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The Reagan Legacy: Undoing
Class, Race and Gender Accords.

MIMI ABRAMOVITZ

Hunter College

The impact of Reaganonics on women, workers, and persons of color
is explored by looking at structiral forces in the political econonry it
encowrage business and government at one time to support qd another
time to wudermine the weljave state. The expansion of the welfure state
Jraw 1935 to the mid-1970s weshed well with the needs of profitable pro-
duction, political legitimacy and patrinechal control. With the cconomic
crisis of the 1970s, the seelfare state became toa competitioe with capital
accumudation and too supporlive of empozcered popular mavenienls and
had to go. Women, persons of color, and the peor riked high amony
the victims of the new auslerity plan.

The 1935 Social Scecurily Act, widely viewed as marking, the
birth of the modern welfare state in the United Slales, was en-
acted during a crisis in which the political and economic ar-
rangements supportive of capital accumulation, sociul stability,
and patriarchal controls from the [890s to the 1930s collapsed
(Bowles, 1982; Bowles & Ginlis 1982; Bowles Gordon, & Woeis-
skapf, 1983, 1986; Kotz, 1987, 1990). Signaled by the 1929 stock
market crash, the crisis revealed whal many already knew: that
the drive for high profits and low wages that characlerizes cap-
ilalist production, could not assure the levels of wages and em-
ployment needed to supporl the average family unless the stale
intervened. The state had 1o step in and absorb more of the
costs of family formation and maintenance since profitable pro-
duction depended heavily on the family system (and women's
unpaid labor within it) to produce, nurture, and socialize the
currenl and future labor force; o provide cave for those oo
young, old, sick to care for themselves; and Lo assure that in-
dividuals affiliate with and integrate into sacicly (Gough 198();
Dickinson & Russell, 1986; Sukoloff, 1981).

()l
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The enaclment of the Social Security Act effectively legal-
ized federal responsibility for social welfare. In the short run,
this major restructuring of the svstem of social welfare provi-
sion cushioned the immediate blows of the Depression. it pud
cash into emply hands and increased purchasing, power, which
assisted people in nced while stimulating the depressed econ-
omy. In the long run, bringing the federal government inlo so-
cial welfare acknowledged that the slate had to socialize Lhe
costs of family life on a permanent basis. Instead of relying on
famities, charitivs, religious institutions and local governments
lo mediate belween economic profils and economic security, the
federal government had to provide minimal support (Bowles,
1982; Bowles and Gintis, 1982; Bowles, Gordon & Weisskopf,
1983, 1986; Kolz, 1987, 1990).

The Social Security Act also help o restore the political legil-
imacy of the state. The thirties witnessed widespread agitalion
by trade union and numerous other popular mavements seek-
ing redress from the collapse and underlying, incquities of the
market. Tn the short run, the New Deal programs helped lo
restore polilical and economic equilibrium by providing some
cconomic reliel to thousands of people, legalizing unions and
collective bargaining, and bringing the leaders of popular move-
ments into the New Deal Administration. In the long run, the
welfare stale stabilized the new cconomic order, restored the
political legilimacy of the state, and muled the class conflicts
penerated by vrganized labor and other dislocated and disen-
(ranchised groups.

The restructuring of social welfare focused hravily on restor-
ing business activity and conlaining class conflicl, Much less
altention was paid to the demands of the varly civil rights
and women’s movements. The NAACP, the Urban league and
women’s rights movement had been active since the early parl
of the century but still Jacked the voting power and political
clout to secure ils agenda (Piven & Cloward, 1971; Skocpol,
1988). Although Roosevelt supported New Deal programs thal
benefited African Americans and white women, his adminis-
tration did not challenge the discrimination and the disenfran-
chisement of black Americans nor the lack of equal opportunily
for women. Both the civil rights and women's movement faulted
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the New Deal for excluding theiv members, Blacks in addition
criticized Roosevelt for not intreducing antilynching laws or
passinyg civil rights Iegislation during his four ptesndcnlml lerms
(Leuchtenburg, 1963; Sitkoff, 1981). The wamen’s movement cri-
tiqued the New Deal programs for placing them in sex slerco-
typed jobs, offering, them benefits as dependent spouses, and
refusing to undo laws barring employment by married women
(Abramovitz, 1988; Scharf, 1983, Ware, [981).

