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Introduction

Campaigning for the Republican Presidential nomination in January 2012, former 

Pennsylvania Senator Rick Santorum told an Iowan audience: “I don’t want to make black 

peoples’ lives better by giving them somebody else’s money. I want to give them the opportunity 

to go out and earn the money and provide for themselves and their families.” 

The pronouncement followed a story in which, as Santorum tells it: “I was talking to 

someone who works in the Department of Public Welfare here, and she told me that the state of 

Iowa is going to get fined if they don’t sign up more people under the Medicaid program.” 

Santorum’s unusual remark followed the trajectory of much of American racial discourse: it was 

quickly condemned, then quickly forgotten, written off as a slip of the tongue that might remind 

of a time long since passed, but speaks little to the one in which we are living. 

In what follows I will suggest something very different: that far from being a slip of the 

tongue, Santorum’s injection of racial resentment into his critique of active government speaks 

precisely to the way in which debate on the core questions of American politics is tainted by 

racial resentment.  My argument will be that the decay of the “liberal consensus” of 

approximately 1935-1968 can be attributed to racial resentment first mobilized by the New Right

in the late 1960s, and central to American political vernacular since. This paper will pay special 

attention to the language of implicit racial resentment central to that mobilization. 

Core motifs of this story are captured in the Santorum incident. First, Santorum felt no 
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need to substantiate the link between African-Americans and active government, but rather relied

on the implicit assumption that associated active government with the ostensible “dependence” 

of African-Americans. Importantly, only 8% of Iowan Medicaid recipients are African-American.

Why did Santorum feel that the association between active government and African-American 

reliance could be assumed, without explanation? Second, there is no “Department of Public 

Welfare” in Iowa; Medicaid is administered in the state by the Department of Human Services. 

Why did Santorum erroneously remember the word “welfare” into his attack on active 

government? 

The argument that follows will explain these questions by reference to the New Right 

political ideology that emerged in the mid-to-late 1960s. Connecting the inner city anti-poverty 

programs of the War on Poverty to urban race riots, that ideology attacked the very notion of 

active government by defining it as predominantly concerned with poor urban blacks. This was a 

marked shift from its association with the guarantors of white economic security and mobility 

that were its hallmarks: labor rights, public education, Social Security, federal mortgage 

assistance, and unemployment insurance. Nixon advisor Kevin Phillips termed this redefinition 

of the liberal consensus “Democratic-Negro Mutual Identification.” 

This paper will trace the early efforts to redefine perceptions of active government by 

way of appeal to racial resentment in the late 1960s, before turning to the endurance of these 

implicit appeals in the ideological frameworks that have constituted the dominant American 

political paradigm since. Chapters II and III concern the redefinition of active government in the 

late 1960s. Chapter IV examines the policy shifts that emerged from this ideological realignment,
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with particular emphasis on rising income inequality. Chapter V examines a case study in the 

paradigm’s heightened reliance on appeals to racial resentment during its mid-life crisis in the 

late 1980s. Chapter VI evaluates the attempted cooption of the rhetoric of racial resentment, and 

its attendant “small government” ideology, by the ‘New’ Democratic Party. Chapter VII 

considers objections to this paper’s arguments. Finally, Chapter VIII offers a necessarily 

incomplete consideration of the effects of racial resentment in the Age of Obama, with emphasis 

on its impact on the 2008 election, the emergence of the Tea Party, and the Administration’s 

response to the unemployment crisis. 

Conceptual Frameworks: Paradigms and Paradigm Shift

A paradigm constitutes the contours of agreement in a given practice. In his 1962 essay 

The Structure of Scientific Revolution, from which the term derives, Thomas Kuhn explains: 

“Men whose research is based on shared paradigms are committed to the same rules and 

standards for scientific practice.” In political life, a paradigm constitutes the ideological 

parameters within which discourse is expressed and policy formulated. To use language that does

not adhere with the dominant paradigm is to revert to geocentrism, to speak an incomprehensible 

language. In American political science, Stephen Skowronek’s has argued, applying Kuhn’s 

model, that presidential administrations can be conceptualized as indicative of particular 

“paradigms of governance,”  in which one President defines a new governing ideology, and one 

or more successors extend or “articulate” it before a one or more ‘disjunctive’ Presidents attempt 
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to operationalize the ideology beyond its period of appropriate application (as regards the liberal 

consensus, Skowronek identifies Franklin Roosevelt, Lyndon Johnson, and Jimmy Carter as 

fulfilling each of the three roles). This has alternately been formulated as the “Overton Window,”

or the range of “politically acceptable options…[that elected officials] can support and still win 

re-election.”  Crucially for American politics, paradigms encompass the belief systems of both 

major political parties. A major argument of this paper will be that the dominance of the New 

Right paradigm that emerged in the late 1960s is evidenced by the extent to which Democratic 

President Bill Clinton embraced its framework, much like the pervasiveness of the liberal 

consensus can be measured by the acceptance of its core assumptions by Republican President 

Dwight D. Eisenhower. 

As Skowronek argues, paradigms shift in moments of crisis that render the status quo 

regime no longer functional. A paradigm shift is an ideological transformation with institutional 

and electoral implications, often animated by shifts in underlying material conditions. The 

paradigm shift with which Americans are most familiar is concerns that of 1929-1935. In the 

depths of the Great Depression, with “one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished,” the

prevailing orthodoxy of classical laissez-faire economic governance and exclusive individual 

responsibility for economic security, summed up in the “rugged individualism” espoused by 

President Herbert Hoover, ceased to be tenable. “By 1933, if something is not done, there will be 

revolution in this country,” the nation’s most prominent media figure, radio host Father Charles 

Coughlin told a Congressional committee in 1930.  The Second New Deal of 1935 legalized 

labor unions, created a national system of unemployment insurance and old age pensions, and 
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employed idle labor to build public infrastructure; later, it offered home mortgage assistance and 

pioneered progressive corporate taxation. Roosevelt articulated the new governing ideology: “In 

our seeking for economic and political progress as a nation, we all go up, or else we all go down, 

as one people.” Electorally, this emerging “liberal consensus” was upheld by a new national 

coalition that consisted of northern labor unions, urban northern immigrants, African-Americans 

in both the urban north and rural south, and, most vitally, white southerners.

What renders the changes in the ideology, institutions and electoral coalitions of 

American politics birthed by the Second New Deal constitutive of a new political paradigm is 

their endurance over the three decades that followed. Federal mortgage assistance, the expansion 

of Social Security and unemployment insurance –which fundamentally transformed labor 

markets, incentivizing private provision of health insurance and retirement plans– and the 

unequivocal recognition of labor rights led to the most dynamic, socially mobile economy in 

American history. Between 1947 and 1973, median income doubled in real terms between. The 

share of the nation’s wealth owned by the richest 0.1% went from 20% in 1929 to 10% by the 

mid-1950s. Social mobility was higher than in any other time in American history, including the 

four decades that followed 1970. In short, the New Deal birthed –and the liberal consensus 

maintained– the most socially mobile, egalitarian epoch in American history. 

 Following the conceptual argument above that the strength of a paradigm is best 

measured by the extent to which its assumptions are embraced by the opposing political party, 

the pervasiveness of the liberal consensus is nowhere more evident than in the sole Republican 

Presidency between 1932 and 1968. The Eisenhower Administration not only strongly supported 
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Social Security, unemployment insurance and union rights, but also importantly expanded 

government’s role in transportation, by the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956. In a famous letter 

to his brother in 1954, Eisenhower shed light on his embrace of New Deal assumptions: “Should 

any political party attempt to abolish Social Security, unemployment insurance and labor laws, 

you would not hear of that party again. There is a tiny splinter group, of course, that believes you

can do these things. Their number is negligible and they are stupid.” In short, they were speaking

the language of geocentrism. By 1980, such views were no longer considered stupid, and their 

adherents were no longer negligible: they represented instead the sentiment of Ronald Reagan’s 

famous declaration that “government is not the solution, it is the problem.” This paper tells the 

story of this profound transformation. 

Alternative Explanations

The unraveling of the liberal consensus is one of the most curious –and pressing-

questions of post-war American political life, and much ink has been spilled by way of 

explanation.  On the core facts there is agreement: the decay of the liberal consensus can be 

traced to the simultaneous defection of a decisive segment of southern low-income and northern, 

moderate, middle-income white voters from the New Deal coalition, beginning in 1968. The 

defection of these early ‘Reagan Democrats’ shifted the dynamics of Presidential coalition 

politics. But why did the defection occur? Here consensus ends. 

In his provocative, best-selling 2004 book, What’s the Matter with Kansas: How 
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Conservatives Won the Heart of America, Thomas Frank explains the “Great Backlash” by way 

of the “erasure of the economic” in favor of moral and religious politics embodied by the 

Religious Right. Frank’s poster boy is Tim Golba, a self-identified born again Christian and line 

worker at a Pepsi bottling plant. Concerned with America’s “moral decline,” Golba spends his 

free time and limited resources “agitating, educating, organizing without any hope of material 

recompense.” While recognizing its important insights, this paper poses a fundamental challenge 

to Frank’s narrative. It will locate the rise of the Religious Right as part of, not distinct from, the 

racial resentment of the mid-to-late 1960s. Relying on interviews of early evangelical activists, 

Chapter VII will show that the origins of the Religious Right lie in federal revocation of tax 

exempt status for racially discriminatory religious institutions, not the commonly assumed Roe v.

Wade decision.    

Four years later, historian Rick Perlstein followed Frank with a best-selling explanation 

of his own. In Nixonland, Perlstein followed a well-tread path in attributing the rise of the New 

Right to the cultural reaction against both the race riots and Vietnam War. Perlstein believes the 

New Deal coalition fell victim to the cultural excesses of the anti-war movement and the youth 

cultural associated with it, bound up in drugs, sex and rock ‘n’ roll as it was.  While this paper 

acknowledges the ugly role the Vietnam War played in fracturing the Democratic Party, it takes 

issue with any argument that attributes the endurance of the New Right paradigm to the excesses 

of youth culture or the anti-war movement. Hippies may have turned off southern whites, but 

they were also long gone by 1980. And while LSD made suburbanites uncomfortable, how does 

this explain why Michael Dukakis seemed like such a threat to “traditional values” in 1988? 
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Insofar as the concern of this paper is the pervasiveness of paradigm shift, the “cultural excesses”

associated with the anti-war movement offer an unsatisfactorily, exclusively short-term 

explanation.

In a third best-selling attempt at explanation, Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson followed 

Frank and Perlstein with their 2010 book Winner-Take-All Politics: How Washington Made the 

Rich Richer– And Turned its Back on the Middle Class. Hacker and Pierson find the origin of the 

New Right paradigm in the organization of Big Business lobbying in the late 1970s. Arguing that

the late 1960s, which “supposedly redefined America” actually “come smack in the middle of the

great ‘bulge’ of government activism that runs, roughly, from 1964 to 1977,” they argue that 

“1977 and 1978 marked the rapid demise of the liberal era and the emergence of something 

radically different.” Tracing the rise of corporate public affairs offices, corporate lobbyists, 

Political Action Committees and more aggressive campaign donation strategies, Hacker and 

Pierson trace the success of Big Business in defeating consumer protection, labor rights and 

progressive tax reform in the Carter years. 

This history is indispensable, and has rightly been embraced as the most poignant 

explication of the origin of the income inequality and wealth-driven politics which define 

contemporary American life. Yet Hacker and Pierson take an exclusively materialist, ‘inside’ 

perspective, telling tales of Big Business organization and party fundraising without examining 

the language with which the policy changes these new forms of organization created was 

explained to the voting public. This paper does not dispute that the rise of Big Business lobbying 

played a decisive role in the death of the liberal consensus: what it does suggest is that elected 
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officials and policy makers needed a language with which to explain the rollback in active 

government, and that that language –the language of racial resentment– had conveniently been 

pioneered in the mid-to-late 1960s, a decade before the concerted Big Business lobbying with 

which Hacker and Pierson are concerned. 

Racial Resentment: The Untold Story

This paper offers a different theory, a less comfortable analysis of our recent political 

past. It argues that the death of the liberal consensus is attributable to the profound racial 

resentment birthed by the concurrence of the race riots and War on Poverty in the mid-to-late 

1960s.  By defining the liberal consensus by the War on Poverty and defining anti-poverty efforts

exclusively by those aimed at urban African-American populations, the New Right painted the 

liberal consensus as defined by, and the Democratic Party as beholden to, a foreign black 

underclass that did not share traditional American values of hard work and self-reliance. It was a 

strategy that appealed to a set of convenient, if false, beliefs: that blacks no longer faced 

prohibitive discrimination; that black disadvantage mainly reflected insufficient work ethic and 

other moral deficiencies; that blacks demanded too much, too fast; and, finally, that liberal 

Democrats gave too much, too often. Chapter II tells the story of the changing political 

conditions of 1965-68 that created the space for such arguments to be made and heard. By 

defining active government as in the disproportionate interest of poor urban blacks, the New 

Right created the political space to attack once popularly supported government functions whose 
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critics Eisenhower had considered “stupid and negligible” a mere decade and a half before.

