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How to organize the poor to press for relief' from potsrty is a ques• 

tion on which activists are now foundering• In this arti~ we propose ~ 

strategy based on wlnerabilities in tha public-welfare sys~m. By organizing 

~ poor to exploit these vulnerabilities, p~essure can be exerted on the 

federal government to enact a gw:l.rehteed. minimum income plan. 

Several. points underly the proposed strategy. First, millions of the 

poor are deprived of public-welfare benefits to whiCh they are entitled by 

law and regulation: zr.any who are eligible are not on the welfare rolls, and 

many who are on the rolls do not receive full allowances. Second, public-

welfare systems manage to keep people from receiving benefits by failing to 

inform them of their rights; by intimidating and shaming people so that they 

are reluctant either to apply or to press claims; and, by making arbitrary 

and illegal decisions which the poor are not now equipped to contest. Third, 

a wide -spread campaign to register the eligible poor to the welfare rolls 

and to help existing recipients to press for full benefits, would produce \ 

bureaucratic crises in welfare agencies and fiscal crises in local govern-

menta. Fourth, these local disruptions would, we believe, im;;el flederal:- ' 
\\r).. ~ -~; 

action on a ranteed minimum income plan. · ~.,..;L ~ ~ :~ 17 v-W 

l 

The objective of' this strategy -- to exert pressure for guaranteed 1.v~J) ,l)
minimum income legislation -- will be questioned by some. Because the ideal t.urJ.? . 
of individual social and economic mobility has deep roots, many activists 

seem reluctant to call for national programs to eliminate poverty by the 

outright redistribution of income. Instead, programs are demanded to enable 

the poor to becane economically competitive. But such programs are of' no 

use to millions of today: s poor. One third of all poor persons, for example, 

are in families headed by females; these heads-of-family are not going to be 
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aided by job retraining, higher minimum wages 1 aece~erated rates of economic · 

growth, or employment in pub:tic-"\·Torks projects. Nor are the five million 

aged who are poor. Nor are those whose poverty is the result of the ill 

health of the wage earner. Progo:a.ms to enbe.nce individual mobility will 

chiefly benefit the very young, if not the yet unborn. Without income 

~-;-::~ ~ 
redistribution, in other words 1 millions of the existing poor will be a ban-

flt,()r . . 9?t-f'~doned. Individual mobility is no answer to the question of how the massiv~ 

a-, Ci4"14AArl.n-·problems of poverty can be abo~ished now., 

lv.Y'~ ..Vl;- Nor has it ever been the :full answer. If nany peop~e in the past have 
J~~ /;...., __ 

,.(..1 /> r~found their way out of poverty by the path of individual mobility, it must 
--17-'~ ;, 
ot.., ~ • also be recognized that many others have taken a different route. Organized 

~/Z..-4~ ~labor stands out as one major example. Although ma.ny American workers never 

~ r/)/-P::Jii yielded their dreams of inclividual. achievement 1 they yielded in practice to 

~ tbe principle tilat each can benefit only as tbe status of workers as a whole 

. I q :::. ..-"' is elevated. They barga!ned for collective mobility, not for individual 
.AA-- .t ~ '-' 

f:IVU- eo-uJ}.mobility; to promote their fortunes in the aggregate, not to promote the 

~ cL prospects of one worker over another. And if each final.ly found himself 

~jW11n the same relative economic relationship to his fellows as when he began, 

~t vas nevertbel.ess cJ.ear that all were infinitel;y better off than pre

£.e.~ viously. That fact bas sustained the labor movement in the face of strains 

induced by the ideals of individual achievement. 

But most of the contemporary poor are not going to rise :frOI:l poverty 

by organizing to bargain collect! vely. t>nny either are not in the labor 

force o~ are in such margina~ and dispersed -occupations that they are 

virtually im,pcssible to organize (e. g. 1 domestic servants 1 tenant farmers). 

Compared with ot her groups, then, most of today1 s poor cannot secure a 

redistribution of income by organizing within the institution of private 
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property. A governments~ program of income redistribution is required to 

e~evate the poor 1 !:..ll~.~' from poverty. 

This plan, it should be stressed, is put forward not only as a way to 

abo~ish poverty but a~so as a way to eliminate the pub~ic-welfare system 

as an income-distributing mechanism. By the "means test" 1 public we~fare 

forces peop~e to divest themse~ves of much of wha-t they own before it raises 

them to a bare ~eve~ of subsistence (if it can even be said to do that). 

By unconstitutioDB.~ investigatory procedures, it deprives peop~e of their 

birthright as Americans. By treating recipients as the objects of pub~ic 

charity, it destroys the dignity which is possible only when men know their 

rights and fee~ free to assert them. A DB.tioDB.~ guaranteed minimum income . 

program would, at one stroke, e~iminate this entire system of barbaric 

practices by which the poor are condemned to degradation as the to~ for 

receiving assistance. 

The pub~ic-we~are apparatus in America is now operated in such a way 

that the poor do not get bi~ions of do~rs to which they are entitled by 

law. But our pati.S.Ptions of the welfare system are so conditioned by in

vidious attitudes toward financia~ dependency that we are kept UDB.ware of 

this fact. Thus we notice with horror that near~y e,ooo,ooo people, half 

of them Negroes, now subsist on we~are; however, we fail to notice that 

for every person on the we~are ro~s, near~y two more meet existing cri

teria of e~igibillty but are not obtaining benefits. In a society which is 

wholly and self-righteousl.y oriented toward getting peop~e off the welfare 

ro~s, therefore, no one bas rea~ized how profound a crisis co~ be pre

cipitated by a massive drive to recruit the poor ~ the ro~s. 
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A strategy to carx,pel direct action against poverty by accelerating the 

rise of welfare expenditures woul.d begin with large-scale recruitment and 

extend to mass demonstrations and court actions. The resulting crisis would 

be especially effective because many cities are already having difficulty 
"!/ 

financing municipal services. _ Furthermore, such a crisis over revenues 

would deepen existing divisions between elements 1n the big-city Democratic 

coalition -- between the residual white middle-class, white working-class 

ethnics 1 and the growing minority poor. To a void a crisis tba t would fUrther 

weaken that historic ooalltion1 a national Democratic a.dm:in:istration would 

be forced to put forward a federal solution to poverty which overrides 1ocal. 

welfa.re failures 1 local class and racial conflicts 1 and local revenue 

revenue dilemmas. 