The Poslt War Expansion of the Welfare State

The welfare state expanded rapidly alter World War 11, Dur-
ing this period Congress liberalized the Social Security Act and
created new social service programs, Fueled by prosperity and
political struggles, the vxpansion cantinued into the sixtics wilh
the War on Poverly, The Greal socicly, and new laws to protect”
civil rights, women's rights, the workplace, and the environ-
ment. The postwar instilulionalization of the welfare state im-
proved the standard of living and demacratic rights of women,
labor, and people of color. [t also meshed well with business
prafils, political stability, and patriarchal controls. Reflecling
the acceptance of government regulation of the economy and
concessions to popular movements, the expansion of the wel-
fare stale was underpinned by Cognilion economic theory.and
informal accords negoliated with the trade union, civil rights,
and women’s movements,

Keynesian Econamics

Keynesian economics actively sanctioned a more interven-
tionist state. It called for governmenl spending and regulations
to assure that the cconomy recovered from its periodic crises of
low production and high unemployment. The theory pramised
that if governmenl tax and spending policies increased agpre-
gate demand, tolerated a moderate deficil when necessary, and
controlled inflation, higher profits for business and a beller stan-
dard of living for workers would result. The emphasis on in-
creasing demand and therefore consumplion, reversed carlier
economic practices which extracted profits by lowering rather
than raising the standard of living. By arguing that the careful
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use of fiscal and monetary policy would benefil the rich, the
middle class, and the poor, Keynesian economics drew support
for active government involvement. It did not, however, predict
that the informal accords negotialed with the tracde union, civil
rights, and women’s movemenls would later turn the expanded
welfare state into an arena of political struggle.

The development of capitalism itself eroded the institutional
arrangements that previously shiclded the cconomic activity of
business and the state from political influence (Piven & Clow-
ard, 1982). While promoting a more interventionist state, Key-
nesian economics could not eliminate the drive for high profits
and low wages nor could it promaote greater equality. The re-
sulting inequities led the trade union, civil rights, and women's
movements to gain strength and to intensify their struggles.
The labor, race, and gender accords granled important distri-
butional and political gains lo cach group while ensuring the
continued dominance of business and the stale. The accords
functioned unlil the mid-1970s when profound problems in do-
mestic and internalional economies forced a new restructuring
of the social order and made the postwar accords susceptible
lo attack.

Labor-Managemcitt Accord

The postwar period witnessed a reorganizalion of labor-
management, which until this time had been highly contentious
and disruptive. According to Bowles, Gordon and Weisskopf
(1983, 1986) labor and manageiment negotiated a new but infor-
mal pact which took hold after World War II. Grounded in parl
in New Deal lcgislation, the pact stabilized labor-management
relations, increased the bargaining power of unions and ex-
panded the welfare state. The 1935 Social Security Act,
cspecially Unemployment Insurance, provided wuorkers with
an cconomic backup which strengthened their ahility to resist
unfair wages and working conditions. The 1935 Wagner Acl
legalized collective bargaining which further strenglhened la-
bar's hand and established the National Labor Relations Board
lo mediate labor-management conflicts. The 1946 Employment
Act broughl the federal government into the picture lo control
prices, unemployment, and infllation. The new laws gave man-
agement control over the workplace with fewer strikes, longer
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~unjon contracts and new shop floor rules. Tn exchange for its
~cooperation, labor won a share in capitalist prosperity through
~higher wages, betler working conditions, greater job sccurity
sand fewer anti-union campaigns. The government agreed to
_reguhle economic conditions and mediale the dispules.
. The accords smoothed the way (or postwar business prolils,
mlegmlcd labor inlo the pulltlcal mainstream, and made labor
“relations more predictable. Maradoxically, however, the accords
“also empowered labor. The expansion of the welfare slale, the
: growth of the trade union movement, and the enforcement of
“newly won gains by he stale improved labor's standard of liv-
“ing and gave unions a greater say on the shop floor. The 1947
Taft-Hartley Act and the 1950 Macarran Act and the rise of
. McCarthyism narrowed labor's advances. Bul at the time of the
- merger of the American Federation of Labor and the Congress of
Industrial Organizations in 1955, a record 35% of the labor force
- was unionized. A higher standard of living, backed by stronger
“unions and new welfare state programs made it possible for la-
. bor to challenge the power of business and government through
" most of the postwar ycars, The struggle for control never ended,
_but in the mid-1970s, the cost of fringe benefits, the expansion of
. social programs, and labor's empowcerment weakened business’
= eontrol over labor and conlributed to the demise of the accord.
' The labor accord analysis developed by Bowles (1982),
_Bowles and Gintis (1982), Bowles, Gordon, Weisskopl (1983,
x 1986), Piven and Cloward (1982) among olhers does not directly
deal with issues of race and gender. But the historical records
show thal by the late 1960s, business and Lhe state had nego-
. tiated similar pacts with persons of color and women. A key
- goal of Reaganomics was to undo all three accords in order lo
contract Lhe welfare state and disempower popular movements.