The language of politics –rhetoric- is essential to this story. Bringing white southerners 

still resistant to recent desegregation and politically moderate white northerners into the same 

electoral coalition was possible only with an entirely new political vocabulary that implicitly 

appealed to racially resentment while avoiding explicit racism. Because direct appeals to racial 

resentment would backfire in the north, New Right leaders instead developed an implicit 

language of “law and order,”  “big government, “states’ rights,” and “welfare queens.” Turning 

frustration with welfare, crime and busing into generic anti-governmentism was essential to the 

New Right attack on those elements of the New Deal infrastructure otherwise remote from race. 

Chapter III examines the development and deployment of this new, subtle language of racial 

resentment.

The rise of New Right ideology gave way to profound policy transformation that has 

fundamentally altered our political and economic institutions. Painting government itself as a 

force for poor urban blacks and against middle class whites in a zero-sum game of taxation and 

redistribution, this ideology lay the groundwork for the thirty-year crusade in tax reduction, 

deregulation, reduction of public services and attacks on organized labor that began in 1980. 

Chapter IV examines these changes, and their connection to the language of racial resentment 

developed more than a decade before.

By the early 1990s, the Democratic Party had conceded to New Right terms of debate, 

definitively abandoning the its high liberalism in favor of ‘centrist’ appeals aimed at reversing its 

association with the poor. The Clinton Presidency solidified the New Right paradigm, exactly as 
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Eisenhower had the liberal consensus. By the late 2000’s, the New Right laissez-faire dream –the

end for which appeals to racial resentment were merely the rhetorical means– had become 

frightful reality, as the nation struggled through record-high levels of inequality, and the most 

severe financial market and unemployment crisis since the Great Depression. 

Others have done much to illustrate key aspects of this story, by documenting the use of 

implicit appeals to racial language, the manipulation of public attitudes concerning race and 

welfare, and the relationship between these attacks and government rollback beginning in the 

1980s. This paper seeks to synthesize this evidence into a coherent whole by telling the story of 

how the liberal consensus acceded to the politics of racial resentment, and was in turn replaced 

by a New Right paradigm the policies of which directly contributed to the crisis of income 

inequality and fiscal governance of the past five years. Chapters VI, VII and VIII chronicle these 

events.

While significant portions of this story have already been told, its core component pieces 

have never been brought together in a single, coherent analysis. Neubeck and Cazenave,  

Quadagno, and Gilens have effectively explained the racialization of welfare, tracing the 

enduring association between African-Americans and public assistance programs. 

Complimentarily, both Mendleberg, and Kindsers and Sanders, have offered compelling 

theoretical models that analyze implicit rhetorical appeals to racial resentment. A third set of 

literature, including Frank, Hacker and Pierson, Perlstein, the Edsalls, and Krugman, examines 

the decay of the liberal consensus and the genesis of the contemporary conservative movement. 

This paper seeks to synthesize these three sets of literature, arguing that the decay of the liberal 
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consensus can be traced to the racialization of active government itself, much in the way that the 

first set of literature understands welfare to be defined by its association with poor urban blacks. 

Methodology 

So how exactly did the “negligible and stupid” bloc come to dominate Presidential 

politics? Before our story begins, a word on methodology. Without direct and verifiable 

knowledge about the sentiments that underlie individual voting behavior –the type of knowledge 

for which any political scientist would give a first born, but which none can access– this paper’s 

claims cannot be demonstrated with the preferred rigor of social scientific fact. That opposition 

to active government did and does constitute a legitimate conception of political justice entirely 

unrelated to the racial politics of the moment in which it emerged cannot ever be definitively 

disproved. This does not mean that diverse yet consistent strands of evidence cannot substantiate 

tentative conclusions to the opposite effect. The interviews, internal communications, speeches, 

journalistic accounts and public polls upon which this paper relies suggest key facts that 

substantiate this position: that New Right campaigns consciously appealed to racial resentment, 

that significant proportions of white voters who supported such candidates held erroneous beliefs

concerning whom liberal government programs in fact served, and that the appeals of racial 

resentment and the rise of such beliefs directly coincided with the splintering of the New Deal 

electoral coalition. It is on this basis that this paper argues that the death of the liberal consensus 

can be attributed to the mobilization of racial resentment in the mid-to-late 1960s, and that the 

language of that mobilization remains the vernacular of contemporary American politics.
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Chapter One 

Shifts in the Land: Opening for the New Right
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Goldwater’s Southern Revelation

 
Our story’s paradoxical prelude is Barry Goldwater’s disastrous Presidential campaign of 

1964. Goldwater was a Republican candidate like none seen in thirty years, the first to step 

dramatically outside the dominant ideological parameters of the New Deal. Goldwater had risen 

to national prominence in the 1950s as the most daring conservative critic of the Eisenhower 

Administration, which he attacked as “a dime store New Deal.” His nomination “violated every 

precept of American politics,” in the words of conservative columnist Robert Novak.   In the 

1964 Presidential campaign, he called for the privatization of the Tennessee Valley Authority, the 

abolishment of the Rural Electrification Administration, and speculated that Social Security 

beneficiaries might ask “whether better programs couldn’t be bought on the private market.” 

Goldwater’s staunch fiscal conservatism made little headway: he secured only six states and 

fifty-two electoral votes.  

The startling revelation of 1964 was not that Americans rejected the Goldwater’s unusual 

libertarianism. Rather, it was that southern whites distasted it less than they favored the racially 

resentful appeals that were its logical extension. Goldwater had campaign hard against the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964, arguing that, “It is wrong to compel children to attend schools restricted to 

members of their own race…It is also wrong to forbid children to attend schools restricted to 

members of another race. I condemn that sort of segregation because it is compulsory.” 

Segregation for Goldwater was “the necessary result of freedom—of free association.” A 

prominent anti-integration speech, filmed in the campaign’s desperate last month push, featured 
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Goldwater alongside infamous segregationist Senator Strom Thurmond, and was widely 

distributed throughout the South. That Goldwater won between 59% and 87% of the vote in five 

Deep Southern states that had not voted Republican since before Reconstruction, despite 

“substantial, if not overwhelming majority support for each one of the government programs he 

sought to overturn,” illustrated the promise of the nascent Southern Strategy.  From the most 

decisive electoral defeat since 1936, the Republican Party took a kernel of southern political 

wisdom on which it would base its nascent realignment strategy. 

Revelation or not, the South alone would not deliver the Presidency. The Republican 

problem was one of language: voicing strong opposition to civil rights might enable GOP 

headway in the South, but it violated the emerging norm of respect for formal civil rights. Overt 

appeals to racial resentment alienated white voters who wanted to see themselves as on the right 

side of the historic struggle for formal civil rights. The New Right needed to develop an implicit 

language of racial resentment that signified fidelity to whites rendered status anxious by civil 

rights legislation, but unwilling to identify with overtly racist attitudes. Nineteen-sixty-four was a

disaster for the Republican Party because it had not yet developed language capable of stitching 

together a national coalition; it did not yet have such a language. It had veered too far toward 

overt racism, drawing only Southern support. In the meantime, President Johnson’s 1964 re-

election, affirmed by 61% of the popular vote, signified the affirmation of the liberal consensus. 



17

Northern Openings: The Race Riots and the Crisis of Liberalism

Within eighteen months of Johnson’s re-election, two foundational transformations lay 

the ground for an ascendant New Right to challenge the very notion of liberal consensus, 

ostensibly confirmed by Johnson’s landslide victory of 1964. Beginning in mid-1965, concurrent 

summer race riots and the expansion of the War on Poverty synthesized into an unmanageable 

crisis for the liberal consensus, creating political space for the New Right to question who in fact 

was served by liberal government programs, and on whose dime. By generating white backlash 

against the tremendous civil rights progress of 1962-5, and simultaneously identifying poor 

urban blacks as the primary beneficiary of active government, the race riots enabled the New 

Right to capitalize on the lessons of the Goldwater campaign by using implicit appeals to the 

racial resentment to make northern inroads into New Deal coalition electoral terrain.

Mercilessly destructive, entirely unexpected, and painfully inexplicable, the race riots of 

1965-69 form the center piece of this story. By locating poor urban blacks at the center of 

national political dispute, the riots enabled the New Right to redefine active government, 

focusing on the expansion of the War on Poverty into poor urban areas, as opposed to the historic

pillars of liberal governance: Social Security, federal mortgage assistance, labor rights, public 

education, and unemployment insurance. The particulars of the language and efficacy of these 

arguments will be examined in the following chapter.

The crisis of liberalism caused by the race riots can be explained in contrast to the 

beacons of racial progress with which the years prior to 1965 seemed to glow. In 1962, President 
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Kennedy passionately defended civil rights in a speech on national television in which he ordered

compliance with the Supreme Court decision granting James Meredith the right to attend the 

University of Mississippi. Two years later, President Lyndon Johnson opened his first State of the

Union with the declaration that, “Let this session of Congress be known as the session which do 

more for civil rights than the last hundred sessions combined.” Congress passed the Civil Rights 

Act of 1964, which banned racial discrimination in employment practices and public 

accommodations. The next year, The Voting Rights Act of 1965 abolished poll taxes, literacy 

tests and other barriers that kept African-Americans from the polls. Five days after it passed, the 

first riots broke out in Watts.

More startling still, the riots came as the Johnson Administration embarked on the most 

concerted anti-poverty effort in American history. Between August 1964 and July 1965, Johnson 

passed more progressive legislation than any other American president in such a period of time. 

Johnson’s Economic Opportunity Act included educational services to low-income preschoolers 

(Head Start), free job training and vocational education to 16-24 year-olds (the Jobs Corps), and 

funding for local communities to pioneer their own anti-poverty programs (the Community 

Action Programs). Congress appropriated record-level funding for public works projects and 

rural health centers in Appalachia. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act granted the 

largest federal investment in public education in American history. The Housing and Urban 

Development Act of 1965 included funds for low-income housing, urban beatification, health 

care, recreation centers and rent subsidies. Congress created the Department of Transportation to 

facilitate public transportation in major American cities and allocated funds for slum clearance 
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and renewal. The crown jewel of Johnson’s legislative program was Medicare and Medicaid, 

health programs for the elderly and disadvantaged.  

If the years leading up to the race riots were defined by such historic progress, what was 

their cause? Despite the sincerity of Johnson’s reform efforts, the legislation of 1964-66 had no 

immediate effect in black urban centers. In 1966, 42% of urban non-whites fell below the federal 

poverty line.  Formal civil rights were necessary, but far from sufficient. Likewise, the War on 

Poverty was an important step, but time was required for programs to be designed, administered, 

and take effect. Economic inequality centuries in the making could not be undone by a few 

strokes of the Presidential pen: “White racism in the North was rooted in highly institutionalized 

but largely invisible structures of white racial privilege.” The three million southern blacks who 

had fled the south for northern and western cities in the preceding two decades did not find the 

opportunity for which they yearned, but, rather, rampant unemployment, job discrimination, 

overcrowding, poor housing, de facto real estate discrimination, and police brutality at the hands 

of entirely white departments.  In Watts, unemployment was 30% on the eve of the riots. Los 

Angeles City Police Department officers were known to prepare for patrols of the neighborhood 

by chanting “LSMF”—“Let’s shoot a motherfucker tonight.” Patience was an unaffordable 

luxury. 

All this was invisible to suburban whites, who saw only the horrific consequences of such

living conditions. Caught up in what Lassiter has called “the philosophy of middle-class 

accomplishment, whites –both northern and southern– underappreciated the extent to which 

active government had facilitated their own prosperity, leaving African-Americans behind in the 
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process. Since the early days of the New Deal, blacks had been excluded from Social Security 

and labor rights programs at the behest of southern white Congressional “Dixiecrats,” who 

refused to support racially inclusive programs. Later, African-Americans were illegible for the GI

Bill and FHA assistance, and often worked unskilled, nonunionized jobs. It had not merely been 

water fountains that had been marked “Whites Only,” but also the essential infrastructure of post-

war middle class prosperity. Watts was a testament to that exclusion–– albeit an invisible ones for

many white Americans, who believed that they were successful not because of active 

government, but because they had worked hard, paid taxes, and “done the right thing.” Even as 

the Watts riots raged, polls found that 40% of whites thought blacks suffered no job 

discrimination.