The giving of public assistance bas always been a local and state 

responsibility, a fact which accounts 1n large part for the abysmal charac

ter o! welfare practices. Despite the growing involvement of federal 

agencies 1n supervisory and reimbursement arrangements, local community 

attitudes and pressures are still decisive. The poor are most visible and 

prox:lmate 1n the local communityj antagonism toward them (and toward the 

agencies 1n which they are implicated) bas always, therefore, been more 

intense locally tban at the federal level. In recent years, local com-

munities have been increasingly characterized by class and ethnic conflicts 

generated by competition for neighborhoods, for schools, for jobs, and for 

political power. Under the impact of pressures resulting from these con

flicts -- not to speak of the rising costs of public aid -- welfare practice 

"!/We ba.ve focussed in this discussion on the big cities 1 but it my well 
be that the strategy would be as effective 1n rural areas, particularly 
where there are large concentrations of minority poor. 
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everywhere has become more restrictive than welfare statute, verging much 

of the time on lawlessness. Indeed, the development of illegal practices 

has been one of the chief forms of accommodation by the public welfare 
~ 

system to the local pressures which it confronts. _ 

Enlisting the poor to demand the full benefits to which they are en-

titled will not only exert pressure on local jurisdictions but will pre-

cipita.te a crisis in local-state-federal relations as well. Crisis would 

take form first in the overload imposed on welfare agencies s:!mply by the 

nasa of new welfare applicants and contested claims. The fantastically 

elaborate, inefficient, and degrading procedures employed to scrutinize 

new appl.icants and to assure continuing surveil.la.nce of existing recipients 

would quickly break down. Crisis would also erupt in local conflict 1 ce.l.led 

forth by the dranatic display of poverty which this strategy would produce . 

The hostUit~ of conservative groups would partly be countered by the in

~ digDant sqpport of liberal. eJ.ements w; until recent]¥1 !Jave been oomi'orted 

by the false notion that the poor are few and in any event receiv~ the 

beneficient assistance of public wel.fare. And the crisis would become 

acute as wel.fare rolls continued to mount, and the strains on local. budgets 

became more severe. In New York City, for example, welfare expenditures 

for direct cash grants already exceed $5001 0001000 annually (second only 

to the cost of public education.) 

!/For a discussion of public welfare lawlessness, see Richard A. Cloward 
- and Richard M. Elman, "Poverty, Injustice and the Welfare State," The 

Nation: Part I, February 28, 1966,; Part II, M3.rch 7, 1966, 
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Since aggregate welfare costs are shared about equally by ~ocal.1 state -
and. federal governments, the crisis in the cities wouJ.d al.so burden· . .;the 
~ . 

states. ~ A sharp increase in costs wouJ.d, moreover, intensify the struggle 

over revenues which is chronic in relations between big cities and states. 

If the past is any predictor of' the future 1 cities wil.l. fail. to procure 

relief from th!.s crisis by persuading states to increase their propor-

tiona.te share of urban welfare costs 1 for state l.egisl.a.tures have been 

notoriously unsympathetic to the revenue needs of the city (especial.l.y where 

public wel.fa.re and minority groups are concerned). 

If this crisis took form in a number of cities, therefore, it woul.d 

take a federal. response to produce a. solution. In the internal. disruption 

of local bureaucratic practices, in the furor over publ.ic-welfare poverty, 

and in the col.lapse of current financing arrangements, powerfuJ. forces for 

major policy reforms at the national l.evel. are to be found. 

Four aspects of the strategy need to be examined more closely: its 

potential economic impact, how it woul.d be impl.emented1 why poor peopl.e 

would participate, and. why the federal. government wouJ.d respond to the 

resul.ting crisis. 1 .We turn now to a discussion of these questions. 

~1 ~~ /1~1--- A.:-~_24 ~ 
~ 

!/In 1964, $265 million was spent in New York City in direct cash grants 
- (exclusive of Medical Aid to the Aged) 1 and $70 million was spent on 

administrative costs appl.icable to cash grants. Actual reimbursements 
on cash grants were: federal, 44 percent; state, ~eroent; and city, 
28 percent. Actual. reimburseme"'b.ts on administrative costs were: fed
~1, 36 percent; state 31 percent; and city, 33 percent. BY 1965, the 
cost of direct grants and administration had risen to $44o million, and 
will. exceed $500 million in 1966. 
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How much economic power can be mobilized by this strategy? This ques-

tion is not easy to answer because few studies have been conducted of peop1e 

who are not receiving pub1ic assistance even though they may be eligible. 

Since Americans 1ook upon pub1ic assistance as a form of charity rather than 

1ega.1 right, few have been led to ask the extent to which the poor are de

prived of their rights. But insiders know that the magnitude of deprivation 

across the na-tion is very great. 

Before an organizing strategy is deve1oped in any jurisdiction, a number 

of factors wou1d have to be examined: eligib11ity 1eve1s, the dist.r:l.bution 

of poverty, administrative practices, statutes governing departments, and 

the like. In some jurisdictions, public assistance · fiinctions are divided: 

the locality (county or municipa1ity) rray operate "home relief" programs, 

but the state may operate all programs which e.re pa.1-tia.lly reimbursed by 

federal funds. :Po1i t.ica.1 :factors in each jurisdiction would a1so have to 

be assessed. 

For the purposes of this presentation, same data have been gathered on 

Since practices e1sewhere are genera.1ly worse than in New 

estimates which follow probab~ provide a conservative picture 

or tbe latent power or the strategy being set rorth in this artic~e. A rew 

studies are also availab1e on other jurisdictions, and they are noted brief~ 

as well. 

Eligible persons not receiving basic assistance for food and rent: The 

most striking characteristic of public-we1fare practice is that a great many 

people who are eligible for benefits do not receive them. The size of this 

group in New York City can be estimated roughly by comparing the number of 

people receiving assistance with the number of people receiving assistance 
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with the number whose incomes fall below the minimum welfare eligibUity 

levels for food and rent. This comparison is shown in the accompanying 

tAble for 1959, the year for which income was reported in the last census. 

The discrepancies revealed in this table are startling. The average 

monthly total of persons receivi"lg assistance in 1959 was 325 1 771, but 

716,000 persons (unrelated or in families) were subsisting on incomes at or 

below the welfare eligibility levels (column 4). But since persons who were 

receiving assistance are probably also included in the latter figure, we 

need to separate them out in order to see what proportion of the population 

was eligible but not receiving assistance. That can be done as follows: 

If people are on welfare, they are probably receiving amounts which raise 

their incomes to the minimum levels shown in column 2. If we estin:8te the 

number of persons reporting incomes less than 80 percent of the welfare 

minimums, that figure should exclude most of those on welfare (at least 

those · receiving assistance continually), leaving those who ought to be 

on the rolls but are not. Columns 5 and 6 show the result: 5391000 indi

viduals. ~us it appears that for every person on welfare in 19591 there 

were l-2/3 more whose individual or combined family income was at least 20 

percent below the welfare minimum. And if we estin:ate those wt.ose annual 

income was less than half of the wel.fa.re minimum, the number i.s stUl. eub .. 

stantial: approximately 200,000 persons (not shown in the table). 

Nor is there any reason to suppose that these ratios have changed a 

great deal. in the years since the last census. The welfare rolls have 

gone up, to be sure, but so too have the eligibUity levels. With each 

rise in basic eligibUity schedules, the number of people nade eligible 

for some degree of assistance also rises. It might also be noted that the 

economic situation of the impoverished groups in New York City has not 
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ORK CITY IN 1959 WITH MINIMUM INCOMES 
LFARE BASIC ELIGIBILITY LEVELS 
verage monthly rolls)* 

s 
(5) 

NO. OF FAMILIES 
(INCOME LESS THAN 
80% ELIG. LEVEL) 

101,800 

-----
42,000 

171000 

141000 

9,000 

{6) 
NO. OF PERSONS 

(INCOME LESS THAN 
80% ELIG. LEVEL) 

539,000 ! Notes on calculations 

150,000 !.!/No breakdown of welfare 
irecipients by family size 
jis available for 1959. 