The Racial Accord

The postwar period also witnessed reorganization of race
relations as Lthe “go slow” politics of the carly civil rights move-
ment gave way to more militant demands for integration and
civil rights in the mid-1930s. Until then Jim Crow remained
strong and the dominant wing of the civil rights movement ac-
cepled limited change through self-help, litigation, and lobbying
and tokenism. African Americans lacked the resources needed
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lo win the fight for racial integralion despile a (enfold increase
in the membership of the NAACP and the formation of the
Congress of Racial Equalily. Bul with the 1935 Montgomery Bus
Boycott the civil rights movement became more militant. Tired
of gradualism and (okenism the civil righls movement turned
to direct action such as sil-ins, pray-ins, wade-ins, boycotts and
Freedom Rides lo secure ils ends. The NAACTP's numerous court
victories against segregation, bul especially the 1954 Supreme
Courl decision banning separale but cqual schools empowered
the movement.

The growing size and militancy of the civil rights move-
ment eventually forced slate action to maintain civil order and
reslore black confidence in the government. When, in 1956, an-
gry black volers lefl the Democratic Party to profest its lack
of support for civil rights, politicians took note. In 1957, Lisen-
hower reluctantly sent Federal troops into Little Rock, Arkansas
to enforce the 1954 Supreme Court decision. That same year
both Democrats and Republicans backed legislation which pro-
tected Lhe right of blacks to vote and created the Commission
on Civil Rights (Piven & Cloward, 1971). At the same lime,
the blatant and often violent refusal of Southern while afficials
to obey federal civil rights laws engendered sympathy for the
cause among working-class blacks and northern whites. Finally,
the civil rights movement escalaled ils demands moving (rom
constitutional prolections {0 equilable distribulion of socictal
power.

The race accord, negotialed by Kennedy who owed his nar-
row 1960 presidential victory to the swing black vole (Mveier &
Rudwick, 1976) reduced racial barricrs o voling employment,
educalion, and housing and expanded social welfare programs.
The shift in the Democratic Party’s civil rights stance was sig-
naled when Kennedy appointed blacks to high federal posi-
tions, forced Governor Wallace lo desegregate the Universily
of Alabama, recommended a sweeping civil rights law, sup-
ported the march on Washington led by Dr. Martin f.uther King,
and privately encouragied nearly 100 corporale and (oundation
leaders to contribute over ane million dollars to the five major
civil rights grroups (Meier & Rudwick, 1976; Sitkoff, 1981). After
Kennedy’s assassination Johnson offered to scat the Mississippi
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Freedom Duemocralic Party al the 1964 Democratic Convention.
Congress followed suit and passed the 1964 Civil Rights Act and
it passed the 1965 Voting Rights Act. The movement’s demands
for greater cconomic justice were met with The Great Sociely
and the War on Poverly which further enlarged the welfare
slate. Sargent Shriver, who direcled the War on Poverly, said
it created “a new relationship and new grievance procedure
between the pour an the.rest of society just as the National
Labor Relation Act did for unions” (I'iven & Cloward, 1971,
pp. 270-271).