That the moderate black leadership –epitomized by Roy Wilkins of the NAACP– was 

willing to settle for formal civil rights instead of economic opportunity exacerbated the situation. 

The juxtaposition of the achievement of formal civil rights and the promise of large-scale anti-

poverty programs with the reality of mass poverty led to a “crisis of rising expectations.” When 

unmet, those expectations burst into the violence and frustration that characterized the urban 

riots. Former Freedom Rider Lou Smith explained after the first Watts riots of 1965:

“What happened was that people had sat there and watched all the concern about black 

people “over there” [the south]. And there wasn’t a damn soul paying one bit of attention 

to what was going on in Watts. So the black people in Watts just spontaneously rose up 

one day and said, Fuck it! We’re hungry. Our schools stink. We’re getting the shit beat out

of us. We tried the integration route. It’s obvious the integration route isn’t going to work.
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Now we’ve got to go another way.”   

When the riots first began in 1964 in Rochester and Philadelphia, they were largely 

overshadowed by the Freedom Summer of the same year, and the optimism of racial progress it 

embodied. But by 1965 riots garnered national attention as they swept Watts, Chicago and 

Springfield, Massachusetts. In 1966 and 1967, riots exploded in Newark, Plainfield, NJ, Detroit, 

Philadelphia and Minneapolis-St. Paul. Many were sparked by police brutality.   As young 

African-Americans became impatient with and disenfranchised by Martin Luther King Jr.’s 

moralistic rhetoric of patient integration, a new group of black rights advocates turned to more 

militant tactics. Stokely Carmichael, the militant advocate of Black Power elected leader of the 

formerly King-allied Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in 1966, urged blacks to reject

the integrationist ideal and instead seek empowerment within their own community. Malcolm X 

suggested black control of sovereign territory within the continental United States. The Black 

Panther Party, advocates for public housing, education, and public employment –as well as black 

pride and separatism– symbolized the radical turn of the civil rights movement away from its 

nonviolent, formal rights Southern roots and toward a militant northern movement for economic 

rights.  To the steady process of incorporation through formal civil rights, this radical turn put a 

decisive end. 

The primary consequence of the urban riots was to put urban African-Americans in a 

place which they had not previously occupied: the center of the American political dialogue. 

Martin Gilens excellent research into media portrayals of poverty and race has uncovered the 
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remarkable construction of the popular association between poverty and African-Americans that 

first came about during this period. Between the turn of the century and the 1920s, impoverished 

city populations had predominantly been comprised of Caucasian immigrants. While African-

Americans were on average significantly less well off than their white counterparts, black 

poverty was concentrated in the rural south, symbolized by the sharecropper. In the 1930s any 

demographic-specific association with poverty gave way to the broad-based penury of the Great 

Depression. In the 1940s, the war effort and subsequent recovery obfuscated any national 

discourse on poverty. Likewise, little heed was given to the urban poor amidst new-found 

prosperity of the 1950s: Gilens found that Time, Newsweek and U.S. News and World Reports 

carried only sixteen stories on poverty in the entire decade. When anti-poverty efforts began in 

earnest in the early 1960s, they focused on the white rural poor of Appalachia, where John F. 

Kennedy famously spent abundant time campaigning amongst the impoverished coal workers of 

West Virginia. 

So when inexplicable race riots spread like wildfire through the country’s cities, it was 

the first time in American history that the urban black poor were at the center of the national 

conversation about poverty. Gilen’s analysis of 1,256 stories in Newsweek, U.S. News and World 

Report and Time found that the proportion of blacks depicted alongside stories exclusively 

concerning poverty and welfare –those entirely unconnected to riots, race relations or civil 

rights– rose from 27% in 1964 (roughly the real percentage of the nation’s poor whom were 

black) to 49% in 1965 and 53% in 1966. By 1967, 72% of stories in the three major news 

periodicals ran alongside pictures of African-Americans as the portrayal of African-Americans as
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the face of poverty grew in tandem with the pervasiveness of the riots. In the crucible of racial 

tension, the association between poverty and African-Americans was born.

Some ’Splainin’ to Do: The Liberal Response

The race riots put American liberalism in an impossible position: politically, it could 

neither defend brazen and disastrous disregard for law and property, nor ignore the underlying 

causes of black urban unrest. Liberals “faced the burden of explaining why the riots occurred 

after so many of the things which they had promised would solve the problems had already been 

done.”  The official findings of the Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, commonly known 

as the Kerner Report, erred disastrously on the side of honest analysis. Released in February 

1967, the report indicated that, “white racism is essentially responsible for the explosive mixture 

which has been accumulating in our cities.” Systematic racial discrimination, institutionalized 

and evident in police brutality, under and unemployment, overcrowded housing and the general 

squalor of urban slums, was responsible for urban unrest. These problems, the report indicated, 

would not be immediately solved by formal rights legislation or even economic opportunity 

programs. They were the product of historical practice, institutionalized in nearly every aspect of 

American society. Long-term policy changes were necessary to create a fair, open society in 

which African-Americans could participate on equal footing with whites. 

Lyndon Johnson was outraged at the report’s poor political calculations. In Perlstein’s 

words, Johnson felt that the Kerner Report, “did the one thing he’d been so careful never to do 
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when laying the political groundwork for his sweeping social and civil rights legislation: blame 

the majority, instead of appealing to their better angels.” After lending their support to the 

struggle for formal civil rights, northern whites resented the notion that white racism had caused 

urban disorder. “The problem of civil rights, they believed, had existed in the south, but never the

north.” Accordingly, “white resistance increased over attempts to resolve a problem they did not 

seem to believe existed.”  Northern whites had lent a patient ear to the moralistic rhetoric of Dr. 

Martin Luther King Jr., only to be rewarded with the abrasive rhetoric of Stokely Carmichael, 

Huey Newton and Fred Hampton. Now establishment liberals were flirting with that same 

dangerous rhetoric.

Johnson was paying the price. The number of Americans who believed that Johnson was 

pushing racial integration too quickly rose from 29% in April 1965 to 52% by September 1966, 

after riots in Chicago, Cleveland, and dozens of other major American cities. By 1966 a majority 

of whites expressed dissatisfaction with Johnson’s civil rights agenda.  While white Americans 

had considered civil rights to be the nation’s most important problem in 1964-5, polls now 

reported that social as the leading public concern. 

As urban riots swept the nation and dominated the news in the summer before the 1966

Congressional elections, it been never been easier to identify liberal government with black 

urban poverty, to overlook the liberal consensus’ pillars of economic security that extended far 

beyond the black urban center. Never had it been easier to depict poor, African Americans as 

ungrateful for excessively generous government programs. As David Farber writes in The Age of 

Great Dreams, “By the late 1960s, many whites blamed all African-Americans for the riots and 
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criminal violence that plagued American’s cities…a rising proportion of whites asserted that 

black Americans wanted too much too fast and that the federal government, too often, gave in to 

their radical demands.” 

The sentiment of working-class white backlash was well captured by a Pennsylvania 

steel-town clergyman:

In the mind of the blue-collar worker, the black citizen had ‘gotten to’ the effective center 

of cultural change. As he saw it, strings were pulled that took Negroes off sweeper jobs, 

and put them on the line next to him, or miracle of all miracles, in foreman and executive 

jobs above him. He even heard rumors of preferential hiring, which, according to bar 

room talk, would put him out on the street in favor of the black man. What when he came 

home from the frustrations of work did he find? “They” [those who controlled the levers 

of power] were pushing black faces at him through the TV screen, which was supposed to

be his escape from the harsh realities of daily life. Furthermore, “they” were rearranging 

his neighbored so that these “outsiders” could move in, and “they” were conducting 

social experiments with his kids, moving things around in the schools so that he blacks 

could “take over” there too. In all these cultural shifts, it seemed to the white worker, 

“they” were at it again. And, of all things, they were giving the Negro the decision-

making power and personal recognition he so desperately craved. 

After three decades of liberal consensus, it was easy for low-to-median income voters to 

overlook the centrality of New Deal policies to common economic security. White ethnics had 
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the luxury to instead focus on programs that sought to incorporate African-Americans into the 

middle class at the perceived expense of whites. As liberal leaders weighed the implications of 

the Kerner report and sought to discover what new public programs might overcome centuries of 

white economic, social and political privilege, never before had it been easier to depict liberal 

government programs as redistributive of wealth from the white working and middle class to the 

undeserving black underclass. All that was needed was a national Republican leader –and a new 

language of anti-government racial resentment– to connect the dots.
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Chapter Two:

From Anti-Riot to Anti-Government: The Language of Race and
Redistribution in the Southern Strategy



28

The New Nixon

Richard Nixon had been waiting to run for the Presidency since his loss to John F. 

Kennedy in 1960. The eight years between the Presidential contests of 1960 and 1968, the 

concurrent expansion of the War on Poverty and outbreak of tumultuous race riots created a crisis

in need of explanation. This section explores how the New Right –led by Nixon– stepped into the

political space created by that crisis with an exploration that paradigmatically shifted how 

Americans related to and thought about government: that rioting blacks represented the excesses 

of a liberal ideology which, instead of securing the white middle class, unfairly diverted 

resources from it. 

Nothing represented the changing times more than the Richard Nixon that emerged as 

Presidential contender in 1968. Nixon had previously staked out a moderate position on race, 

seeking to protect against the seeming current of racial progress by which he thought a 

reactionary Republican Party could be drowned. He had supported Kennedy’s 1963 Civil Rights 

Act, and, tellingly, sunk to 3% in GOP Presidential Primary polls after backlash against the Act 

suggested the importance of opposition to civil rights in the 1964 Presidential campaign. At the 

Republican National Convention of that year, Nixon had worked with Eastern Establishment 

Republicans to build a Stop Goldwater coalition, lobbying for moderate Michigan Governor 

George Romney and calling Goldwater’s possible nomination a “tragedy for the Party.”

By 1968, times and changed—and so had Nixon. Winning the Presidency required 

holding Goldwater’s Southern inroads against an insurgent George Wallace, and expanding 
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northward into suburban Democratic terrain. Building the national coalition Goldwater could not 

in 1964 required treading a fine line: appealing to the racial resentment of northern voters who 

did not want to identify as overtly racist, while using strong enough racial language to head off 

Wallace in the South.  As Black observes, “The new rules governing public discussion of race 

required not the abandonment of racism, but rather that appeals to prejudice be undertaken 

carefully, through subterfuge. Racial code-words make appeals to prejudice electorally profitable,

even when in contemporary American society, prejudice is off limits.” 

Wallace was far ahead of Nixon in the use of effective, implicit racial language. Only five

years before, in 1963, the then-incoming Governor of Alabama had famously cried  “Segregation

now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever.” By the 1966 Gubernatorial elections, Wallace 

had changed his message: “We will awaken the country,” he announced as a presidential 

candidate that year, “to the liberal-socialist-communist design to destroy local government in 

America.” Wallace was no longer espousing overt white supremacy, but the implication of his 

argument was the same: the South must preserve the right to discriminate. Wallace “managed to 

conform to the new norm of racial equality but still appeal to racially resentful voters,” allowing 

him to not only threaten Nixon in the south, but also to make northern inroads. By the fall of 

1968, Wallace was approaching ballot access in each of the fifty states, and was polling 

nationally at over 20%.

Long before Wallace’s surge in the fall of 1968, Nixon believed that, to expand 

Goldwater’s coalition and ward off Wallace, his campaign had to “preempt the social issue to get 

Democrats on the defensive, aiming primarily at blue-collar workers and at working-class white 
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ethnics.”  This meant tying Democratic policies to African-American interests: leveraging his 

attack on active government by mobilizing white racial resentment born of the race riots of 1965-

68. Kevin Phillips, a strategist on the 1968 campaign, later reflected in The Emerging Republican

Majority: “Negro-Democratic mutual identification was a major source of Democratic loss– and 

Republican gain.” This was because, “The more Negroes who register as Democrats in the South,

the sooner the Negrophobe whites will quit the Democrats and become Republicans. That’s 

where the votes are.”  Political parties, Phillips believed, succeeded by understanding “who hates 

whom,” and exploiting those hatreds.  