84,000 i.!!/Source: Department of Wel-
; fare Basic Allowances 1 Effec- · 
•tive 1958. These figures are 

511000 'for basic, semi-monthly food 
~ and rent grants only. Special 

66,000 
igrants for clothing and furni-
!ture are omitted. Hence the 
'estimates of persons falling 

45,000 
'below eligibility· levels are 
conservative. 

(***/Source of population data 
lin columns 3,41516:Unpublished 

----------------------------------------~. census data compiled for the 
8,000 48,000 

11800 131000 :New York City Planning Depart-
------------------------------;:ment, entitled: 11 Income in 1959 

iOf families,by size of fami-
2,300 18,000 ]ly ... Since census income cate-

--------------------------------------~: gories and Welfare eligibility 
3 100 28 000 !levels are not identical, a 

1 
' .number of adjustments were re-

4,600 461000 
~ quired to arrive at the esti
irnates shown. The statistical 
!bases for these adjustments 

-----------------------------------------are available upon request. 

~ 
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I 
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appreciably improved in the past few years. Indeed, one study conducted 

recently on Manhattan's West Side revealed that ll percent of the entire 

sample were found to be in "critical" financial need. Of those already on 

assistance 1 24 percent w.s judged to be in such need; and, more important 

for the present purposes, 9 percent of those not on the rolls were found 

to be in such acute need that they would immediately qualify for emergency 

assistance from welfare. Furthermore, the study showed that a substantial 

number of additional families not on assistance but not in a "critical" 

condition would nevertheless qualify for supplemental assistance from 

welfare. The authors also observe that their study was conducted in an 

urban renewal area where a disproportionate number of the poorest families 

had already left; otherwise, they suggest, their figures on eligible persons 

not receiving assistance would have been significantly higher. (8) 

Several studies have shown that these discrepancies arise from a 

variety of factors. One factor is ignorance, reinforced by the slum folk

lore resa,rding public-welfare practices, a situation which the system makes 

no move to change. (Consider, by contrast, the massive drive now being 

mounted by the federal government to recruit people to the Medicare rolls.) 

In 19651 the Community Council of Greater New York conducted a study of 

impoverished unwed mothers and found that 12 percent of the women were 

having an extremely difficult time financially but had not applied for 

assistance because of the belief that they would be found ineligible or 

would be given so little it would hardly be worth the trouble of apply- .. 

ing.(l41 p. 109) Another reason is pride, a pride born of America's 

invidious attitudes toward financial dependency. This was found to be a 

factor among some of the unwed mothers studied by the Community Council; 

and it is particularly true of working-class families in which the male 
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head· earns so little that he could qualify for "supplemental assistance" -

that is, for a gltant calculated to make up the difference bet\o~en earned 

income and the minimum standard established by welfare policy. Despite 

their need and eligibility, however, mny decline to apply. 

But ignorance and pride only partially explain why nany who are 

eligible do not get benefits. In New ;(ork City1 about 4o percent of those 

who do apply are rejected. vlliat proportion of these rejections is unjust 

cannot be said with absolute certainty, but the number is not small. Unwed 

mothers 1 for exa.Jiple 1 are often denied relief if they refuse to reveal the 

name and address of the child's putative father -- infol'D8tion whieh my 

be given to a law-enforcement agency. ~ny other potential recipients, 

intimidated by the hostility they encounter and the hmn:211ations they are 

ma.d/3 to endure as they try to establish eligibility, abandon the effort. 

The Community Council concluded on the basis of its studies tbe.t "the 

current investigative process involved in establishing eligibility appears 

to deter "people from applying." (14, p. 135) 

In 1962, a N~A York State legislative commission on public ~relf.are 

(the MJreland Commission) implied that many init:lal rejections in New York 

City were unjust. The Commission noted, first of all, that tull factual · 

evidence necessary to establish eligibility was collected in 97.4 percent 

of the accepted cases, but in only 39 percent of the cases denied assis

tance: "In these cases in which reasons bad not been verified, there is 

some evidence that closings are arbitrary. "(61 p.58) Furtb.er.nore, the 

Oommission observed that 65 percent of the denials were for reasons othe~ 

~ If sufficient income". At least 6o percent of all denials were for 

what New York City welfare records shmred as "failure to comply with 
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departmental regu.]Ations" or "other reasons. "(61 p.58) The tone of the 

Oammission's attitudes toward this finding is revealed in the following 

statement: "Either the reasons for denial are unreasonable or contrary 

to policy or there is carelessness or ina.ccuracy in recording reasons." 

(6, p.58) 

One clear example of illegal rejections is to be found in the admini-

stration of New York's "Welfare Abuses law." This law w.s :passed in 1962 

as a compromise between political forces wanting a standard residence law 

and forces opposing such a statute. It stipulates that a Welfare appli-

cant who bas migrated to New York can be den:1.ed relief in New York state 

~ it he bas entered the state for the express purpose of obtain:1.ng 

relief. It stipulates, further, that the burden of proof regarding the 

applicant's motive is upon the local department of welfare, and tba.t, pend-

1ng a determination on the issue of motive, emergency relief must be 

granted. In practice, however, thousands of families are denied relief 

presumptively, for the mere crossing of a state line is often taken as 

evidence of intent to secure welfare benefits. 

In 19631 91 473 families from out-of-state applied for relief in New 

York City, and in 19641 10)410 families applied. Forty-two percent and 

37~1 respectively, were rejected. In 19631 according to departmental 

records, only 18% of the rejections represented families which already 

possessed incomes at or above the eligibility level; in 1964, only 6 per-

cent of the rejections possessed such income. The great mjority, in 

short1 needed money. Despite this fact, welfare records shmr that only 

12 percent of the rejections in 1963 were mde for "residence reasons" 

that is, in only 12 percent of' the cases bad the department made a. 

determination that the person's motive in entering the state ~~s to 
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secure relief; 1n l .964, ~0 percent of the rejections were made tor this 

reason. Al1 the rest -- 70 percent 1n ~963 and 84 percent in 1964 -- were 

tor "other reasons." But it there was clear financial need and no issue 

ot 11 irr.g;>roper11 motive, what does "other reasons" mean? Clearly, many tami-

'!/ 
lies are being cheated& .. 

It is also wol--th noting the. t the Department of Welfare did not grant 

emergency relief, as the law requires, to more than one out of five rejected 

cases in either year. But if eligible fa.mil.ies did not get regular or 

emergency relief 1 some got money for transportation back home. The New 

York City Depa.rtraent of' Welfare has increasingly acted to coerce or persuade 

f'a.m111es to retu.-n to their place of origin: in 19631 2 percent of all ap

plicants were returned; in 19641 9 percent; and in the first five months of 

1965, 16 percent. ~-ere is little to be said about these practices except 

that they are as unjust as they are thrifty. 

