise in welfare costs were felt the most, state governments in New York and California slashed welfare and the primary healthcare program for the poor, which was Medicaid. In Illinois, the Governor cut $12 million dollars from the budget for welfare (Quadagno 120-121).
The white backlash against extending equal opportunity to blacks in employment, and providing them with poverty assistance was even more obvious in campaigns and elections. Race was the primary factor in destroying the New Deal Democratic coalition, and ushered in an era where conservative Republicans ascended to power. In fact, even before the implementation of the War on Poverty, and passage of some important civil rights legislation, the nomination of Barry Goldwater catalyzed the commencement of the New Right, conservative Republican Party, which was virulently against civil rights. Due to fear of entering into nuclear war, Johnson routed Goldwater in both the popular vote, as well as the electoral vote. However, Goldwater carried the five Deep South states, which would later become the heart of the Republican Party (Judis & Texeira pg. 17). This was followed the 1966 mid-term elections, in which anti-civil rights conservatives made gains in Congress. Then in 1968, George Wallace ran for President on a platform of issues built on racism (welfare, taxes, crime, etc.) and the battle-cry, “Segregation Now, Segregation Forever!” The share of the Democratic vote for their Presidential nominee, Hubert Humphrey dropped by almost 25 percent compared to Johnson in 1964 (Quadagno 78). Wallace successfully pulled away many white Democrats, which elected Richard Nixon  (Judis & Texeira pg. 18-19). In his book, The Emerging Republican Majority, Kevin Phillips stated:
The principal force which broke up the Democratic (New Deal) coalition is the Negro socioeconomic revolution and the liberal Democratic ideological inability to cope with it. Democratic “Great Society” programs aligned that party with many Negro demands, but the party was unable to defuse racial tension sundering the nation (Judis & Teixeira 18).

He also wrote what I believe was the most visible contrast between the New Deal and the War on Poverty, in the eyes of the white majority. He stated, “The Democratic Party fell victim to the ideological impetus of a liberalism, which had carried it beyond programs taxing the few for the benefit of the many… to programs taxing the many on behalf of the few (Judis & Teixeira 17-18).

In both equal opportunity in employment and welfare, it seemed liked Nixon made strides to help the quality of life for blacks in poverty. On the surface, it made no sense why President Nixon, who overwhelmingly lost the black vote, would create an affirmative action program, called the Philadelphia Plan, as well as push for creation of the welfare program, entitled, the Family Assistance Plan. Part of it was to calm the rising frustration and riots in the black community. However, there were some political calculations and strategies behind the impact of these plans as well. Nixon remained ambiguous on race, and this type of policy allowed him to put working-class whites in unions versus blacks. Both groups were at the core of the New Deal majority. Stone describes how ambiguity is the most important feature of symbolism. The ambiguity demonstrated by Nixon is what Stone said, “Allows policy makers to placate both sides in a conflict by giving the rhetoric to one side and decision to the other (Stone 159).” Nixon aide John Ehrlichman explained:
The NAACP (a powerful civil rights group) wanted a tougher requirement (for employers on hiring); the unions hated the whole thing… Before long, the AFL-CIO (a powerful labor union) and the NAACP were locked in combat over one of the most passionate issues of the day, and the Nixon administration was located in the sweet and reasonable middle (Quadagno 79).

Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan (FAP), was essentially a guaranteed income proposal. It seemed to be supported by many different groups for different reasons. Stone describes this ambiguity as “uniting people who would benefit from the same policy, but for different reasons (Stone 158).” It was an attempt to assist the GOP in appealing to the white working poor in the South, were wages kept most of them in poverty. It would provide tax relief to white homeowners who were dismayed due to rising property taxes, which resulted from escalating welfare costs. It was supported by urban mayors in some states because they felt it would encourage black migration to the cities, and provide more workers. It gave blacks assistance in coping with poverty. Lastly, it reinforced the Protestant work ethic by demanding that lazy welfare recipients would have to work (Quadagno 123). However, the plan debated in Congress aggravated divisions inherent in welfare policy. It pitted poor, Southern white workers against Northern welfare mothers, whom the former perceived to be black women. It also divided blacks on gender as well. FAP eventually died because it was too specific, and alienated Southern conservatives, Northern liberals, urban welfare mothers, and the Chamber of Commerce (Quadagno 133).

Politically, the Republican gains amongst the electorate were largely due to the issues and perceptions of race. No where was this more evident than in the South.  The initial success of Goldwater’s concepts and breakthrough in the South, became formally known as the “Southern strategy,” during Nixon’s reign, and were consolidated during the Reagan years (Judis & Texeira 27). In his book, Whistling Past Dixie, Thomas Schaller states that when Nixon ran for president in 1960, he won about 32 percent of the black vote, yet still lost to Kennedy. In 1968 and 1972, using the Southern strategy, which made blatant racial appeals to whites, Nixon won both elections even though he wrote off all but the smallest fraction of black vote, garnering at best, only 12 percent of their vote. The fact that he could surrender the black vote and win validated the Republican strategy of “the hell with them” (Schaller 77). In 1980, Reagan ran for President using less explicit race cards like “states’ rights” and “welfare queens”, and was even endorsed by the Klu Klux Klan (Schaller 77). Reagan’s views on race resonated with many whites, especially Southerners, thus winning 61 percent of white Southern voters in 1980 against a native Southerner, and 71 percent in 1984 against Mondale (Judis & Teixeira 25).
This is in spite of the fact that the South was, and still is by many measures, the poorest region in the country. Gene Nichol, dean of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Law School lamented:
The South has proven to be the native home of American poverty. It continues to sustain the highest poverty rate and the lowest average income of any section in the country. Yet, ironically, we frequently elect public officials who pander to the wealthy and cripple the social structures of the poor. Southern leaders often seem to specialize in undermining democracy, while giving the back of their hands to meaningful equality. We produce more poverty and more politicians who are untroubled by it than the rest of the nation (Schaller 65).