Nixon would paint the Democrats as advocates of a welfare state that supported rioting, 

radical African-Americans: “the fashionable, but unrepresentative constituencies of the young, 

the poor, and racial minorities,” in his words. He represented a Republican party that defended 

ordinary, white working and middle class Americans. As future Reagan and Bush I strategist Lee 

Atwater reflected on the 1968 campaign: “You start in 1954 saying ‘nigger, nigger, nigger. By 

1968 you can’t say nigger anymore- that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like ‘forced 

busing,’ ‘states’ rights,’ and all these things that you’re talking about are totally economic…

obviously sitting around saying ‘we want to cut this’ is much more abstract than even the busing 

thing, and a hell of a lot more abstract than ‘nigger, nigger.”  Instead of accepting the New Deal 

framework as inarguable national “consensus,” Nixon intended to mobilize the images of black 

urban poverty brought on by the race riots of 1965-8 to argue that liberal government programs 

benefited blacks at the expense of whites.  The lines that defined the most significant political 

realignment in forty years were drawn.
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Implicit Appeals: Nixon, Race and Language in 1968

Every American Presidential campaign prior to 1968 featured explicit racial appeals, 

which, in Mendleberg’s words, “use racial nouns or adjectives to express anti-black sentiment, to 

represent racial stereotypes, or to portray a threat from African-Americans.” The new language of

racial appeals pioneered by Wallace and coopted by Nixon “convey the same message as explicit 

racial appeals, but they replace the racial nouns and adjectives with more oblique references to 

race. They present an ostensibly race-free conservative position on an issue while alluding to 

racial stereotypes or to a perceived threat from African-Americans…They convey a message that 

may violate the norm of racial equality by submerging it in nonracial content.” In the words of a 

1968 campaign memo from Mississippian adviser Fred LaRue (later of Watergate fame) to 

Nixon, the co-option of Wallace voters would require that “the message will be indirect

—‘between the lines’ and in ‘regional code words.’  

Nixon’s racial appeals began with the language of “law and order.” Bucking expectations 

of Republican leaders and the press alike, Nixon chose Maryland Governor Spiro Agnew as his 

Vice Presidential candidate, who had first caught Nixon’s eye with his prominent denouncement 

of moderate black leaders for failing to stand up to “militants” in an April 1968 speech six days 

after the murder of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. After filming a commercial on “law and order,” 

Nixon turned to Agnew and said: “Yep, this hits it right on the nose…it’s all about law and order 

and the damn Negro-Puerto Rican groups out there.”   The theme of “law and order,” of being 
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tough on rioters –who, while overwhelmingly black, were never identified as such– became code

for Nixon’s rejection of the basic findings of the Kerner report and his promise defend “ordinary”

Americans against disorderly rioters who had the Democratic Party in their pocket. 

It was not just that the Democratic Party had failed to apply the law in urban black 

centers: it was also that it had encouraged misbehavior by the generosity of liberal government 

programs. Nixon carefully connected liberal government programs with “the poor” and “cities.” 

“In the past five years,” he declared at the Republic National Convention in 1968, “we have been

deluged by government programs for the unemployed, programs for the cities, programs for the 

poor. We have reaped from these programs an ugly harvest of frustration, violence and failures 

across this land…I say it is time to quit pouring billions of dollars into programs that have 

failed.”  The programs had not in fact failed: poverty fell from 17.1% of the population to 11.4% 

between 1965 and 1969. The reference to “failure,” along with the exclusive emphasis on 

government programs for “cities” and the “poor,” at the exclusion of Appalachian anti-poverty 

efforts and the standard pillars of government activism that had created and secured the white 

middle class, was rather meant to evoke the image of rioting African-Americans by which Nixon 

sought to define liberal governance.  

The problem with liberal governance, Nixon argued, was that the federal government had 

grown too large and too intrusive. Wallace had argued that “They [judges, federal regulators and 

liberal intellectuals] have looked down their noses at the average man on the street too long…

they say “We’ve gotta write a guideline. We’ve gotta tell you when to get up in the morning. 

We’ve gotta tell you when to go to bed at night.” Nixon seized on this localism, 
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shrouding his prosecution of active federal government in the popular language of local control, 

which simultaneously mobilized racially resentful white voters without using explicitly racist 

language. On fair housing laws, he took the position that, “Conditions are different in different 

parts of the country…[and] ought to be handled at the state level rather than the federal level.” 

When asked about Brown v. Board of Education, he declared that while the decision was correct 

and “we would not have segregation,” he was troubled 

When you go beyond that and say it is the responsibility of the federal government, and 

the federal courts, to in effect, act as local school districts in determining how we carry 

that out, and then to use the power of the federal treasury to withhold funds or give funds 

in order to carry it out, then I think we are going too far. I think that to use that power on 

the part of the federal government to force a local community to carry out what a federal 

administration or bureaucrat may think is best for that local community—I think that is a 

doctrine that is a very dangerous one.

He wanted “men on the Supreme Court who are strict constitutionalists, men who 

interpret the law and don’t try to make the law…I know there are a lot of smart judges…but I 

don’t think there is any court in this country, any judge in this country, either local or on the 

Supreme Court…that is qualified to be a local school district and to make the decisions as your 

local school board.” He promised to oppose the open-housing bill and integration-aimed busing, 

and appoint an Attorney General “who is going to observe the law” and chief justice “who would

interpret the law…and not make it.” Nixon left no doubt about who was driving this ostensibly 

excessive government intrusion. He boldly announced that he would not “try to satisfy some 
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professional civil rights group,” because, after all, “the first civil right of every American is to be 

free from domestic violence.” Nixon’s argument needed no crystallization: the federal intrusion 

faced by ordinary Americans was the direct consequence of a Democratic Party whose refusal to 

stand up to unreasonable African-American demands was rapidly encroaching on white America.

Ordinary Americans, the “decent people” Nixon described in his 1968 Republican National 

Convention Speech (“they work, and they save, and they pay their taxes,”) needed protection 

against the encroaching Democratic-Negro forces. Nixon was offering his services. 

Essential to Nixon’s appeal was the notion of color-blindness: that what made 

Democratic-Negro encroachment so intolerable was that it constituted a special advantage for 

African-Americans in a society that was now free and open to those willing to work hard.  

According to Nixon, “our nation has been known for a century for equality of opportunity.”  His 

advertisements featured contrasting images of burning, rioting cities with happy nuclear families 

raking leaves and cooking. He asked Americans to “listen now to the voice of the great majority 

of Americans, the forgotten Americans, the non-shouters. They are black and they are white. 

They run America’s businesses. They work, they save, they pay their taxes.”  The claims were 

outlandish, but it hardly mattered. Nixon’s race neutral language was the perfect solution to his 

racial paradox: it at once communicated his belief in theoretical formal equality while reassuring 

racially resentful whites that they would not have to endure any significant changes aimed at 

African-American incorporation. Race-neutral arguments allowed racially resentful whites who 

did not want to be associated with the overt systemic racism that had facilitated their economic 

privilege, but wanted nonetheless to maintain the benefits of that system, to have their cake and 
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eat it too. By pretending that they merely sought fair, race neutral policies, white voters could 

avoid the stigma of racism while still benefiting from the system of white privilege. Nixon was 

“the overwhelming choice of white voters who endorsed equal opportunity in the abstract, but 

opposed most of the specific remedial policies necessary to tackle historical structures of racial 

discrimination.”  

Most importantly, Nixon’s language of racial resentment suggested a zero-sum world in 

which increased opportunities for African-American necessarily implied encroachment on hard-

earned white gains. Compare, for example, Lyndon Johnson’s positive sum frame for the Great 

Society with Nixon’s zero-sum rhetoric concerning liberal government programs. While 

campaigning in the South in 1964, Johnson had said: “The Great Society rests on abundance and 

liberty for all. It demands an end to poverty and racial injustice– to which we are totally 

committed in our time. By fully incorporating African Americans into this society, we would 

only increase the sum and bounty of this nation, not detract from it.”   Conversely, the New Right

framed programs associated with New Deal liberalism in zero-sum terms: welfare abuse meant 

more for poor blacks and less for tax-paying whites; affirmative action meant more educational 

and employment opportunities for blacks and fewer for whites; school busing meant better 

education for blacks and worse for whites. 

Nixon’s mobilization of racially resentful anti-government sentiment obscured the 

essential role of the federal government in creating the white middle class society of the early 

post-war period. More than denying that government could any longer serve the public interest, 

Nixon argued that it never had:  “America is a great nation today not because of what 
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government did for people -- but because of what people did for themselves,” he said in his 1968 

Convention speech.  Implicit in this attack was that African-Americans, too, should learn to fend 

for themselves, instead of relying on an ostensibly excessively generous government.  What an 

Alabaman Senator had said of Wallace in 1966 was true of Nixon in 1968: “He can use all the 

other issues—law and order, running your own schools, protecting property rights—and never 

mention race. But people will know he’s telling them, ‘A nigger’s trying to get your job, trying to

move into your neighborhood.’” Nixon’s attack went to the very heart of New Deal liberalism, 

defining active government as a force upon which those who preferred not to work relied, as 

opposed to the pillars of white economic security: Social Security, federal mortgage assistance, 

labor rights, public education and unemployment insurance. Nineteen sixty-four suddenly 

seemed like a very, very long time ago. 
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Chapter Three

 Racial Realignment: The Three Firsts of 1968
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Pivot Point: The 1968 Presidential Election

The Presidential election of 1968 presented a paradigmatic shift in the rhetoric, ideology 

and electoral demographics of American politics. Using a nuanced set of implicit appeals to 

racial resentment, Richard Nixon mobilized the focus on black urban poverty of 1965-8 to define

liberal governance, positioning the New Right as defender of “ordinary” American values against

the onslaught of Democratic-Negro pressure pushed by a federal government that was too large 

and too intrusive. This attack went to the very heart of New Deal liberalism, defining active 

government as a force upon which those who preferred not to work relied, as opposed to the 

pillars of white economic security: Social Security, federal mortgage assistance, labor rights, 

public education and unemployment insurance. 

Three vital interlocking ‘firsts’ define the paradigm shift of 1968. First, Democrats, were, 

as Mendelberg notes, “firmly established as the party of blacks and the left and increasingly lost 

their attraction for white voters.” Second, this identification –the culmination of Phillip’s project 

in ‘Democratic-Negro mutual identification’ was enabled by the fact that 1968 was “the very first

election in the long history of racial campaigns in which explicit defense of racial inequality 

were out…implicit appeals, based on the language of individual and local control, were in.”   

Nixon and Wallace, the candidates of anti-government racial resentment, together scored 57% of 

the vote. The consequence was the third and most important change: 1968 was the first election 

since Herbert Hoover’s 1928 victory in which a majority of whites voted for a definitively 

center-right Republican Party. 
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The first major transition was the definitive association of the Democratic Party with 

African-Americans. Prior to 1963, white voters had not distinguished the two major political 

parties on the basis of racial politics. A 1958 poll indicated a 5% difference in the percentage of 

Americans that believed Democrats were more sympathetic to blacks than Republicans. By the 

mid-to-late 1960s, however, race had a place on the left-right spectrum. A Democratic President 

signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and pioneered the War on 

Poverty that, while equally concerned with the white rural poor of Appalachia, lent 

unprecedented attention to black poverty. By 1965, that 5% differential had grown to 50%. 

Exploiting overemphasis on the portion of the poor who were black, and the centrality of anti-

poverty efforts to liberal governance, the New Right had effectively defined the Democratic 

Party by its association with African Americans. 

Second, as the last section explored, the language of racial resentment with which active 

government was tarnished became the vernacular of American politics, fundamental to debates 

on taxation, spending and the size and role of government. The Edsalls neatly summarize: 

By interpreting the inner-city violence and poverty as glaring manifestations of the failure

of blacks to live up to American values (such as hard work) and by placing these riots at 

the center of their campaign, Wallace, Nixon and Reagan (who, as a candidate for 

Governor of California of 1966, blamed liberal policies for the urban riots) helped to 

create and legitimate a new form of prejudice. They did not promote biological racism…

they did not promise a return to segregation…their message was subtle, rather than 

blatant: it was that blacks should behave themselves. They should take quiet advantage of
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the ample opportunities now provided them. Government had been too generous, had 

given blacks too much and blacks had accepted these gifts all too readily. Discrimination 

was illegal, opportunities were plentiful. Blacks should work their way up without 

handouts or special favors in a society that was now color-blind. 

It was an odd argument in1968, because everyone had lived off the government in the age

of liberal consensus. Public education, federal college loans and scholarships, legalization of and 

public support for unions, Medicare and Medicaid, and Social Security had served white low-to-

median income earners more than any other demographic. Lost in the rhetoric of the New Right 

was the fact that neither the New Deal or the Great Society had included substantial public 

“handouts,” or direct welfare payments. As James T. Patterson has observed, “the reforms of the 

1930s to 1960s did not call for social democratic programs that would have significantly 

expanded progressive taxation or redistributed income or resources. Instead, they expressed 

liberal ideas and called for the expansion of economic opportunity…aimed to enhance equality 

of opportunity, not establish equality of condition– to set up doors through which the poor might 

pass and move ahead, not floors of guaranteed income on which they could stand.” 