An unknown number of families are also deprived of relief through the 

illegal application of' "relative responsib111ty" laws, These laws require 

that relief be denied it the indigent person has relatives, de"B~ted by 

statute, who can p:ro~;id.e assistance. In practice, the intent of these 

statutes bas been enlarged by administrators to include relatives not law

tully designated and even unrelated persons. 

weal welfare departments especially resist approving eligibility for 

persons who do not quality for a category of assistance which receives 

partial federal reimbursement 1 and who would therefore have to be placed 

!7During the first five months of 1965 (the latest figures available), the 
_ rate of rejections sho~red a decline, although it is not kno-.m why, or even 
~ilether this is a ste.ble change. One possible reason may be the pressure 
of legal actions brought by anti-poverty agencies on behalf of rejected 
applicants. 
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on 11home relief," 'iw'i.th the state and local comnunity footing the whole bill. 

When people apply for assistance, their circumstances are ca.ref'ully in-

spected to see if they can be made to qualify for a. federal category; if 

not, every effort is IrBde to find a. way of declaring them ineligible for h 

home relief, or to intimidate them into withdrawing. Two recent studies 

of homeless and more or less unemployed men in New York City, for exsmp1e1 

showed that only 10 percent were receiving cash assistance. Not being 

eligible :for federal categories (although some are now being placed in a 

new federal category calJ.ed Aid to the Disabled), they are often sent to 

the "welfare shelter" for a meal and lodging rather than given cash 

grants. (1,11) As a result, IrBny such men subsist inf'ornsl.l.y on the 

federally reimbursed ADC grants given to women in fen&le-head.ed house-

holds. Organizing these individuals to demand home relief would exert 

enormous economic pressure on the city (and would give the men the dignity 

of a formal right to income, however mjnimal the amount). 

Getting on welfare is one obstacle,; staying on is another. In the 

Community Council study of female-headed :families, only 12 percent of 

tbat low-income sample had received assistance continuously for 18 months 

following the birth of the child. An additional 29 percent bad received 

assistance during part of the 18 months. Of these, 65 percent bad had 

their cases closed and reqpened at least once and as many as three times 

during that period." (14, p. 102) These findings are by no means pecu-

liar to the cases studied by the Community Council. A review of the 

monthly reports of the Department of Welfare for the one year period 

beginning October 1, 1964 shows that terminated cases represent about 

two thirds of the average monthly caseload. 
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There are several. ;po:tnts to be JDBd.e about this huge volume of termina

tions. First, part of' the discrepancy between persons on wel.'fare and the 

much larger number in the community who appear to be eligible but nor re

ceiving e:ssistance may be explained by turnover. It is ~ossible to know 

with certainty because t.he Depal'tment does not differentiate in mon~h:cy 

reports between cases that are "new" ve:r.sus those that are merely "re-opened." 

Thus one does not know whether the turnover is mde up chiefly of the same 

people going on and off "trelfare repeatedly, or is mde up of rel.a.tively 

self-su:f':f'icient families which go on welfare only very occasionally. How

ever, on the basis of observa tiona to be noted below, much of the turnover 

appears to be made up of people in more or less continual need who are 

arbitrarily terminated but soon re-opened. 

ODe reason to suspect that much of the turnover is the same people 

arises from the fact that mlf of the terminations do not result because 

people have not found other sources of income sufficient to meet their 

needs. Bather, many cases are terminated for such vague, ambiguous and 

unsubstantiated reasons as ":f'a.Uure to comply with departmental regulations." 

IAcld.llg income, these families soon return for aid. Having examined some 

termil'lations, the More.land. CoJmn:tssion concluded: "Observations in the 

offices and evaluation of the handling of clients ••• revealed an attitude 

of e.nno~nce aDd disregard of hUJIBn factors, and in many cases almost an 

'e.dversa.ryt rather tbsn helping relations. "(6, p.45) 

As a practical mtter, many of these terminations are forms of intimi

dation; some investigators close cases to discipline aggressive fam:Uies, 

knowing that the family will ask that it be reopened in a short time. 

But by then, the family is likely to be more compliant, more cautious 

about e.ssert1ng its rights. other cases are closed because the investigator 
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may notice a new item of clothing or furniture and may not receive an ex-

planation which he consider satisfactory as to where the money was found to 

make the purchase. Still other instances represent administrative errors in 

a system burdened down by the most fantastic kinds of paperwork and hap-

hazard procedures. The Moreland Commission pro1rlded the following examples 

of arbitrary actions: 

•• .there is some evidence that clos~.ngs are arbitrary. For ex
ample, in one case the reason for closing was "refused to comply." 
According to the former recipient, the welfare department and the 
hospital had recommended that he enter the hospital for treatment 
of tuberculosis. When he refused to go to the hospital, the case 
was abruptly and arbitrarily closed.. In another case with the 
same reason, the record reported that the client failed to keep 
an appointment with the caseworker. A later notation, however, 
records that the appointment was not kept because of serious 
illness: tuberculosis and emphysema.. In two other c-.ases in 
which the reason given was "other" 1 OAA cases were closed because 
a son who was a recipient in another category, failed to keep a 
medical appointment... In another case, "secured employment" was 
given as the reason for stopping assistance. The client earned 
$30 a week for himself and his family, much less than the relief 
budget. At the t!zoo the case was closed the recipient 1 who is 
Puerto Rican, was told that he could never receive public as
sistance again until he repaid the last check he received !'rom 
the department. Even though the income is below the budget and 
supplementation is necessary 1 the client fears to return to the 
department. (6, P• 57) 

It is difficult not to conclude from these studies that thousands of 

families are cut o!f relief each year in New York City for reasons that are 

either clearly illegal or open to serious question. The financial implica-

tiona of these facts are enormous. The average monthly number of persons 

receiving cash aid in New York City in 1965 was 4901000, at a total annual 
~ 

cost of $44o m.Uliono ~ The numbers and costs are going even higher in 1966. 

Increasing the caseloads by only 25 percent -- by recruiting new applicants, 

!/This figure includes: $360 mil..l.ion for food 1 rent 1 furniture and clothing 
_ 1n all public assistance categories except Medical Aid to the Aged.; it 

also includes $80 million in administrative costs applicable to these 
cash-grant categories onl][ (that is, administrative costs for other pro
grams -- such as child welfare services -- have been excluded). 
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retarding the enormous turnover of existing recipients, or both -- would 

add more then $.1.00 million to exi.sting costs. Even allowing for partial 

federal reimbursement, the impact upon state and city budgets would be 

considerable. 