Negotialed by business and government Lo contain the civil
rights movement without modifying white supremacy, he ra-
cial accord eased lensions for a while. Business and govern-
menl secured increased political loyally from the rising num-
ber of African American voters who from 1960-1964 furnished
Demacrats with the presidency and control over bath houses of
Congress (Sitkofl, 1981). Race relations were stabilized withoul
any loss of while privilege or control of the political process.
In exchange for their cooperation, African Americans and other
persons of color won basic rights and greater access (o the polit-
ical and economic systems. But Lhe race accord also empowered
the civil righls movement and maodified the balance of power,
making it casier for persons ol color to challenge and at times
threaten the dominance of the while pawer structure. In the
late 1960s, these challenges included the “long-hol summers,”
the spread of the civil rights movement from the South to the
North, and the mplaccmonl of the integrationist call for “Black
and While Together” by the more radical demand for “Black
Power” (Sitkoff, 1981). In the 1970s, middle-class African Amer-
icans won local and state office and in 1984 Jesse Jackson was
a candidate (or President of the United States.

The Gender Accord

The post-war period also witnessed a reorganization of gen-
der polilics due to changes in women'’s role thal posed threals
to patriarchal authority and fueled the rebirth of the feminist
movement. Under the accord, the stale reduced gender barriers
to employmenl, education, credit and pensions, expanded social
welfare benefits and reproductive rights, and granted women
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greater acaess o the state. In exchange for these advances, the
women’s movemenl promised tess militancy, conlinued politi-
cal allegiance, and demands that would nol challenge the un-
derpinnings of patriarchal arrangements.

The women’s movement had been in the doldrums during
the 1940s and 1950s, but it did not disappear. A small network of
middle class women sustained mutually antagonistic voices in
behalf of women's rights with une wing supporting legislative
reforms for poor and working women and Lhe other pressing
for the Equal Rights Amendment (Evans, 1989; Rupp & Tay-
lor, 1987). African American women kept segregation, lynching,
and race discrimination on the political agenda; and working-
class women of both races struggled to preserve their wartime
employmenl pains (Evans, 1989; Gabin, 1990; Rupp & Taylar,
1987). Meanwhile, changes in the structure of work and family
life exposed thousands of women to discriminalion, led them
lo ask why (he equal-opportunity-for-all promisc did not apply
o them, rencwed interest in the Equal Rights Amendment, and
eventually revived the feminist movement.

Kennedy iniliated the gender accords in 1961 o fulfill prom-
ises to the women who. voted for him, to side-track renewed in-
terest in the ERA and to keep increasingly independent women
voters tied Lo the Democratic parly. Pressed by Esther Peterson,
his appointed head of the Women's Bureau, Kennedy estab-
lished the Commission on the Status of Women in 1961 (Evans,
1989, McGlen, 1983; Rupp & Taylor, 1981). its 1963 report, Amer-
ican Women paicd careful obeisance to the centrality of women’s
traditional roles, but documented the realitics of female inequal-
ity. Although the report opposed the Equal Rights Amendment,
it exposed many problems of employment discrimination, un-
equal pay, the lack of social services, continued lepal inequalily
and other gender inequities.

Although supportive of womuen's traditional role, the Com-
mission’s Reporl activated many women. It generaled commis-
sions on the stalus of women in most states and led to the
passage of the 1963 Equal "ay Act which outlawed gender-
based wage discrimination (Evans 1989). Bul palriarchal resis-
tance persisted. Congress refused to provide equal pay based
on comparable worth, the broader pay equity concept favored
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by the women’s movement. A legislator added the word “sex”
to Title VIT of the 1964 Civil Rights Act in hopes of deflvaling, the
bill which prohibited employment discrimination (Evans 1989;
Rupp & Taylor, 1987).

Just as the stale’s reluctance to enfarce the 1954 Brown-de-
cision catalyzed the civil rights movement in the lale 1950s,
the refusal by Equal Employmenl Opportunity Commiission to
act on thousands of sex discriminalion complaints mobilized
the feminist movement. Tired of gradualism and lokenism and
angered by the widening male-female wage gap (Bird, 1968),
middle-class women formed new feminist organizations in the
1960s including the National Organization of Women (NOW)
(1967), the Women'’s Ligquily Action League (WEAL) (1970), and
the National Women's olitical Caucus (NWPQ) (1971). The in-
surgency crossed race, class, and age lines with the appearance
of the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRQ) (1966),
National Black Feminist Organizatlion (NBFO) (1973), and the
Coalilion of Labor Union Women (CLUB) (1974). Younger
women activists in the Student Non-Violent Organizing Com-
mitiee (SNCC) and Student For a Democratic Socicty (S1S)
angered by male domination of their organizations and personal
lives began to call for women's liberation, nol just women’s
rights (Chafe, 1978, Livans 1980, 1989).