In fact, until the 1960’s, white Southerners trailed only Jews and African Americans in their degree of economic liberalism. However, white Southerners’ demand for racial control was so important that they were willing to sacrifice their own economic ideals and interests (Schaller 76).
In the 1980’s and 1990’s, our government, and many of our people no longer cared about addressing poverty. While the civil rights legislation stood the test of time, poverty assistance programs did not. As I stated earlier, the increase in number and severity of poverty increased amongst blacks, Hispanics, and many whites as well. This problem must be addressed because it is ripping apart the fabric of America. So, how can we reduce poverty?

Some of the suggestions recommended by Page & Simmons were a guaranteed income, equal opportunity, investments in education, and universal healthcare. In some cases, I have added on to, or modified their ideas. I will now discuss these solutions to fighting poverty by analyzing the three types of policies I mentioned earlier: race-based policies that are targeted towards blacks and Hispanics, class-based policies that are targeted towards the poor, and broad-based, universal policies that are both race-neutral and class-neutral. Due to my analysis of how much of a negative impact that issues and perceptions of race has had on poverty, I will advocate raising the significance of class-based solutions to be equivalent to current race-based solutions. However, it is also because of my earlier analysis, that I believe race-based solutions should be maintained in certain policy areas. Finally, I will analyze the case of Social Security to explain why I also support another universal solution to poverty on a different policy.
Page & Simmons’ proposal of a guaranteed income is essentially a class-based solution that benefits the poor and working poor. It is a direct redistribution that takes cash from the rich to the poor. Page & Simmons note how easily understood this solution is; they state to abolish the complex tangle of programs, and set-up, a cheap-to-administer payments to the poor. However, they also note the reality of the American Way contradicts this solution. Most Americans in the present tense are not sympathetic towards the poor (Page & Simmons 273-274). If this proposal has any chance of winning popular support, this solution must explicitly and repeatedly explain that this is a race-neutral solution, and one that also benefits the working poor, not just the unemployed. Page & Simmons also state that this benefit should be very financially modest, and also make clear it is a part of the solution, which by itself is not sufficient to reducing poverty (Page & Simmons 274).
I feel Page & Simmons’ proposal for equal opportunity is far too vague. It should be specifically tailored extending equal opportunity in employment and contracting. This brings up the very contentious race-and-gender-based policy of affirmative action. Obviously, discrimination in the work place still exists, but I believe that the current policy based on race and gender in the workplace should be changed. I think in order to be both a successful policy, and also draw support from a majority of Americans, it should add an economic component. I am not suggesting that class should replace race and gender; I only suggest it should be in addition to race and gender.

Eliminating the disparity in quality of education is very important. As Page & Simmons state, investment in education is a very popular idea, and has powerful arguments on its side. They state the following about educational investments:

It does not “interfere with markets in the way some government programs do; instead, it subsidizes the creation of a strong labor force, something that businesspeople as well as workers can appreciate. Education is widely seen as a public good, that brings broad social benefits, but is likely to be underproduced by private markets (Page & Simmons 52).”

Again, in terms of disparities in public education, investments should be classed-based, and not just urban, minority schools, but low-income white schools as well. It should be presented in the reverse sequence of words of what Adam Smith states, meaning that it is in our own self-interest to promote the common good. Who knows, maybe your tax dollars could provide help for the doctor that saves your child’s life, the teacher who empowers your children, or the architect that designs your dream house.

Still though, while I think all of the preceding proposals would be effective in reducing poverty, no policy that has reduced poverty has stood the test of time like Social Security. The reason is simple: it benefits everyone regardless of class or race. Originally, Social Security like most New Deal programs excluded blacks and women as well. However, in recent decades it has been universal. Regardless of ideology or party affiliation, no administration has made significant cuts to Social Security. This is partly due to the number and turnout rates of elderly voters, but also because of its universality. In terms of class, it was the sole program in the welfare state where the middle class as well as the poor received something back for their taxes (Quadagno 162). Perphaps no one has pled the case for universalism more eloquently than the William Julius Wilson. He stated:

I am convinced that the problems of the truly disadvantaged in the United States will have to be attacked primarily through universal programs that enjoy the support and commitment of a broad constituency. Under this approach, targeted programs (whether based on the principle of equality of group opportunity or that of equality of life chances) would not necessarily be eliminated, but would rather be deemphasized- considered only as offshoots of, and indeed secondary to, universal programs. The hidden agenda is to improve the life chances of groups like the urban underclass by emphasizing programs in which the more advantaged groups of all races can positively relate (Wilson 120).

Page & Simmons propose universal healthcare as a solution to poverty. While the “n-word” meaning national healthcare still faces a lot of opposition, the American Medical Association has reported throughout this decade, the movement to make healthcare more accessible to all has become more popular with each passing year as the costs are becoming more exorbitant, as well as the increasing number of uninsured (AMA 1). The question regarding universal healthcare is no longer “Should we?”, but rather “How do we?”

Race has clearly played a major role in why America has not really addressed the issue of poverty. In order to unify the country, we must enact and enforce policies that reduce poverty. I agree with Quadagno’s conclusion that there have been positive strides in healing racial divisions. Now would be a good time to tackle poverty and racism. Some of Page & Simmons’ solutions need to be considered. As Lindblom states, if government does not act to reduce poverty in the market system, it will intensify instability and insecurity (Lindblom 82-83). The future of race relations and general health of the country demands it.
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