Eligibility for special gremts: In addition to basic, semi-monthly 

grants for food and shelter (including utilities), public-assistance re

cipients in New York City are entitled to receive "non-recurring" grants 

for clothing, household equipment, and furniture -- includj.ng washing 

uacbines 1 refrigerators, beds and bedding, and tables and chairs. If a 

famiJ.y' s clothing or household furnishings are ina.dequate 1 the 7elfare 

department is obligated under law to provide cash grants so that the family 

my purchase such goods as are required to bring them up to a minimum 

standard of decency. In New York City, hundreds of millions of doll.a.rs 

are saved because '\-Telfare recipients are unaware of these entitlements and 

lU'e rarely informed of them by the Department of Welfare. As one study 

of recipients in Central Harlem shows 1 two thirds of the ADC mothers inter

viewed literally did not know that they were eligible for special grants 

for heavy clothing and furniture, nor bad this possibility ever been men

tioned to them by their investigators. These women, it might be added, 

were shown to be having great difficulty making ends meet on their semi

monthly food and rent checks. Furthermore 1 of those who had heard of others 

getting extra things, "Few realized that the possibility of receiving non

recurring allotments from the Department of Welfare was an alternative 

built into the system and rightfully theirs rather than a whim or favor 

from a particular social investigator. "(5 1 p. 74) The report observes 

that the department fails to inform peopl.e of these entitlements: "The 
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reason is obvious -- 11' the cllent does not know that these funds are open 

to her 1 she will. not ask about them and welfare costs will be kept do-.m." 

(5 1 P• 75) Indeed, the Community Council. goes even further in its report, 

stating that some unwed mothers are given a "hard time" when they find it 

necessary to ask for special grancs. 

It should al.so be noted that familles which are not el.igible for basic 

food and rent grants may be el.igibl.e for furniture and cl.othing g...~ts. If 

famlly earnings are equal. to the scheduled el.igibility l.evel1 or even a 

littl.e above it, an appl.ication can still be submitted for spec:ta.J. grants. 

The food-rent grant 1 in short, is not a fully maintaining grant 1 but is 

supposed to be suppl.emented by special. allovmnces. However, few peopl.e 

earning the equivalent of the food-rent schedule know that they are never

thel.ess el.igibl.e for special grants. 

In consequence of these circumstances, rel.a.tively l.ittl.e money is ex

pended on special. grants in New York City. In October 1965, to take a 

typical. month, the Department of Welfare spent only $2.50 per recipient 

for heavy clothing and $1.30 for household furnishings. Taken together, 

grants of this kind amounted in 1965 to a mere $40 per person, or $20 

million for the total group on ass:l.stance in the entire year. Depriving 

people of special. grants is thus a chief 1-my in which the Department econo

mizes at the expense of recipients. Under the impact of exposure and mass 

applications, these expenditures for special. grants could be multiplied 

tenfold or more. And that would involve a great nany millions of dollars, 

indeed. 

It was noted earlier that one must be cautious about mking genere.llza

tions with respect to any jurisdict:J.on ucl.ess the structure of welfare 

practices bas been examined in same detail.. Nevertheless 1 one or two 
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studies conducted in other places might be cited here merely to suggest that 

New York City is by no means an isolated ins·rence. In Detroit, f'or example, 

a study of' a large sample of households in a low-income district was con

ducted in 1965. Caseworlters evaluated the circumstances of' each household, 

and f'ound that 54.6 percent were judged to have insufficient income to main

tain miniml.l living standards. Of the tot..a.l number of households, 35 percent 

were in need but not receiving any form of' public assistance. (91 P• 90) 

Although the authors made no strict determination of the eligibility of' the 

:f'amilies in their ~l.e under the laws of' Michigan, they nevertheless 

believed that "relatively larger m.u:nbers of persons were eligible than 

rece1ving."(9, P• 39) They also noted that some 672 households or 32 per

cent of' the sample had never sought assistance. Half of these families did 

not know of' public assistance,; 13 percent thought that they would probably 

be deemed ineligible,; 10 percent were ashamed or afraid to ask,; and the 

remainder failed to apply f'or a. variety of' miscellaneous reasons. (91 p. 97) 

Simila.r deprivations have been shown in nationwide studies. For 

example, a study was conducted in 1963 based on a. national sample of 5,500 

families whose benefits under Aid to Dependent Children bad been terminated. 

Thirty-four percent of' these cases were officially in need of' income at 

the point of' closing: this was true of 30 percent of the white cases and 

44 percent of' the Negro. ( 2, p. 56) The study showed the. t the chief basis 

f'or termination given in local departmental records was "other reasons" 

(i.e., other than improvement in financial condition which would make 

dependenoe on welf'are unnecessary). Upon closer examination, these "other 

reasons" turned out to be "unsuitable home" (i.e., the presence of' illegiti

mate children), "failure to comply with departmental regulations," or 
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refusal to take legal action against a putative father. Negroes were 

especia.ll.y singled out for punitive action on the ground that children were 

not being maintained in a "suitable home. "(2, p. 55) 

The Bureau of Family Services of the Department of Health, Education1 

and Welfare recently released a report on welfare practices in six cities: 

Atlanta 1 Cleveland, Los Angeles 1 Minneapolis 1 New Orleans 1 and Phila.delphia.. 

The report contains virtually no statistical data, and is otherwise poorly 

done in most respects. However, some of the impressionistic observations 

of urban practices are worth noting. They found, for e~le1 that "appli

cants were ••• being required to assume too much responsib111ty for substan

tiating their own eligibUity."(4, p.4) Several cities had generated "lists 

of things the applicant needs to accumula.te as records to verify eligib111-

ty. 11 (4, p. 21) lAcking these records, applicants were turned away. Thus 

the report recommended that at least one city alter its procedures to ease 

the eligibility process: "The high rate of rejections by the agency might 

also point to the need for more exploration at the point of initial re

quest. 11 (41 p. 17) 

The cumbersome procedures entailed by intake policies also resulted in 

delays in getting money to people. Staff shortages and high personnel turn

over were also said to contribute to delays. In the cities studied, intake 

appointments were being "scheduled for from 3 days to 4 to 6 weeks ahead. 11 

One agency was so far behind that half of all applicants whose need was 

established did not receive checks for over 6o days. (41 p. 25) In two 

cities, intake was closed "during the day when interviewers' schedules "!!rere 

filled. People coming in after that time were being told to return the 

next day without appointments." (4, p. 7) And when the pressure of unserved 
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people built up at intake, agencies sometimes gave "one-tilne grants" and 

then closed the cases without finding out whether people bad a continuing 

need for money. 

Grants were commonly denied because applicants failed to comply with 

certain questionable agency policies. Thus, in three cities, "checks were 

withheld. because the agency was not satisfied with efforts the 'IIOl!Bn was 

naking to locate her husband from whom she was separated or untU an appli

cant located and got the putative father into the office for interview." 

(4, P• 21) 

Practices with respect to emergency grants are also worth noting. 

Most agencies, according to the report, handled the need for emergency 

grants more or less well. In one, however, "Reviewers found that reception

ists are instructed to ascertain whether emergency need exists by concluding 

the initial contact with the question, •no you have any questions?' or, 

'Is there anything you want to ask?' Only if the applicant speaks out 

of his immediate need is he referred to a caseworker. No inquiry is made 

of his need." (4, p. 32) 

Without knowing the statutes, policies, and practices in each juris

diction, it is impossible to estimate the degree to which people across 

the nation are deprived, if not defrauded, of benefits. Despite over-all 

federal policies and supervision, local practice varies greatly. On the 

basis of the evidence available, however, it is surely conservative to say 

that the figure runs into billions of doll.ars. 

######## 
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To generate a crisis 1 the poor must claim benefits which untU now ~ · 

tbey bave forfeited. How can obstacles be overcome Wich bave until now ~ 
inhibited people from asserting claims? 