This history complicates the third major ‘first’ of 1968, the support of a majority of 

whites for a definitively center-right Republican Party. Farber has noted the irony: “It was the 

good economic good times brought on by liberal Democratic policies that permitted working-

class voters who had supported Democrats for decades to feel secure enough economically to 

begin supporting Republican candidates for cultural and social reasons.”   In 1964, Goldwater 

proved that overtly racist Deep South voters would set aside allegiances to the economic 
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framework of the liberal consensus if mobilized against racial progress. The lesson of 1968 was 

that they were not alone: dominant as the economic assumptions of the liberal consensus had 

once been, the concurrent outbreak of urban unrest and the expansion of the liberal consensus 

into its anti-poverty agenda had ruptured its once unbreakable coalition. 

Securing the Shift: The Policy of Racial Resentment, 1968-72

On election night 1968, George Wallace told reporters that if Nixon did not “carry out his 

commitments,” he would run for President again in 1972. From the outset of his Presidency, 

Nixon faced the same challenge that he had as a candidate: maintaining a coalition of moderate, 

suburban northern whites alienated from the liberal consensus but still loyal to the notion of 

formal equality, at least in the abstract, alongside the allegiance of southern whites whose 

primary concern was halting federally imposed racial integration. In the face of a Wallace threat 

in 1972, Nixon needed to maintain southern allegiance without crossing the racial Rubicon and 

alienating moderate northerners.

With both chambers of Congress in Democratic hands, much of that strategy was played 

out through Supreme Court appointments and the office of Attorney General John Mitchell. The 

strategy was straightforward: to consolidate southern support by attacking the two most prized 

liberal accomplishments, the Civil Rights Act of 1965, and federally mandated desegregation. 

Within months of Nixon’s inauguration, the Department of Justice sought to weaken the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965 by eliminating requirements for southern states and local jurisdictions to get 
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Justice Department approval before changing local election laws. Six months after Nixon’s 

inauguration, the Department of Justice and Department of Health, Education and Welfare jointly

dropped timetables for school integration. Mitchell also discouraged enforcement of the Fair 

Housing Act of 1968, and even sued to delay school desegregation in Mississippi—the first time 

that Justice had sided with Southern school districts against black plaintiffs in the modern civil 

rights era. 

While Nixon’s Justice Department did the most legal damage to integration process, he 

saved his strongest rhetoric for Supreme Court nomination battles. In 1969 he nominated 

Clement F. Haynsworth, a federal judge from South Carolina well known for his opposition to 

civil rights in general, and the Brown v. Board decision in particular. When Haynsworth was 

rejected as expected, by the Democrat-controlled Senate, Nixon nominated another staunch 

segregationist, Florida Federal Judge G. Harrold Carswell. When that nomination failed as well, 

Nixon lamented the “regional discrimination,” saying that, “the people of the South have my 

assurances that the day will come when men like Carswell and Haynsworth can and will sit on 

the High Court.”  By turning the very notion of discrimination on its head, Nixon told southern 

whites exactly what they wanted to hear: they were not beneficiaries of a system of white racial 

privilege, but rather victims, forced to feel ashamed for their very Southern origin by a far away, 

intrusive liberal establishment that did not care to appreciate their struggles.

While there is much talk of the ‘Reagan Revolution,’ it was Richard Nixon who lay 

groundwork for the ideological transformation of 1968-1980. The Edsalls rightly argue that “race

facilitated the beginning of a conservative conversion” as whites associated housing, integrative 
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busing and affirmative action with “steeply rising taxes, cultural metamorphosis, increases in 

violent crime, exploding welfare rolls, great numbers of illegitimacy, children and the evidence 

of deterioration of both black and white family structures.” Seizing on the racial resentment these

changes engendered, Nixon effectively rejected a liberal paradigm center on ‘social 

responsibility’ in favor of a conservative paradigm centered on ‘legitimate self-interest.’ As the 

Edsalls write, “the melding of race and taxes fostered the creation of a middle class, anti-

government, property holding, conservative identification among key white voters [Reagan 

Democrats] who had previously seen their interests as aligned with a downward redistributing 

federal government.”  The language of racial resentment was essential to this transformation: 

“race was embedded in conflicts surrounding tax, spending, education, welfare and regulatory 

and industrial policy.” Speaking at the 1972 Republican National Convention, Nixon said: “There

is no reason to feel guilty about wanting to enjoy what you get and what you earn, about wanting 

your children in good schools close to home or about wanting to be judged fairly on your 

ability…Those are values that I shall always stand up for when they come under attack.”   By 

using the language of racial resentment to attack active government, Nixon lay the groundwork 

for the rollback of its core pillars that would follow in the 1980s. By the 1972 election, party 

affiliation was more closely connected to voter views on race than progressive taxation. 
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Chapter Four:

Riding the Racial Wave: Implementing New Right Policy, 1981-89
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Reagan as Successor: The Language of the Southern Strategy, Continued

Richard Nixon pioneered the language of racial resentment with which the New Right 

struck its first blows to the liberal consensus, but it was Ronald Reagan who transformed the 

ideological paradigm shift into a policy shift. Extending Nixon’s mutual identification of 

African-Americans and New Deal liberalism to forge a prejudiced conception of active 

government, Reagan Administration policy turned the country paradigmatically toward the pre-

Depression laissez-faire paradigm for which the language of racial resentment had served as 

electoral and rhetorical means. By the end of his term, the dramatic policy shifts of the Reagan 

Administration fundamentally transformed the once egalitarian, socially mobile order of the post-

war period, leading to record income inequality and wage stagnation.   

Reagan wasted no time in building on Nixon’s vocabulary of implicit appeals to racial 

resentment. On August 3, 1980, Reagan launched his general election campaign at the Neshoba 

County Fair in Philadelphia, Mississippi with a speech in which he promised to “restore” states’ 

rights. Neshoba County –which had been recommended by a Mississippi National Republican 

Committeeman as a place to reach out to George Wallace voters– was the legendary location 

where three civil rights workers were murdered during the 1964 Freedom Summer voter 

registration drives. The FBI investigation had been blunted by state and local police who cited 

states’ rights. By casting his candidacy in such terms, Reagan located himself in the long and 

unpleasant history of states’ rights appeals that covered racially motivated policy agendas, from 

southern slave-holders in the ante-bellum south to George Wallace’s 1964 promise to defend 
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states’ rights against Washington’s effort to “take over the South.”    The opening speech was, 

David Remnick writes, “an insensitive and knowing appeal to George Wallace Democrats– an 

attempt to broaden the southern strategy.”  

The ‘states’ rights’ argument was but one tool in an arsenal of coded racial language 

through which Reagan appealed to racially resentful white voters. Reagan extended Nixon’s 

language of race neutrality into the courts, where civil rights battles were being fought over 

school desegregation, forced busing, and affirmative action. Subscribing to a convenient and 

parochial strict constructionist interpretation of the Constitution that extended Nixon’s “race-

neutral” arguments into the courts, Reagan effectively shut down the Civil Rights Division of the 

Justice Department when he took office in 1981 by ordering pending desegregation cases in 

housing, employment and education immediately settled or dropped. In the same year, Reagan’s 

Attorney General William French Smith told the American Bar Association that white men were 

“the most endangered species in this country.”

Reagan adopted a peculiar, if ingenious, defense of the radical turn in federal civil rights 

policy. When questioned on the effective closure of the Civil Rights Division, Smith responded 

that President Reagan had won the election by a substantial margin and thus had a mandate to 

end remedial policies in education, housing and employment.  This, in Smith’s view, legitimized 

even the resistance of federal court orders. This blatant disregard for the basic jurisprudential 

notion of Constitutional minority rights typified the policies of the Reagan Justice Department. 

Reagan openly encouraged school boards to resist court-ordered busing, slashed the budgets of 

the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and the Office of Federal Contract Compliance 
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and appointed a lawyer with no background in civil rights who openly opposed affirmative action

to head the Justice Department Division of Civil Rights.  A 1983 report by the National 

Leadership Council on Civil Rights found that Smith politicized the Division by forbidding 

lawsuits in states of powerful conservative Senators and justifying positions on Constitutional 

law by majority opinion.

While Reagan’s ‘race-neutral’ civil rights policies had the most damaging effect on race-

oriented public policy, his most potent rhetorical appeal to racial resentment was the welfare 

queen. If the New Right’s object was to pry racially resentful Democrats from the New Deal 

coalition by portraying it was a zero sum system in which (white) tax payers’ dollars funded 

programs for the (black) poor, nothing summarized the argument better than the welfare queen. 

Lazy, irresponsible, overly sexual, the welfare queen was the epitome of liberal consensus’ worst 

excesses. She did not work, had too many children, was sexually promiscuous and received more

public assistance than she deserved. She lived off of the “hard-working,” “tax-paying,” “decent” 

Americans –“the rest of us.” She purchased bottles of vodka with food stamps intended to feed 

her children. She bred additional children to rip off the government for more benefits. She was at 

the root of the moral decay of society: the cause of violent crime, the illegal drug epidemic, the 

decline of families, communities and schools; the growth of rampant immorality, and even 

poverty itself. 

The magic of the welfare queen is that her misdeeds could inspire white backlash without

overt references to race. In a 1976 Presidential primary election speech in New Hampshire, 

Reagan masterfully painted an image of a welfare queen without once referencing race. He 



48

referred to a “woman in Chicago,” who “has 80 names, 30 addresses, 12 social security cards and

is collecting veterans’ benefits on four nonexistent deceased husbands. She’s collecting Social 

Security on her cards. She’s got Medicaid, getting food stamps and she is collecting welfare 

under each of her names. Her tax free cash alone is over $150,000.” The New York Times 

reported that Reagan’s case did not exist, but even if it had, it would hardly have been indicative 

of the average welfare mother.  Nonetheless, Reagan used the welfare queen to suggest that 

federal government spending was mostly wasted on pointless handouts to black recipients whose 

impoverishment was the consequence of their own flawed choices, not insufficient life 

opportunity.

Reagan’s extension of the language of racial resentment had significant effect. In tracing 

the racial attitudes of both Democrat and Republican voters,  Carmins and Stimson and found 

that “racial attitudes became a central determinant of both ideology and party… integral to 

choices between policy positions on a range of non-racial issues traditionally identified as liberal 

and conservative.” Views on domestic spending, tax rates, unionization, regulation were all 

obscured and tainted by race. Similarly, by a 71-25 margin whites voting for Reagan in 1980 

believed that blacks have worse jobs, income and hosing because “They don’t have the 

motivation or will power to pull themselves out of poverty.” In the Edsalls view, the sense that 

government served merely to coddle those who lacked the individual moral qualities to attain 

otherwise readily accessible success “made the electorate more receptive to the Reagan 

administration’s 1981 budget-cutting and tax cutting proposals.” 
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Racialization Bears Fruit: The Policy of Paradigm Shift, 1981-89

Changing how Americans thought about and related to government was one thing, but 

transforming government itself was another. Between 1981–1989, the Reagan Administration 

enacted sweeping changes in four key areas –financial regulation, tax structure, labor rights and 

public services– that represented as decisive a break with the liberal consensus as the Second 

New Deal did to pre-Depression laissez-faire economic governance. 

The cornerstone of these policies was the most significant deregulation of financial 

markets since the Great Depression. The Garn-St. Germain Depository Institutions Act of 1982 

deregulated savings and loans associations, loosening S&L’s to invest customer’s savings in real 

estate. S&L’s were also allowed to take on more risk by issuing commercial loans, in anticipation

of the 1999 dissolution of the blockade between investment and commercial banks. Freed to 

make riskier decisions, S&L’s were requesting a $130B bailout (granted) by 1986. Reagan also 

eroded New Deal era regulations on mortgage lending that controlled mortgage market risk by 

mandating minimum down payments. The housing market bubble whose rupture caused the 

Great Recession two decades after Reagan left office was made possible by the 1982 law.  

Deregulatory policies that contributed to long-term income inequality were supplemented

by more immediate changes in tax structure that distributed income upward. Reagan cut 

corporate and personal income taxes –especially for the wealthy– while increasing regressive 

payroll taxes on which the well-to-do did not have to pay in excess of the first $106,000 earned. 

Between 1981 and 1989, corporate taxes fell from 17% to 10.5% of federal government revenue, 
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while regressive Social Security payroll taxes rose from 23% to 36.7%.  The shift to payroll taxes

meant that, as Will Bunch documents in his exemplary examination of the Reagan 

Administration, Tear Down This Myth, that the portion of income paid in taxes by middle-income

Americans actually increased in the Reagan years. Simultaneously, taxes that directly affected 

the most affluent –capital gains, the estate tax– were slashed, while the highest income tax 

bracket was reduced from 70% to 28%. A 1986 comprehensive study by two Philadelphia 

Inquirer journalists found that, in Reagan’s new regressive system, a schoolteacher, factory 

worker and billionaire could all pay 28% in taxes. Notes historian Howard Zinn, the progressive 

tax system, a staple since Teddy Roosevelt, was “almost dead.”  