The new militancy expanded the gender accord in the carly
1970s. President Johnson issued FExcculive Order 11375 in 1967
which mandated affirmaltive action to redress discrimination by
firms with federal contracts. In 1972, Congress passced the ERA
although right-wing opposition in a few key slates prevenied
its ratification. This was followed by Title IX of the 1972 Educa-
tion Act Amendments, the 1974 Equal Credit Act, and the 1978
Pregnancy Disabilily Act. The Supreme Court ruled in favor of
women in a host of class action sex discrimination suils and in
1973, it legalized the right to abortion. Women also secured ac-
cess lo party councils, political appointments, and elected office.

Negotiated to contain the women’s liberation movement
without modifying patriarchal arrangements, the gender accord
expanded women's rights, welfare state benefits, and economic
opporlunities. Grealer cconomic independence, reproductive
control, and access o the state madified the gender balance
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of power and madec il easier for women (o challenge the palri-
archal powers of business and the state.

Taken together in the shorl run, the postwar accords en-
hanced economic profilability, political legitimacy, and stabi-
lized class, race and gender relations wilhout cosling, business
and the state, undue loss of control. In fact, they conlained pop-
ular movements. By confining the contest Lo demaocralic rights
and distributional gains, they directed the struggles away from
the structural roots of inequality. Bul in the long run, the ac-
cords had paradoxical effects that eventually caused business
and government to retreat from them. They increased the polit-
ical influence of popular movements whose protests spread to
new issues and new groups. The demands of the empowered
movements turned the welfare slate as well as the workplace
into highly contested lerrains, The hard-won viclories of trade
unions, civil rights and women’s groups, among others, chal-
lenged the unce impervious structures of class, race, and gender
dominance in the family, the market, and state (Bowles, & Gin-
lis, 1982; Bowles, Gordon, & Weisskopf, 1983, [Y80; Piven &
Cloward, 1982).

In brief, the accords leveled the playing field tov much for
business and the slatc. Like the nation's founding falhers who
worried that with “too much democracy” the landless major-
ity might overrule the landed minority (Farrand, 1972), today's
leaders explored ways to roll back increasingly effective chal-
fenges to the power structure (Crozier, Huntinglon, & Wala-
nulsi, 1975; Dickson & Noble, 1981; Wolle, 1980). The accords
no longer achieved their ends and had 1o be undone.

Breaking the Accords: The Reagan Legacy

Throughout most of the postwar period it seemed that the
modern welfare state, fueled by Keynesian economics and the
three accords, would expand forever, Bul hindsight reveals that
business and government’s support for the welfare state was
one of a series of time-bound solutions o the problems of cap-
ital accumulation and social conflict of a particular historical
period. By the mid-1970s, these post-war solutions had begun
lo unravel due to the loss of United Slates world hegemony,
increased inlernational economic competilion, rising national
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indebledness, declining corporale profitability, chronic eco-
nomic stagnation and aclive resistance from arganized popular
movements, The ecrosion of the nalion’s cconomic and politi-
cal power reached crisis proportions in the 1970s and required
plans Lo restruclure the polilical cconomy. While its prior re-
structuring during the Greal Depression had expanded the wel-
fare slate and strengthened the trade union, civil rights, and
women's movements, the new political steategy emphasized
auslerily and sought to roll back the gains of the previous pe-
riod. Ils goals included redistribuling income upwards, cheap-
ening he cost of labor, and curbing the influcnce ol popular
movements (Piven & Cloward 1982; Weisskopl, 1981). Accom-
plishing this goal included shattering, the poslwar consensus on
government’s expanded role in the economy, and undoing the
labor, race, and gender accords.