If tbe poor are to act, self-protective features o~ 
tem must be offset: its capacity to limit information,) to intimidate 

applicants, to demoralize recipients, and arbitrarily to deny lawful 

claims- In order to counteract these features -- by wide advertisement 

of welfare rights, by backing up the claims of rec::f.'ptents wth d?..monstra

tions and legal sanctions -- organizers and funds will be required. Organi

zers wUl also be required to establish a climate of mUitanqy with re~ect 

to rights in order to counteract the widespread attitude -- shared by the 

poor themselves -- that public assistance is charity, an attitude which 

leads recipients to acquiesce in the face of arbitrary and punitive wel-

fare practices. 

Ignorance of welfare rights can be attacked through a mssive educa-

tiona.l campaign. Brochures describing benefits in simple, clear language 

and urging :people to seek them should be distributed door to door in 

tenements and public housing projects, and deposited in stores, schools, 

churches, and civic centers. Advertisements along the same lines should 

be placed in newspapers and spot announcements made on radio. Various 

leaders in the slums -- in the social, tra.terna.l1 and political clubs, 

and in the churches -- should also be made aware of the details of entitle-

ments, and encouraged to recruit the eligible to the rolls. The fact that 

people are being informed of their legal rights under a government program, 

that this is virtually a civic education drive, wUl lend the campaign 

legit:lm>ey. .______ c~ ~ ? 

J 
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Information alone will not suffice. Organizers will have to became 

advocates in order to deal effectively with improper reJections and termi-

nations. The advocate~ s task is to appraise the circumstances of each 

case, to call welfare to argue its merits, to th:reaten legal. action if 

satisfaction is not given. In some cases, it will be necessary to contest 

decisions by asking for a "fair hearing" before the appropriate state 

supervisiory agency and, thereafter, by suing 1n the courts, if necessary. 

A,l~~ Hearings and court actions will require lawyers, ~of whom in cities 

k~~ like New York can be recruited on a volunta.ry basis, espec:lally under the 

tft p :;:.of ~s=:t: •:P::: b:na •=~~·::~:·:~w~::ver, 
~ ~· L___but only of welfare regulations; the rules can be learned by most people, 

Pt· including welfare recipients themselves (who can help to man "info:nm.tion 

and advocacy" centers). To aid workers in these centers 1 handbooks can 

be prepared describing welfare rights, as well as tactics to employ in 

asserting them. 

Advocacy must be supplemented by organized demonstra tiona, for there 

are several areas in which group tactics would be especially effective. 

Protest tactics can hel.p to create channels for collective bargaining, for 

emmple, between recipients who are not getting their full entitlements 

and the system. Protests and demonstrations will also help to form a 

climate of militancy to overcome the invidious and immobilizing attitudes 

which many recipients hold toward their own status, In such a cliirate, 

many more poor people will became their own advocates and will not need 

to rely on aid from regular cadres, 
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As the c~isis develops, the mass media can be expected to show con-

s1derable interest. It will be important to exploit this interest to 

inform the broader liberal community about the inefficiencies, and injus-

tices of welfare. For example, the system will not be able to process 

many new applicants because of cumbersome investigatory procedures (which 

cost twenty cents for every dollar disb~~sed). As delays mount, the use of 

affidavits should be demanded, so that the poor ma.y certify to their condi-

tion. If the establishment of eligibility becomes more di!'ficu.'l.t because 

of intimidation and illegal rejections, the demand should be made that the 

Department of Health, Education and Welfare dispatch "eligibility registrars'' 

to enforce federal statutes governing local programs. And throughout the 

crisis, the mass media should be used to advance arguments for federal 

action on new income-distributing measures~tp replace ~he 1?arbaric a~ . ~~ 
o~ ;)~~ fV? , . H~ ~ ~ fi...QI. 

archaic system which now exists. ;z) ~ · · _A,.....e, ~ ~ ~':;:) 
All of these tactics should be accompanie 'by an assault in the courts 

' · 
on the statutory framework of welfare practices. Residence laws, which 

deprive the poorest elements in the population~ should be tested on the 

ground t:bat they violate the constitutional right to cross state boundaries 

without penalty. Relative-responsibility laws should be attacked under the 

"equal protection" clause of the Constitution. striking down these statutes 

would make millions of additional persons across the nation immediately 

eligible for benefits now denied to them by law, not by the arbitrary 

administrative practices described earlier. 

Although a basic organization (cadres and funds) would have to be 

developed to mount this campaign, a variety of conventional resourees 1n 

the l.a.rge cities could also be drawn upon. The idea of "welfare rights" 



III-d 

bas begun to attract attention in many liberal circles. A number of 

organizations 1 partly under the aegis of the "war against poverty 1 " are 

developing legal programs and other advocacy services for low-income 

people caught up with the agencies of the welfare state. Some voluntary 

social agencies are starting "welfare information" services (patterned 

after the Citizen's Advice Bureau in Britain). It is not likely that these 

organizations will became expressly affiliated with a civil-rights drive, 

for obvious political reasons. But whether they affiliate or not, they 

constitute growing resources to which people can be referred for help in 

establishing and maintaining entitlements. In the final analysis, it does 

not matter how a person gets on the rolls or how he secures additional 

entitlements, as long as he does so. 

The· core cadres would have to come fran the civil-rights movement and 

-~es~c!!urche~, A few student groqps and others on the left are 

even now at work in the ghettoes organizing welfare clients to resist 

encroachments upon their privacy. These groups might well become the van-

guard of an expressly political movement designed to flood the welfare 

system with thousands who now obtain no benefits at all. They should be 

quick to see the difference between conducting social services and "rights" 

programs to redress individual grievances, on the one hand, and mounting a 

large-scale social-action ~ign for national reforms in economic policy, 

on the other. 

######## 
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Movements which depend on the invo~vement of masses of poor people 

have gener~y faUed in America. Why would the proposed strategy to 

engage the poor succeed? There are three genera~ reasons. 

First, this plan promises immediate and continuous economic benefits, 

a point of some importance because America's poor have not been moved in 

any number by radica~ political ideologies, although they have sometimes 

been moved by their economic interests, Since radical movements in America 

have rarely been able to provide economic incentives, they have usually 

fai~ed to secure mass participation of any kind. The conservative "business 

unionism" of organized labor is explained by this fact, for membership 

enlarged only as it paid off in material benefits. Union ~eaders have 

understood that their strength derives almost entirely fran their capacity 

to provide economic rewards to members. Although leaders have increasingly 

acted in po~itical spheres, their influence bas been directed chiefly to 

matters of governmental policy a£fecting the well-being of organized 

workers. The same point is revealed by the experience of rent strikes 1n 

Northern cities. The leaders have often been motivated by radical ide

o~ogies1 but tenants have been attracted by the promise that improvements 

would quickly result from rent witholding. 

Second, in order for this strategy to succeed, one need not ask any

thing more of the poor than that they claim their lawful benefits. The 

plan, in short, bas the extraordinary capability of yielding nasa influence 

without mass participation, at least as the term participation is ordi

narUy understood. M:Lss influence in this case stems from the cumulative 

consumption of benefits and does not require that large groups of people 

be invo~ved 1n regular organizational roles. 