Reagan’s assault on the egalitarian economy of the liberal consensus was in part made 

possible by vigorous attacks on the traditional advocate for middle- and low-income workers––  

organized labor. Reagan began his Administration by firing air traffic control workers striking for

shorter working hours and better pay. While this move set the tone for Reagan’s relationship with

organized labor, his later decisions were more damaging: his Administration allowed employers 

to permanently fire striking workers and named vehemently outspoken anti-labor advocates to 

the National Labor Relations Board.   While 33% of workers were unionized in 1975, just 11% of

private sector workers were by the end of the Reagan Administration. Naturally, less power in the

workplace translated into economic losses for working Americans. Between 1980 and 1989, the 

ratio of CEO salary to factory worker salary increased from forty to one to ninety-three to one,  

while nine million working adults earned sub-poverty wages. 

Reagan budget director David Stockman had publicly announced that the large tax cuts 
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for the rich were part of a larger agenda to “starve the beast,” or deny the federal government 

needed revenue to incentive a transition to a “minimalist” government.”  Too often, that 

starvation was literal. The Administration eliminated free school lunches for more than one 

million poor children, terminated Social Security disability benefits for 350,000 Americans and 

enacted dramatic cuts in food stamps, welfare and child nutrition. Moreover, the minimum wage 

–at $3.35– was kept constant throughout the Reagan Administration, meaning that, when 

adjusted for inflation, minimum wage workers earned less at the end of the decade than at its 

beginning.   Schulman reflects that “Reagan’s cutbacks in social programs seemed to flood the 

nation’s streets with the homeless, the mentally ill, the victims of drug and alcohol abuse.” 

In 1983, Ronald Reagan had said: “What I want to see above all is that this remains a 

country where someone can get rich.”  In Reagan’s view, the ultimate purpose of government was

to create an environment in which the wealthy could flourish, and to hope that, as Mario Cuomo 

mockingly put it, “Economic ambition or charity might take care of the rest.”  The America that 

Ronald Reagan left behind was certainly one in which “someone could get rich.” But it was also 

an America where the middle class had less, and those unfortunate enough to live in poverty had 

little hope of ever working their way out of it. Reagan’s four point policy agenda contributed to a

dramatic upward shift of resources: the percentage of the nation’s wealth owned by the top 1% 

increased from 24.8% in 1981 to 35.7% in 1989. Moreover, the income of the top 10% increased 

87% in the Reagan years while the income of the bottom 10% fell 10.4%.  As wages stagnated 

and median income taxes went up, public services were eliminated. Student loans and job 

training programs were severely cut. The dramatic increase in the national debt –from 32.5% of 
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GDP in 1981 to 53% in 1989– caused by Reagan’s reckless tax cuts for the wealthy and high 

levels of military spending meant higher interest rates on car payments, college loans and 

mortgages. Meanwhile the Reagan Administration failed to act in the face of rising health and 

education costs.

Beyond adversely affecting income distribution, these changes fundamentally shifted 

American industrial structure. Financial deregulation led to the rapid expansion of financial 

markets concurrent with deindustrialization. As the industrial structure of the post-war order gave

way, with its plethora of median income jobs in the traditional manufacturing base, it was 

replaced by a service-based economy in which a small number of high-end jobs, especially in 

financial services, and too many service-based jobs that pay too little. Ironically, low-to-median 

income earners have been most harmed by this phenomenon. Even Republican strategist Ken 

Phillips, who first designed the Southern Strategy observed that, “less wealthy was going to 

people who produced something…disproportionate rewards to society’s economic, legal and 

cultural manipulators– from lawyers to financial advisers.”  

By 1989, the New Right had accomplished more than the erosion of the policies that 

defined the liberal consensus. It had fundamentally transformed Americans view of the proper 

purpose and scope of government. Reflects Boyer, “Urgent national issues –from inner city 

joblessness, troubled schools, and drug use to environmental threats, the AIDS epidemic, and 

health care- suffered neglect as the celebration of business values and material success set the 

political and cultural tone.”  With the language of “Democratic-Negro mutual identification,” the 

New Right had successfully tarnished the very notion of active government. Poverty, Reagan told
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us, was a problem of the individual, not society. As health and education costs rose and median 

income flattened, working and middle class whites seemed to be receiving a poor return in their 

investment in the New Right. 
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Chapter Five: 

Maintaining the New Right Order
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“Certain Social Issues”: Racial Resentment in the 1988 Presidential Election

Given the stagnant incomes and upwards transfer of wealth of the Reagan years, what 

explains the election of two-term Vice President George H.W. Bush in 1988? 

The 1988 Presidential election offers perhaps the most fascinating insight into the role of 

appeals to racial resentment in American electoral politics. The key figure in the campaign was 

Bush campaign manager Lee Atwater, who had formerly served in the same capacity for 

notoriously segregationist Republican Senator and Presidential candidate Strom Thurmond. 

Atwater, who considered Richard Nixon his political hero, called the Southern Strategy “a 

blueprint for everything I’ve done.”   

As Thurmond’s campaign manager, Atwater had been tasked with –and excelled at– 

appealing to racially resentful, occasionally overtly white supremacist southern voters. Atwater 

had a very clear understanding of how conservative politicians won elections, especially in the 

south: “The three main voting groups in southern politics are 1) country clubbers (reliably 

Republican), 2) populists and 3) blacks (reliably Democrat). So long as the issues were confined 

to economics, the liberal candidate would get most of the populist vote. When Republicans are 

successful in getting certain social issues to the forefront, the populist vote is ours. The trick is 

choosing those social issues that do not alienate the country clubbers.”  

Like Phillips, Nixon and Reagan, Atwater understood that Republicans succeeded when 

they used coded communication to appeal to racially resentful voters without alienating more 

moderate supporters averse to overt racism: “You start in 1954 saying ‘nigger, nigger, nigger. By 

1968 you can’t say nigger anymore- that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like ‘forced 
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busing,’ ‘states’ rights,’ and all these things that you’re talking about are totally economic…

obviously sitting around saying ‘we want to cut this’ is much more abstract than even the busing 

thing, and a hell of a lot more abstract than ‘nigger, nigger.”   Atwater admitted that working and 

middle class white voters (‘populists’ in his words) would never have supported the policies of 

the New Right if framed in purely economic terms. Only when a racial dimension was introduced

into the left-right economic spectrum were (racially resentful) white voters supportive of the 

New Right.

In the early summer of 1988, with Bush down 18% in the polls,  the campaign needed to 

reframe the election in terms of social, rather than economic, issues. Luckily for Atwater, 

campaign aides stumbled upon the story of Willie Horton, a convicted African-American felon 

who committed armed robbery and rape while on furlough mid prison sentence in Massachusetts 

during the Governorship of Bush’s opponent, Michael Dukakis. Atwater declared Horton the 

Bush campaign’s “silver bullet” and “the single biggest negative the Democrats have got.”   He 

then notoriously boasted that “By the time this election is over, Willie Horton will be a household

name.” 

Dukakis had surely made a poor decision in the Horton case, but Atwater was not 

interested in making the election a referendum on prison policy. Rather, the Horton case was the 

perfect opportunity to reinforce what Phillips had termed ‘Democratic-Negro mutual 

identification’ by defining the “card carrying” ACLU member Dukakis as the epitome of excess 

liberal sympathy for poorly behaved African-Americans. White criminals had also committed 

heinous acts while on furlough, it was not their faces –in a disheveled, dangerous looking mug 
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shot– that featured in advertisements and home-mailed fliers funded by national PACs associated

with the Bush campaign.   Roger Ailes, Bush’s media consultant and, later President of Fox News

Channel, emphasized the “dangerous” threat that New Deal liberalism –symbolized by Horton– 

posed to middle class whites: “The only question,” he said, “is whether we depict Willie Horton 

with a knife in his hand or without it.”  

The Horton episode was a less than subtle appeal to racial fears and resentment, a 

reminder about whose interests each candidate served. Bush was the inheritor of the New Right 

legacy, defender of “traditional family values,” the Pledge of Allegiance, the death penalty and 

school prayer. Dukakis, the “liberal Democrat from Massachusetts,” as he was often described, 

was “too generous with government programs, unwilling or unable to recognize the world was a 

dangerous place, and, most of all, too liberal on social issues.” He was “soft on crime” and 

sympathetic to African-Americans. Horton gave an image to this overarching ideological 

critique. To properly reinforce the point, Bush tied Dukakis to “liberal, failed and expensive 

policies of the 1960s.” Unsurprisingly, there was a strong correlation between racial resentment 

and electoral support for Bush: only 10% of voters who scored 1 (the lowest) out of 10 on a test 

designed to determine racial resentment voted for Bush, while 70% of those who scored 10 did.  

Bush, down 18% points when the commercial first aired, cut Dukakis’ lead in half within three 

weeks and went on to win the election by 8% of the popular vote. 

The Bush campaign also stirred racial resentment by exploiting the primary election 

candidacy of the Reverend Jesse Jackson. At the Republican Convention of that year, former 

Presidents Reagan and Ford, as well as Bush himself, referred to Jackson as the “third member of
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the Democratic ticket.” This unusual attention to a long-defeated primary contestant was 

reinforced by letters and fliers sent to California voters that prominently featured Jackson’s face, 

along with the words, “If Dukakis is elected to the White House, Jesse Jackson is sure to be 

swept into power on his coattails.”  Jackson had been actively ostracized from the Democratic 

Party after his grassroots campaign for the nomination. The idea that he would somehow 

influence a Dukakis White House was baseless, yet served effectively to continually build 

‘Democratic-Negro mutual identification,’ the pillar of New Right electoral success to which it 

appealed with particular vigor in its mid-life crisis of 1988.
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Chapter Six: 

New Democrat: Surrender and Solidification
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Democratic Resurgence: Compromise or Capitulation?

Burdened by recession, high interest rates, soaring national debt and his broken promise 

to raise no new taxes, George H.W. Bush –and twelve years of Republican Presidential rule– 

came tumbling down in the 1992 Presidential election. Yet despite Republican electoral failure 

that year, there is perhaps no greater measure of New Right hegemony than the strategic political 

changes adopted by the Democratic Party in the 1992 election. Just as Eisenhower’s perpetuation

of the New Deal legacy in 1953-61 represented the solidification of the liberal consensus, Bill 

Clinton’s emergence as a New Democrat in 1992 represented the ultimate triumph of the New 

Right. The Chairman of the ‘centrist’ Democratic Leadership Council, Clinton was a 

“progressive revisionist” who believed that the Democratic Party had veered off course with its 

emphasis on poverty in the Great Society, and had to move toward the ‘center’ to win national 

elections. Clinton campaigned against welfare “as we know it” and “a way of life,” for “leaner 

government,” against “expanding bureaucracy,” and for increased use of the death penalty.  

Clinton, who envisioned an expanded role for government in health care, education and job 

training, sought to reverse ‘Negro-Democratic mutual identification’ by disowning liberal 

policies associated with African-Americans and repositioning the Democratic Party as advocates 

of the middle class. Importantly, this required accepting –and consequently reinforced– racialized

New Right presuppositions. By adopting the New Right rhetoric of taking on “big government” 

waste and inefficiency and getting “tough on crime,” Clinton lent bipartisan legitimization to the 

racialized New Right while simultaneously replicating the New Right’s intentional distraction 

from core issues, including rising income inequality.
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Welfare Reform: Mobilizing New Right Ideology

Nothing epitomized racialized distraction better years than welfare ‘reform.’ 

Campaigning to “end welfare as we know it,” Clinton spoke of strict time limits and welfare-to-

work programs in 1992.  Clinton believed that by ending the AFDC program, widely criticized 

for engendering dependency, he could reverse racial stereotypes toward welfare and unyoke the 

Democratic Party from the albatross of Democratic-Negro mutual identification. The transition 

from welfare to workfare would eradicate the stereotype of indolent African-Americans receiving

handouts from “big government,” and, concurrently, position the Democratic Party as advocates 

of the middle class, not the poor.  Clinton believed this would enable him to pursue liberal 

government programs to increase access to health care, education and job training. Instead of 

working to correct false and overtly racist preconceptions, Clinton accepted the New Right 

welfare narrative, believing that he could reverse public attitudes by addressing the particulars of 

welfare policy, not public attitudes toward it. He emphasized the need for strict time limits to 

prevent “cheats” from “living off of welfare,” and stressed personal responsibility, a theme that 

found its way into the Orwellian title of the eventually passed bill: The Personal Responsibility 

and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act. Perhaps most questionable of all, the President had 

four African-American mothers at his side in press photographs of the White House ceremony in 

which he signed the welfare reform bill. 