Shattering the Postwear Consensus on Aclive Governnent

The Reagan revolution began by attacking, big government.
The prevailing cconomic orthodoxy now held that countries
with low labor and welfare state costs fared best in domes-
tic and international trade. Reflecting this, a special [974 is-
suc of Business Week on the capilalist crisis, called for less gov-
ernment spending to promole privale investmentl. The reporler
acknowledged that idea of doing with less so thal biy busi-
ness could have more would be a hard pill for Americans to
swallow. The altack on big government meant Keynesinn eco-
nomics had (o go. “Supply-side cconomics,” ils replacement,
blamed the nation’s economic ills on “big povernment” and
called for lower laxes, reduced government spending (military
exempled), fewer government regulations, and more private
seclor initiatives. Supply-side economics undercut the welfare
state by intentionally creating the largest deficit in the nation’s
history. David Stockman, Reagan’s first budget director, later
confessed that the Administration haped that the deficit would
justify domestic program culs for vears o come (Block, 1987).
These policies combined with economic downturns and dein-
dustrialization redistribuled income upwards, lowered the stan-
dard of living, and put popular movements an the defensive
(Phillips, 1990; Greenstein & Barancik, 1990). Without (olally
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eliminating Keynesian demand-side policies, supply-side eco-
nomics weakened the material and the ideological support for
government intervention in the ceconomy, especially in the so-
cial welfare arena.

The allack on big government and the retreat from the
accords wenl hand in hand. Both were part of Lhe cffort by
business and the slate o transfer the costs of production andd
reproduction back o the poor and working, class, and to re-
zain control over the family, the market, and the slate. To re-
distribute income upwards and to curb the influence of popular
movements, il was necessary o launch an assaull on the wel-
fare slate and on the groups whose demands conlributed to
its growth, The Jower standard of living that followud is con-
firmed in regular media accounts of the feminization of poverly,
the loss of civil rights gains, the rise of the working, poor, and
the declining middle class.

Undoing the Labor Accord

During the poslwar years, cconomic prosperity, relatively
low unemployment, and the labor-management accord brought
a degree of harmony lo the warkplace and the state, especially
in the highly unionized industries. By the mid-1970s, facing a
profitability panic, business turned against the unions and the
wellare state whose victories now interfered with its ability {o
lower labor costs and control labor-management relalions. The
post-war labor accord which had increased the power of the
unions and expanded the welfare state had to go.

By all accounts, Rm;,an signaled the end of the posl-war
labor management pact in 1981 when he fived over 1,000 strik-
ing air traffic controllers, This action, combined with antilabor
appointments (o the National Labor Relations Board, implic-
itly granted employers permission to revive long-shunned an-
tiunion practices: decertifying unions, out-sourcing production,
and hiring permanent replacements for striking workers (Kil-
born, 1990; Prokesch, 1985). To strip unions of their excessive
power, business fought labor law reforms and encouraged the
- formation of new antiunion groups such as the Council for a
Union Free Environment (Boyie [980).
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Combined wilth plant closures, bankruplcies, and the de-
cline of jobs in manufacturing, the altack on labor weakened the
labor movement. Union membership felt to 15% of the labor
force, down from its 1955 peak of 33%. Unable to fight back,
workers and unions accepled smaller wage increases, less fa-
vorable work rules, and a host of other take backs just to save
their jobs. Bul according to most experts, the promised exchange
of job security never materialized (Prokesch, 1985).

Shrinking social welfare programs not only transferred the
cosl of family maintenance back to workers and the poor, but
helped management regain control over labor. It restoved the
disciplinary power of unemployment which management had
historically counted on to keep wages down, bul which expand-
ing cash assislance programs had undercul. NDespite their mea-
gerness, programs such as Aid to Dependent Children (AFIDC)
and Uncmployment Insurance (Ul) crealed an cconomic cush-
ton for workers, The cushion helps employed workers risk join-
ing unions or otherwise fighting for belter paying jobs. Inllation
and the Reagan cuts reduced purchasing power and the nuimber
of people who qualified for both Ul and AFDC. The Admin-
istration’s refusal to raise the minimum wage from 1Y81-1990
pressed wages downward as did the 1988 Family Support Act
which channeled many poor women into low-paid jobs in the
rapidly expanding service sector where labor shortages threat-

ened lo force wapes up.