Furthermore, the prospects for nasa influence are enhanced because 

this plan provides a practical basis for coalitions between poor whites 

and poor Negroes. Advocates of low-income movements have not been able 

to suggest bow poor whites and poor Negroes can be united in an expressly 

class movement. Despite pleas by some Negro leaders for joint action, 

poor whites have steadfastly resisted making common cause with poor Negroes. 

Indeed, strategists calling for coalitiOn tactics have not even been able 

to show why working-class white ethnics -- especially the rank and file 

of' organized labor -- would be motivated to join with Negroes who are 

threatening white residential enclaves, white neighborhood schools, and 

white control of' family-based apprenticeship systems. By contrast, the 

benefits of' the present plan are as great f'or poor whites as f'or Negroes. 

It does not seem likely that poor whites, 'Whatever their prejud:ices 

against either Negroes or public welfare, will refuse to participate while 

Negroes aggressively claim benefits which are also unlawful.ly denied to 

them. One salutary consequence of public-inf'ornation campaigns to acquaint 

Negroes with their rights is that nany whites will be made aware of' theirs 

as well. Under the circumstances 1 whites will probably want equal treat

ment from welfare authorities, and the possibility of' joint action will 

thereby be afforded. Even if whites prefer to work through their own 

organizations and leaders, the consequences will be equivalent to joining 

with Negroes. For if' the object is to focus attention on the need for new 

economic measures by producing a crisis over the dole 1 anyone who extracts 

benefits from public welfare is in effect part of a coalition and thus 

contributes to the cause. 
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Finally, this plan deaJ.s with problems of great immediacy in the 

lives of the poor and should therefore motivate some to involve themselves 

in regular organizational roles. cadres must be recruited to mn informa

tion and advocacy centers 1 to participate in mss protests, and to perform 

other organizational activities. In the past., the civil-rights movement 

has had to rely heavily on middle-cla.ss adherents., not a few of them white. 

Under this plan., cadres would also have to be drawn from the middle-class. 

But it seems reasonable to suppose that many poor persons as well could 

be drawn into active participation, precisely because the stakes are clear, 

the economic incentives immediate, and the anger toward the wel:f'are system 

very great. Should this turn out to be true., the civll-rights movement 

will be brought into direct contact with the poor in ways that have not 

always been possible in the past. 
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The ultimate aim of this strategy is new federal legislation for 

direct income distribution. What reason is there to expect that the fed

eral government will respond in this way to a crisis in the welfare system? 

we ordinarily think of major legislation as taking form through politi

cal processes -- as a result of expression of interests through the elec

toral system. We tend to overlook the force of crisis in precipitating 

legislative reform, partly because we lack a theoretical framework by 

which to understand its impact. 

BY crisis we mean a publicly visible disruption in some institutional 

sphere. crisis can occur spontaneously or as the intended result of tactics 

of demonstration and protest, which either generate institutional disruption 

or bring unrecognized disruption to public attention. Public trouble is 

of course a political liability, and crisis calls for some action by polit

ical leaders to . stabilize the situation. 

Political leaders try to respond to crisis with proposals which work 

to their advantage in the electoral process. Because the disruption it 

creates or exposes usua.JJ,y ent.a.i:lP group· conflict, crisis threatens to 

b:r.:·.tng abou-e cl.eavage in a political consensus. Unless issues are articu

lated in the crisis which become the terms of group support, politicians 

will proffer only that modest action required to quell disturbance without 

risking an existing electoral coalition. spontaneous disruptions, such as 

riots, impose no terms at all and draw responses from political leaders 

designed only to quiet disruption without disturbing other groups in a 

coalition. Thus 1 while crisis impels political action, the crisis of 

itself does not determine the specific action selected. 
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When, however, a crisis comes to be defined by electoral groups as a 

matter of clear issues and preferred solutions, terms are imposed on the 

politicians' bid for electoral support. Whether political leaders will 

design their proposals to reflect these terms will depend on a twofold 

calculation. First, what is the impact of the crisis and the issues 

raised on existing electoral alignments? And second, what gains or losses 

in support are to be expected from a proposed resolution? 

As to existing electoral alignments, exposure to the issues in a 

crisis my activate new groups 1 altering the balance of support and op

position on the issues. Exposure to crisis rray also polarize group 

sentiments, altering the terms which must be offered to assure the support 

of given constituent groups. 

Politicians are more responsive to group shifts and are more likely 

to accommodate to the terms they impose when the electoral coalitions 

which are threatened by crisis are already uncertain or weakening. In 

other words, the pol.itician in respon(\ing to group derrands will calculate 

potential gains in support against J.osses 1 and will measure support not 

only in numbers but in ste.bUity. Pol.itical. leaders are most responsive 

to group shifts when the terms of settlement can be framed so as to shore 

up an existing coal.ition, or as a basis for the devel.opment of new and 

more stable alignments, without jeopardizing existing support. Then, 

indeed, the cal.culation of net gain is most secure. 

The legislative reforms of the depression years, for example, were 

impelled not so much by orga.nized interests exercised through regular 

electoral processes as by widespread economic crisis. That crisis pre

cipitated the disruption of the regional.J.y based coalitions underlying the 
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old national parties. Dul'ing the realignments of 19321 a new Democratic 

coalition was formed, based heavily on urban working-class groups. Once 

in power 1 the national Democratic J.eadership proceeded to propose and 

implement the economic reforms of the New Deal. Although these measures 

were a response to the imperative of economic crisis, the types of measure 

enacted were designed to secure and stabUize the new Democratic coalition. 

The civU-rights movement, to take a recent case, also reveals the 

interaction of crisis and electoral. conditions. The crisis created in the 

SOUth precipitated legislative reform because of a weakening north-south 

Democratic coalition& The strains in that coalition were first evident 

in the Dixiecrat desertion of 1948 and continued through the Eisenhower 

years as the Republicans gained ground in the southern states. Democratic 

party leaders at first tried to hold the dissident South by warding ott 

the demnds of enlarging Negro constituencies in northern cities. 1bus 

tor two decades the national Democratic party campaigned on strongly worded 

civU-rights planks but eDBcted only token measures. The crisis engendered 

by the civil-rights movement forced the Democrats•· hand: a crumbling 

southern partnership was :f'or:f'eited1 aod major eivU-rigbts legislation was 

put forward designed to ensure the support of northern Negroes and 1ibere.l. 

elements in the Democratic coalition. That coalition emerged strong from 

the 1964 election, easUy able to overcome the loss ot southern states to 

Goldwater. At the same time, the legislation enacted, particularly the 

Voting Rights Bill, laid the ground tor a new southern coalition of mod

erate whites and the hitherto untapped reservoir ot Negro voters. 

The electoral context which nade crisis effective in the South is also 

to be found in the big cities of the nation today. Deep tensions have 
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developed among groups in the political coalitions of the large cities 

which have been historic Democratic strongholds. The urban politicians 

no longer turn in the city vote to national Democratic candidates with 

unfaUing regular! ty. Defections became marked in the elections of the 

1950's and continued untU the Johnson landslide of 1964. Two changes 

account for the weakened urban coalitions. 