The measure that Clinton passed was indeed tough on welfare recipients. PRWORA 

ended the six-decade old federal Aid to Families with Dependent Children program, sending the 
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program back to the states without federal guidelines for administration. Recipients would no 

longer be guaranteed access to job training or public assistance. Moreover, PWORA was funded 

by block grants that were not tied to inflation or unemployment levels, meaning that funding 

would not vary with increases in price levels or recession-induced demand. The bill also limited 

recipients to two years of continuous benefits, and imposed a five-year lifetime maximum.  More 

than this, PRWORA dramatically slashed the amount of food stamps available to the needy, and 

authorized states to deny Medicaid to those who had been dropped from the welfare rolls. This 

was particularly cruel considering that welfare recipients who were lucky enough to find 

employment were unlikely to be offered health insurance from employers. If there was any 

welfare reform that could definitively end the notion that an overextended federal government 

coddled lazy welfare recipients, this was it. 

Clinton believed it would: that by accepting tough new welfare measures, he could signal 

his sincerity in reigning in excess government intervention, and forge consensus on economic 

reforms meant to secure middle class Americans against soaring health and education costs. Did 

Clinton’s strategy work, and if not, why? As Soss and Schram describe in A Public 

Transformed?, no significant change in public attitude toward welfare transpired. In fact, in the 

years subsequent to welfare reform, public attitudes toward recipients of public assistance 

hardened. Between 1989 and 2003, the portion of Americans that agreed that “poor people have 

become too dependent on government assistance,” rose from 64% to 71%. In polling conducted 

in 2001, 2002, and 2003, 50% of men and 40% of women consistently asserted that “most 

welfare recipients are lazy cheats.” Most disturbingly for progressive revisionists like Clinton 
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who believed that welfare reform would change public attitudes, a disturbing percentage of 

Americans did not understand the basic provisions of PRWORA. Despite the emphasis on 

workfare and job training, and the strict five year time limit for public assistance, 49% of 

Americans believed in 2002, a full six years after the Clinton signed welfare reform, the false 

claim that, “poor people today do not have an incentive to work because they can get government

benefits without doing anything in return.”

Perhaps most upsetting for progressive revisionists who believed that welfare reform 

would end Democratic-Negro mutual identification, no political gain was derived from 

PWRORA. In fact, Clinton’s focus on welfare reform backfired by concentrating public attention

on a policy issue on which the public overwhelmingly sided with the Republican Party. Soss and 

Schram show that both the portion of Americans who named welfare as a national priority and 

the portion that named welfare as a reason to favor the GOP over the Democratic Party 

dramatically rose as welfare reform moved to front and center in the national political discourse. 

Between 1976 and 1986, between 8% and 12% of Americans named welfare as a national 

priority, but that figure rose to 16.8% in 1994 and 26.6% in 1996. The national focus on a policy 

issue that typically played to the GOP hurt the Democratic Party. In 1988, the difference between

the percentage of Americans citing welfare as a reason to dislike the Democratic Party and the 

percentage citing it as a reason to like the party rose from 2% in 1988 to 7% in 1996. During the 

same time period, the difference between the percentage of Americans citing welfare as a reason 

to like the GOP and those who saw it as a reason to dislike the party rose from –4% to 6%. 

Combined, these statistics reveal a net benefit of 15% for the GOP when welfare was at the 
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center of Congressional business. These statistics are correlated by party identification polling 

that demonstrates that welfare opponents were less, not more, likely to identify with the 

Democratic party after welfare reform, both in the South (by 18%) and outside of it (by 8%).

What Went Wong? The Invisible Cheat

Why did Clinton’s strategy fail? Clinton believed that by changing the facts of welfare 

policy, he could change popular attitude toward it– and toward government. What he overlooked 

was that popular attitudes toward welfare were the consequence of carefully constructed emotive 

appeals, not fact-based analysis. 

A majority of whites believed in 1994 that “most people who are poor are black” and 

“most people who are on welfare are black,” even though only one third of welfare recipients 

were African-American. This misperception was connected to other prejudiced views of public 

assistance: an overwhelming majority of those who believed that most recipients were black 

were most likely to believe that persons were on welfare “because of lack of effort,” (61-38%), 

that “they did not want to work” (65-43%), and that “they could get along without welfare 

benefits” (60-48%). A full three quarters of whites rated blacks less likely than whites “to prefer 

to be self-supporting.”  Similarly, while the image of the welfare queen internalized notions that 

welfare recipients were sexually promiscuous and parentally irresponsible, the fertility rate of 

women recipients of ADFC was not significantly higher than women who did not receive public 

assistance. And while Congressional Republicans emphasized the need for more punitive 
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measures for welfare recipients –especially, young, single, inner-city mothers– to encourage 

avoidance of wedlock pregnancies and financial dependency, only 5.1% of welfare recipients 

were African-American teenage mothers.

Images and stereotypes that played on white racial resentment –not facts or figures– were 

the cause of negative white attitudes concerning welfare. Clinton could not change attitudes by 

changing the fact. Rather, as Soss and Schram demonstrate, Clinton’s failed attempt to do so only

reinforced existing stereotypes. Considering that welfare reform significantly cut assistance to 

the poor, did not soften American’s attitudes toward the needy, and failed to reverse Negro-

Democratic mutual identification, PWRORA was a spectacular New Right triumph. It was the 

result of nearly thirty years of attempts to racialize welfare by arguing that those on it were lazy, 

incompetent, sexually promiscuous, and “other,” a foreign constituency distinct from “hard-

working,” “tax-paying, “decent” middle class Americans. By coopting this language in his 

reform efforts. Clinton merely reinforced the racialized rhetoric of personal responsibility. 

Naively believing that public views concerning welfare were rationally driven, Clinton 

overlooked the predominance of emotive appeals in molding white welfare attitudes.  

The failed strategy symbolized the decline of New Deal liberalism and cemented the 

dominant New Right paradigm. Says Boyer, “Clinton’s signature on the welfare bill marked his 

decisive break with the liberal tradition.”  The Democratic Party of the liberal consensus, the 

party of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Lyndon B. Johnson, Bobby Kennedy and George McGovern –

whom Clinton had campaigned for as a law school student– was no more than memory. It had 

fallen victim to the carefully executed connection drawn between liberal government programs 
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and the ostensible redistribution of wealth from white Americans to an undeserving black 

underclass—a position that, in adopting for strategic purposes, Clinton merely reinforced in his 

failed attempt to reshape how Americans thought about and related to government.  
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Chapter Seven:

Racialization: Rejoinders 
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Summary of Argument

This paper has thus far traced the role of appeals to racial resentment in New Right efforts

to appeal to what can roughly be defined as Reagan Democrats: politically moderate, racially 

resentful middle-income earning whites, and low-income southern whites. Specific emphasis has 

been given to the fostering of synonymy between liberal government policies and perceived aid 

to African-Americans at the expense of white taxpayers. It contends, in sum, that the New Right 

exploited the association between poverty and African Americans brought about by the race riots 

of 1965-9, and the concurrent disenfranchisement among white voters that resulted both from 

riots and the radicalization of the civil rights movement, to solidify what Nixon strategist Phillips

termed ‘Democratic-Negro mutual identification.’ By arguing that liberal government programs, 

rather than solidifying the middle class, constituted unfair distribution from hard-working white 

taxpayers to undeserving African-American recipients, the New Right garnered the support of 

racially resentful Reagan Democrats. Resentful toward the liberal paradigm perceived as 

antithetical to their interests, white working class voters empowered the business elites at the 

core of the New Right coalition whose intent was to revert the nation to the pre-New Deal, 

laissez-faire paradigm.

Importantly, while certain policy issues were more ‘racialized’ than others –welfare, 

busing, affirmative action, crime and the death penalty– the racialization of the public sphere had

the overarching effect of pushing the electorate rightward on questions of distributive justice. As 

demonstrated, racial resentment is positively correlated with opposition to public spending, union

rights, progressive taxation, and a plethora of other liberal economic policies. What followed this
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racially-inspired rightward turn was what was promised: an end to active government policies 

such as progressive taxation, support for organized labor, financial market regulation, important 

public services, and certain refusal for federal assistance in the face of new challenges such as 

rising health and education costs. Ironically, the consequent transition from the industrial, middle

class society of the post-war period to the financialized, services-driven economy of stark income

inequality of the post-1980 U.S most directly affected low-to-median-income whites.

New Right ideological and policy hegemony was solidified by the election of ‘centrist’ 

Democrat Bill Clinton, who sought to reverse Democratic-Negro mutual identification by 

decisively ending the federal welfare program and thereby demonstrating the Democratic Party’s 

exclusive commitment to the middle class. However, the Clinton effort failed, only reinforcing 

preconceived stereotypes regarding both welfare recipients and Democratic sympathy for 

allegedly misbehaving blacks. Throughout the Clinton years, while racialization continued to 

distract from the core challenges the nation faced, financialization –the second enduring 

phenomenon of post-war American political economy– continued unabated. Accepting the New 

Right condemnation of “big government,”   Clinton continued Reagan-like financial 

deregulation. The 1999 repeal of the Glass-Steagal Act, the foundation of the New Deal’s post-

crash regulation, removed the last between commercial banks and the shadow sector of 

investment banks and securities firms. Furthermore, Clinton-appointed Wall St. affiliated 

Treasury Secretaries Robert Rubin and Lawrence Summers, who argued vociferously against 

regulation of the expanding derivatives market. These policies  –driven by the increasing 

political power of the financial sector that resulted from its deregulatory-enabled expansion– 
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contributed significantly to the capital market crisis of 2008. 

Explaining the Bush II Years

That crisis did not come for nearly a decade until after Clinton left office. What of the 

Bush II years? My argument is that the New Right narrative conflated active government with 

the interests of the urban poor, alienating low-to-median income voters from the liberal 

consensus programs that built the middle class society of the early post-war period. As evident in

the last section, centrist Democrats –who dominated the party after the liberal Dukakis’ failed 

1988 Presidential run– accepted this framework, reinforcing associations between active 

government and programs for the (perceptively black) poor. The logical extension of this 

argument is that while Bush engaged in occasional covert appeals to racial resentment –in his 

2000 primary campaign speech at Bob Jones University, in his whisper campaign in that same 

election to draw attention to John McCain’s ‘black’ child, and in his opposition to affirmative 

action ‘quotas’– he needed only to speak of “big government” or “tax and spend liberals” to 

accomplish what once required more direct reminders of Democratic-Negro mutual 

identification. Research conducted by social psychologists Brian Nosek and Mahzarin Banaji 

demonstrate significantly higher levels of racial bias in Bush supporters than in the general 

public. While more social psychological research is necessary to unearth the particular way in 

which this association forms and functions, these findings reinforce the argument of this paper: 

that there exists an implicit association between racial resentment and the foundations of “small 



71

government” rhetoric.  

What hardly needs more substantiation is that Bush’s policy agenda exacerbated the 

dangerous trends of the Reagan Administration. Large tax cuts–one-third of which went to the 

top 1% of income earners– and record-breaking levels of military spending again created record-

breaking fiscal deficits that together doubled the nation debt. At the same time, the manufacturing

sector shrunk by 35%, contributing to stark income inequality, as 90% of income growth went to 

the top 10% of income earners and 65% went to the top 1%. These consequences of New Right 

policy –along with the ideological rigidity absorbed into mainstream political thinking– would 

prove disastrous when financial crisis and subsequent recession struck in 2008.

Rejoinders: Frank Engaged

Rejoinders to alternative explanations to the narrative this paper presents warrant time 

and space. In the past decade, Thomas Frank has presented the explanation that has most 

appealed to popular liberal taste. Arguing that the death of the liberal consensus was powered by 

cultural backlash that whitewashed class politics and thrust moral and religious concerns to the 

forefront of electoral politics, Frank draws on personalities like Tim Golba, the Pepsi bottling 

plant worker and evangelical activist described in Chapter 1. Frank rejects the view that race 

figures prominently in this narrative– after all, there are black evangelical preachers and activists 

in Kansas. “Few here get sentimental about the Confederate flag,” he tells us.  Beyond the 

difficult dearth of nuance in Frank’s conflation of overt racism with coded appeals to racial 
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resentment, Frank’s explanation overlooks the crucial role of racial politics in the very 

evangelical politicization that thrust “moral” concerns into the electoral spotlight. 