Retrent Tram The Race Accord

The civil rights revolution bronght a degree of harmaony to
race relations. It strenglhened the Democratic party, secured
black altegiance Lo the stale, and began o redress historic racial
grievances. However, the registration of more black volers, the
dramalic increase in the number of black clected officials, and
the implemenlation of allirmative action programs thal com-
pensaled blacks for past inequalilies also challenged white su-
premacy. Support for the race accord was shorl-lived and came
to an abrupt end. Uncomlortable with expanded civil rights,
many white Americans began to regard them as reverse dis-
crimination. For business and the slate, the empowered civil
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righls movement had become too strong, too demanding, and
too cxpensive.

Once vicwed as central Lo elecloral viclaries, both Democrals
and Republicans began Lo ignare black volers. Despite the dev-
astating riols that fullowed the assassination of Marlin Luther
King, Jr., the issue of racial equality dropped from the politi-
cal agenda of both major political parlics (Orlicld, 1988). The
1968 presidential campaign was the last Lo seriously debate the
problems of the urban ghetto. An ideological campaign helped
to justify the shift. From Moynihan's 1965 report that blamed
poverty on the black family, to Nixon's Southern Strategy” to
Willie Horton’s appearance in Bush’s 1988 campaign ads, the
GOP wooed disaffected while Democrats by manipulating racial
tensions. The Republicans carried the while vole in every elee-
tion betiveen 1968 and 1984 (Sitkoff, 1981). Smarting from their
fosses, the Democratic Parly backed away from the race accord,
To keep while volers, blacks were asked ta lay low and to desist
from pushing their agenda too hard. In contrast to the Party’s
historic paltern of rewarding loval interest groups, when blacks
did not obey, party leaders tarred them wilh the special in-
terest label implying that they were sclfish and motivated by
sell-interest (Wellman, 1968; Edwall and ldsall, 1991).

With the cooperation of many Demaocrals, the Reagan
Administration dismantled the civil rights programs thal com-
prised the racial accord. It equated affirmative action with quo-
tas and reverse discrimination, decimated the budgets of civil
rights enforcemenl agencies, and appointed civil rights oppo-
nents to the Civil Rights Commission and the Supreme Court
(Chambers, 1987). In 1990, Bush vetoed the Civil Rights Acl
which tried o redress some of these wrongs. In 1991, he nomi-
nated Clarence Thomas, a conservative African American
opposed lo affirmalive action, lo replace the reliring liberal Su-
preme Courl jurist Thurgood Marshall. The Administration’s
domestic cutbacks also weakened the posilion of people of color.
They focused heavily on means-lesled programs such as
AlDC, Mudicaid, and subsidizing housing—which serve dis-
proportionate numbers of impoverished people of color while
treading more lightly on Medicare and Social Securily which
serve more middle-class whites (Slessarcv, 1988).
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The hard-won gains made by persons of color faded during,
the eighlies. The number of poor families of color rose sharply
while in all classes, persons of color lost pround. Their slan-
dard of living, life expectancy, and health status declined while
infant mortality and diseases rates climbed. Fewer persons of
color received student loans, graduated from high schoaol or at-
tended college. Mortgage loans become less available, and their
neighborhoods became more segregated, By retreating (rom the
racial accord, the nation’s leaders pul the civil rights movement
on lhe defensive. They divided the nation on racial grounds,
and implicitly provoked the rise of hate violence,

Undoing The Gender Accord

The gender accord stabilized gender relations by bringing,
the law into line with the changing realitics of women's lives,
correcting  fong-standing  gender  inequilies, and  granting
women a place in electoral politics. But it also expanded the
welfare stale, empowered the women’s movement, and under-
cut patriarchal arrangements. Like Lthe racial and labor accords,
the gender accord came to an abrupt end. The result has been
cheaper labor, a redistribution of income upwards, and the
strenglhening of patriarchal structures.