First, the distinctive mechanism for forging coalitions among com

peting groups in the city - the political machine - bas withered. The 

political machine converted public resources into private benefits, and 

dispersed them to voters in return for electoral support. Jobs 1 contxa.cts 1 

services, and favors, paid for out of municipal coffers, were the cement 

which held together the heterogeneous groups of the city. But the public 

resources out or which these benefits were cull.ed are no longer available 

to political leaders. Successive waves or municipal reform have altered 

governmental practices 1 resulting in bureaucratization and proressionali

zation. Mlst jobs are now covered by ci vU service and cannot be dispensed 

at will; procedures for bidding limit the dispensing of contracts; and 

services are distributed according to bureaucratic rules and professiODal 

norms. 

Second, massive demographic changes have taken place in the cities. 

teny of the old constituent groups have drti"ted to the suburbs, to be 

replaced by the new minority poor. And, while the urban political appara

tus includes representatives of new minority groups, they are by no means 

represented according to their proportions in the population. Representa

tion in urban politics is won, not only through the polls, but through the 

activity of organized interests - unions, homeowner associations, business 
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groups, etc. Minority constituencies are not regular participants 1n the 

vari.ous institutional. spheres in which such organized interest groups 

develop. The poor, therefore, are not represented by associations which 

call political leaders to account. The party organizations have become, 

1n consequence, more a. channel for the personal. advancement of minority 

leaders than for the expression of minority-group interests. 

Big-city mayors are thus caught between antagonistic working-class 

ethnic groups, the remining middle class, and the new minority poor. 

Without the neutralizing benefits of the political. machine which in the 

past were used to placate competing groups, publ.ic con:fllct erupts con

tinua.l.l.¥ over each new municipal. decision on housing, on the schoo1s, and 

even on tran~rta.tion. In the strugg1e to preserve an uneasy coalition, 

the uayors are immobilized. They f1ee from decision, and especiall¥ fran 

the divisive decisions demanded by ghetto interests • 

. ~ey of the 1egisle.tive reforms of the Great Society can be understood 

as a national Democratic response to the new ghetto constituencies, by

passing the weakened big-city myors 1 who often remain tied to an urban

party apparatus contro1led by diminishing working- and middle-class 

interests. But these reforms have been quite modest (e.g., the war against 

poverty) and have avoided the risk of offending 1oca1 party l.eaders or 

other class and ethnic groups 1n the city. 

Partly 1n recognition of the deep divisions in the city, uade evident 

by fierce resistance to attempts to secure reform by protest tactics (e.g., 

school boycotts and counter boycotts) 1 some civil. rights strategists have 

called for a turn "from protest to politics." (This is a1so a ref1ect1on 

of the new opportunity for traditional political. action 1n the south pro

vided by voting-rights legislation.) Protest tactics 1n the cities have 
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so far been employed to try to impel change in a whole network of educa

tional. and economic institutions so that the poor can rise economically 

by traditional means. But since most established urban groups have deep 

and entrenched interests in existing institutional arrangements, these 

objectives of protest have aroused the opposition of huge majorities. In 

bnef 1 proposed solutions promised greater turmoU than the protests them

selves. 

To obtain COll:Q?rehensive institutional. reform will therefore require 

major shifts in urban electoral formations. It will require the massing 

of ghetto votes 1 the building of new ghetto organizations and leadership 1 

and the negotiation of new alliances 1 resulting finally in the development 

of formidable political. influence. And that will be at best a slow and 

uncertain process. 

Although broad social and economic change may bave to await tundamenta.L 

electoral realigmDents 1 crisis can nevertheless successf'ul.ly impel. specific 

reforms in the short run by exploiting wealmesses in cur.:ent coalitions. 

This is particular~ true if the solutions offered will relieve rather than 

further aggravate tensions in coalitions. ihus the strategy we are pro

posing employs crisis to disrupt and expose rifts in the urban political 

coalition, but it also provides a solution which will afford political. 

l.eaders strengthened electoral support. 

Thus crisis in public welfare would put further pressure on the uneasy 

urban coalitions, for the public exposure of ghetto poverty would create a 

furor. The amger toward the poor of working-class ethnic groups would be 

partly countered by the indignation toward welfare of liberal groups. The 

allegiance of ghetto constituencies themselves 1 untU now among the most 

rel.:lable Democratic votes, might even be put in doubt. b financial 
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:lmJ;>act of accelerated welfare costs 1 taking fwm in budgetary dilelDII88 and 

prospective tax increases, will further exacerbate present divisions. 

But while the welfare crisis will create greater divisions among urban 

electoral groups and possibly even threaten the urban party apparatus, the 

terms for resolving the crisis offer considerable political sain. Legisla

tive reform to provide direct income to the poor would permit national 

Democratic leaders to cultivate the new urban constituencies of the ghettos. 

But it would not widen differences among existing political groups 1 as is 

the case when issues are drawn over schools 1 housing, or jobs. A direct 

income program would not only redeem local governments from the immediate 

crisis but permanently relieve them from the financially and politically 

onerous burdens of public welfare - a function which generates support 

nowhere and hostility from naey, not least of all welfare recipients. 

Fir.aJ.ly, unlike local jurisdictions, the federal government bas taxing 

powers which yield substantially increased revenues as an automatic by

product of increases in natiooa.1 1noclne. The new legislation could be 

staged t<:J draw on such increases and thus avoid politically painful new 

taxes for local and federal jurisdictions alike. 

In this way, national political leaders can respond to the welfare 

crisis and win the support of ghetto constituents, while at the same time 

bolstering the local political apparatus and avoiding new antagonisms. And 

it is because the urban political coalition as it stands today bas been 

weakened by group conflict tbat the demands of new or disaffected consti

tuents will count so powerfully with political leaders, Thus the conditions 

are now with us for a new crisis strategy tbat can call forth substantial 

federal reform. 

######## 
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No strategy, however hopefuJ. and confident its advocates may be 1 is 

foolproof. But if unforeseen contingencies defeat this plan to bring about 

new federal legislation in the field of poverty, it should also be noted • . 

that there would be gains even in defeat. For one thing, the plight of 

mny poor people woul.d be somewhat eased in the course of an assauJ.t upon 

public welfare : existing recipients would come to know their rights and 

how to defend them, thus acquiring dignity where none now exists; and 

billions of dollars in withheld benefits would became available to poten

tial recipients now -- not several. generations hence. Such an attack shouJ.d 

also be welcome to those currently concerned with programs designed to equip 

the yo\lllg to rise out of poverty (e. g. , Head Start) 1 for surely children 

learn more readily when the oppressive burden of financial insecurity is 

lifted from the shoulders of their parents. And those seeking new ways to 

engage the Negro politically should remember that the public resources 

'have always been the fuel for low-income urban political. organization. If 

orsanizers can deliver millions of dollars in cash benefits to the ghetto 

masses, it seems reasonable to expect that the masses will deliver their 

loyalties to their benefactors, for it bas always been so. 


	01
	02
	03
	04