The 1980 platform of the Republican Party sipgnaled the end
of the post-war gender accord. It dropped the party’s former en-
dorsement of the Equal Rights Amendment, called for o consli-
tutional amendment (o end abortion, affirmed the Party’s belie
“in the traditional role and value of the family in our society,”
and emphasized the importance of motherhood and homemak-
ing in maintaining the nations value (McGlen & O'Connor, 1983,
p- 74). If fully implemented, the Family Protection Act of 1981
would have made societal institutions maore patriarchal. It pro-
posed to end federal support for child care, abortion, family
planning, women's shelters, rape crisis centers and welfare pro-
grams belicved to undermine the traditional nuclear family. It
prohibited legal aid lawyers from handling abaortion, divorce,
lesbian or gay rights cascs, banned sex education in schools,
coeducalional sports, and the use of federal funds for school
malerials depicling homaosexualily and non-traditional gender
toles (Time Mavazine, 1981).
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Secking to transfer the costs of family maintenance back to
the family, the Reagan administration encouraged working and
middle-class women Lo return hame, The atlack an big govern-
menl eliminated thousands of public sector jobs that emploved
women anc persons of color (Erie, Rein, & Wigel, 1983). Re-
duced child care, housing, health care, food benefits and social
services increased women's houschald burdens which made it
harder for them to be employed. Lack of services also added Lo
the costs of family mainlenance previously subsidized by the
state. Undoing the gender accord also weakened allirmalive ac-
tion and anti-discrimination laws. It ignored sex and race segre-
gation of the workplace and refused o support family policies
to easc women's work and family burdens. In sharp vontrast o
efforls lo send middle-class women back home, the 1988 Family
Support Act replaced AFDC's voluntary work incentives with
rules which forced poor women Lo wark outside their homes.
Those nol deprived of support, saw the value of their benefits
fall by a third. AFDC, which allows women o raise children
withoul men, came in for especially harsh treatment because it
openly threatened patriarchal norms.

The altack on aburtion rights and family planning services
and the rise of involuntary sterilizalions undermined women's
control over their boclies, while less support for women's shel-
ters, programs for batlered wives, and rape crises centers
implicitly endorsed male violence against women. With the in-
troduction of Learnfare which docks about a $100 a month from
the checks of welfare mothers whose children miss school with-
oul an acceptable excuse (Gerharz 1990), wellare programs be-
come mare coercive. Similar coercive tendencies characterize
“wedfare” which gives women a bonus for marrying and leav-
ing the rolls (Kerr 1991), and plans thal offer financial incentives
to women for using Norplant, the new long-term contracep-
tive implant.

These and other measures struck déeply at the institutions
which support the economic security and independence of
women. The cuts also reversed gains that women along with
persons of color and urganized labor have won since the 1930's,
The altack on the Equal Rights Amendment and abortion pul
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the women's movement on the defensive and limiled its ability
to seek new gains,

Conclusion

The historical forces that underpin the expansion and con-
traction of the welfare state, sugpest that the Reagan lepavy
goes beyond the machinations of an actor turned president to
the roots of our cconomic and political systemy, and that the rise
and fall of the wellare state has more to do with maintaining cor-
porate profitability, political legitimacy, racial hicrarchies, and
palriarchal arrangements than the satisfaction of human needs.

Reaganomics was not fully implemented nor lotally success.
ful, But it did engincer a dramatic reversal of public policy and
ignored the high human cost Lthat accompanied the change. Al-
templing lo secure cconomic and political control, the president
undermined the philosophy and structure of the liberal wellare
stale, weakened popular movements, and croded democralic
structures. The new austerity program has fostered distrust and
violence, as economiv deprivation and inflammatory politivs pit
one group against another. The rale of business and the slale
in creating the Reagan legacy is obscured to the extent that ob-
servers blame the fear, chaos, poverty, social decay, and loss
of communal solidarity thal now plaques aur nation, on the
behavior of those al Lhe bottom instead the decisions made by
those at the top.

No social system can function for long without a viable
labar force, familics able to maintain themselves, and a mini-
mally content and loval citizenry. No social svstem can thrive,
no maller how much military might and patriotism it musters,
if its people remain divided, and disaffected, Recognizing, this
fact, leading business groups have begun to call for health care
and educational reforms (The Committee on Feonomic Devel-

opment, 1987) and policies Lo reduce the rising rales of crime,
hunger, homelessness, illiteracy, illegal drug use, high infant
mortality, and other by-products of Reaganomics (New York
Times, 1988a, 198KD). Lven some laxpayers have accepled the
need for more revenues. Finally, coalitions of social aclivists
have continued (o resist the attack on the welfare state. These
movements have the potential to undo the disastrous Reagan
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legacy. Eventually, their victories will confirm that progressive
social change cannot arise wilhoul people’s aclivism and “pres-
sures from below.”
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