The crucial story left out of Frank’s narrative concerns federal revocation of tax exempt 

status for segregated colleges and universities. That story starts with skyrocketing Christian 

schools in the South in the late 1960s and early 1970s in response to court-ordered racial 

integration. As religious oriented non-profits, these new schools were tax exempt. Beginning in 

the early 1970s, civil rights organizations began to pressure the federal government to resist tax-

exempt status for racially segregated institutions. Then, in the landmark 1971 decision Green v. 

Connally, a three-judge district court panel revoked tax-exempt status for racially discriminatory 

higher education institutions. Fundamentalist Bob Jones University partially complied with the 

mandate, admitting black students but regulating inter-racial exchange through measures such as 

a strict ban on interracial dating. The IRS responded by revoking its tax exempt status in 1976. 

BJU’s drawn out lawsuit to retain tax exempt status outraged and mobilized the politically 

dormant evangelical community.

In that year, Paul Weyrich was an evangelical political activist trying to mobilize the yet 

unformed religious right into a national political force around abortion, school praryer, and the 

proposed Equal Rights Amendment. In the mid-1970s, Weyrich met with little success: dormant 

since the embarrassing Scopes trial of 1925, evangelical leaders wanted little do with national 

politics. All that changed with the Bob Jones Court. Weyrich explains: “I was trying to get those 

people interested in those issues [abortion, school prayer, ERA] and I utterly failed,” he recalled 

in an interview in the early 1990s. “What changed their mind was Jimmy Carter's intervention 
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against the Christian schools, trying to deny them tax-exempt status…what caused the movement

to surface was the federal government’s moves against the Christian schools…which outraged 

the Christian community.” The catalyst for evangelical political activism was in Weyrich’s words

“not the school-prayer issue, and it was not the abortion issue.”  Evangelical activist Richard 

Viguerie, publisher of Conservative Digest between 1975 and 1985, agrees: the decision “kicked 

the sleeping dog” of the evangelical movement, and “galvanized the religious right. It was the 

spark that ignited the religious right’s involvement in real politics.” The “moral” and “religious” 

issues that Frank locates at the genesis of Religious Right political organization were in fact 

racially animated: a defense against federal enforcement of civil rights law that encroached on 

the racially privileged enclaves of evangelical America. 

Contra contemporary wisdom, abortion was not even on the evangelical radar until later 

in the 1970s, well after Roe v. Wade. According to Eb Dobson, Jerry Falwell’s assistant at the 

Moral Majority, “The Religious New Right did not start because of a concern about abortion…I 

sat in the non-smoke filled back room with the Moral Majority, and I frankly do not remember 

abortion being mentioned as a reason why we ought to do something.” Instead, Dobson believed 

“government interference in Christian schools,” aimed at “preserving the integrity of our 

organizations,” was the founding purpose of the Religious Right.  

This fits well with other events of the time, particularly the initial evangelical reaction to 

Roe v. Wade. Take, for example, the response of former president of the Southern Baptist 

Convention W.A. Criswell, to the 1973 ruling: “I have always felt that it was only after a child 

was born and had a life separate from its mother that it became an individual person, and it has 
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always, therefore, seemed to me that what is best for the mother and the future should be 

allowed.”  Abortion only came to dominate the movement much later; by Weyrich’s account, the 

issue came up during a conference call aimed at expanding the movement, significantly after 

evangelical leaders had already begun mobilizing to defend Bob Jones University.

Balmer notes the one peculiarity of Weyrich’s story: that Gerald Ford, not Jimmy Carter, 

occupied the White House when the IRS decided to pursue Bob Jones University in January 

1976. Yet Carter was in office as the case advanced through the federal judiciary, and ignored 

evangelical calls to defend BJU. Furthermore, Carter, who had evangelical support as a southern 

Baptist in the 1976 election, had offended the Religious Right by putting off his election promise 

to convene a White House conference on family concerns. When the conference finally was 

planned, in June 1980, evangelicals –including Jerry Falwell, who had founded the Moral 

Majority the year before– were outraged that Carter’s aides had included single-parent and same-

sex parent families. Irritated at both this sleight to “family values” (which would become a rally 

cry for evangelicals) and Carter’s failure to oppose the attack on Bob Jones University racially 

discriminatory policies, the nascent evangelical movement rallied around Ronald Reagan in 

1980. It is from this series of events –sparked by resentment of federal enforcement of civil 

rights– from which the evangelical influence on New Right politics, attendant with its crusades 

against homosexuality, abortion, evolution and bans on prayer in school, originated. 

The final portion of this story concerns what might be called the “values nexus” between 

evangelical voters and racially resentful whites. Reagan used implicit racial appeals to suggest 

that liberal governance empowered immoral urban blacks to benefit from excessively generous 
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and fiscally irresponsible programs that violated moral values with which the Christian Right 

was also concerned. The emphasis on a return to American “values” linked both racially resentful

whites bothered by perceived excess of public assistance and the evangelical voters concerned 

about the decay of family life, rising divorce rates, promiscuity and homosexuality. Both the 

continuity of this rhetoric and the prominence of racial policy issues at the origin of evangelical 

mobilization locate Frank’s argument within the framework of the racialization theory with 

which this paper is concerned. 

Perlstein and the Politics of Culture

In his best-selling 2008 historical account, Nixonland, Rick Perlstein locates rapid 

cultural change as the origin of the liberal consensus’ death. Taking a more expansive view of 

cultural change, Frank identifies cultural discord brought on by the Vietnam War, race riots, drug 

culture and youth dissent as the key factors in liberal decline. Focusing on the fracturing of the 

Democratic Party, embodied by Johnson’s decision not to run in 1968, and the violence in and 

outside the Democratic National Convention of that year, Perlstein focuses on the cultural 

backlash against liberal elites:

 To a new suburban mass middle class that was tempting itself into Republicanism,

admiring Richard Nixon was becoming part and parcel of a political identity based on

seeing through the pretentious of the cosmopolitan liberals who claimed to know so

much better than you what was best for your country. This side saw everything that was
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most genuine in Nixon, everything that was most brave—who saw the Checkers Speech

for what it also actually was, not just a hustle but also an act of existential heroism: a

brave refusal to let haughty ‘betters’ have their way with him. 

While Perlstein correctly identifies the cultural anxiety that pushed white voters into the 

New Right camp in 1968, his emphasis on cultural discord does not explain the endurance of 

New Right ideological and electoral coalitions. Anti-elitism was essential to the rise of the New 

Right, but it was also part of a broader appeal against active government—an appeal whose true 

force lay in its intent on preserving white racial privilege. When George Wallace argued that 

“They [judges, federal regulators and liberal intellectuals] have looked down their noses at the 

average man on the street too long…they say “We’ve gotta write a guideline. We’ve gotta tell 

you when to get up in the morning. We’ve gotta tell you when to go to bed at night,” it was part 

of an argument for localism that came out of his intent to stave off federal civil rights 

enforcement. The sophisticated language of local control which George Wallace employed after 

the civil rights movement success forced national politicians to use implicit racial appeals –the 

language coopted by Richard Nixon, extended by Ronald Reagan, and today foundational to 

conservative rhetorical appeals– cannot be found in his famous 1963 Inauguration speech in 

which he had declared “Segregation Today, Segregation Tomorrow, Segregation Forever.” Contra

Perlstein, arguments for localism and against federal bureaucracy and interventionism were not 

the independent cause of liberal decline, but rather the mask of its actual nemesis: the politics of 

racial resentment that necessitated the cloaked language of local control. 
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Endogenous Aversion?

If mainstream political leaders in the period of New Right paradigmatic hegemony are to 

be taken seriously, the United States has always been endogenously averse to active government. 

Take this typical formulation, from President Barack Obama’s 2013 Inaugural Address: 

“Through it all, we have never relinquished our skepticism of central authority, nor have we 

succumbed to the fiction that all society’s ills can be cured through government alone.” This 

narrative stresses Revolutionary origins as anti-taxation, the importance of the pioneer-frontier 

experience and the “rugged individualism” of Herbert Hoover, among much else. It is bound up 

with the literature of American Exceptionalism that intrigued De Tocqueville, Engels, Lenin, 

Weber and countless other scholars who have puzzled over why the U.S. was the only 

industrialized nation without a labor or socialist party. The implicit argument of this narrative is 

that the collapse of the liberal consensus is not the unusual event that requires explanation, but, 

rather, that the consensus itself is the sore thumb sticking out in the otherwise laissez-faire 

history of American political economy.  The argument that Americans are endogenously averse to

active government has a long history– but is it true?

Sustaining the argument has two difficulties. First, it relies on active government as 

defined exclusively by its redistributive function. Active government played an essential role in 

American industrialization in the 19th century: the industrial prowess of the United States grew 

out of the targeted protectionism advocated by state policy makers –from Hamilton to Clay– who

believed protectionism necessary to transition the United States from an agrarian to industrial 
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economy. Without protectionism for the ‘infant industry’ of American manufacturing, British 

imports would have prevented the industrial development of the United States. Similarly, in both 

the Reagan and Bush years, aversion to public spending was limited to liberal government 

programs that availed themselves to the sort of perceived immoral, inefficient abuse of public 

assistance that lent itself to racialization. Military spending spiked during the both 

Administrations, with base Department of Defense spending increasing by 50% in real dollars 

under Reagan and 60% under Bush II.  Additional expenditures on the war on Iraq and 

Afghanistan are estimated to total $4T. The large-scale federal deficits that resulted from a 

combination of tax cuts targeted to the wealthy, high levels of military spending, and the 

Afghanistan and Iraq wars did not offend or mobilize supposedly fiscally conservative 

Republican base voters. The question can thus be immediately narrowed to whether there is a 

particular type of active government against which Americans have historically had an 

endogenous aversion.

This claim is equally difficult to substantiate. Even if the New Deal public infrastructure 

was born at a time of unparalleled crisis, how can its survival well into the prosperous 1950s and 

1960s be explained? If Americans suffer an endogenous aversion to active government, why did 

Eisenhower accept the basic New Deal framework in the prosperous 1960s? Why was Johnson’s 

Great Society of the mid-1960s not met with tea in the Boston Harbor? The answer seems clear: 

low-to-median income whites benefited from the active government of the liberal consensus: 

Social Security, strong support for organized labor, federal mortgage assistance, public education 

and unemployment assistance.  As Krugman documents, median income doubled in real terms 
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between 1947 and 1973. As long as white American had a monopoly on the benefits it offered, 

complaints against active government remained marginal.
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Chapter Eight:

Racialization: Contemporary Relevance
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Race in the Age of Obama: The 2008 Presidential Election

What is the implication the election of Barack Obama for the claims made by this paper? 

Does the popular election of the nation’s first African-American president negate the contention 

that our debates on taxation, spending and the size and role of government are importantly 

shaped by implicit racial appeals that form the very foundation of American political vernacular? 

In what follows, I trace the role of racial resentment in both the 2008 Presidential Election, and 

the protest movements that emerged in the first year of the Obama Administration, arguing 

throughout that racial resentment continues to fundamentally impact American political 

discourse. 

While the 2008 Presidential Election has been popularly embraced as the hallmark of a 

new post- racial era, rigorous analysis in two recently published books –Michael Tesler and 

David O. Sear’s Obama’s Race and Donald Kindler and Allison Dale-Riddler’s The End of Race–

suggest that racial resentment in fact significantly impacted the election. Analyzing the impact of

racial resentment on the Democrat Primary, Tesler and Sears demonstrate that Obama’s main 

opponent –Hillary Clinton– received the support of 80% of voters of racially resentful voters. 

Kinder and Dale-Riddler demonstrate that the likelihood of an Obama vote decreases from 77% 

amongst the most racially liberal Democratic primary voters, to 19% amongst the most racially 

conservative. This difference cannot be explained by ideological variation, given the 

overwhelming overlap in the candidates’ shared political agenda. Instead, it can be traced to the 

Clinton campaign’s efforts to highlight Obama’s race. Hillary Clinton compared Obama to Dr. 
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Martin Luther King, Jr., and herself to President Johnson, arguing that King’s dream of racial 

equality “took a president (Johnson) to get done.” Bill Clinton deployed similar tactics, 

attempting to define Obama as the ‘black’ candidate by dismissing his decisive victory in the 

South Carolina primary: “Jesse Jackson won South Carolina twice, in ’84 and ’88. He ran a good

campaign. And Senator Obama ran a good campaign here.” Even when controlled for ideology 

and demography, the chasm between Obama’s favorability with the most racially liberal 

Democratic voters, as compared to the most conservative Democratic voters was an astounding 

40%, double that of Edward’s favorability gap and four times that of Clinton’s. 

The General Election was similarly impacted by racial resentment. Using public opinion 

surveys, Tesler and Sears demonstrate that racial resentment was twice as strongly correlated 

with partisan preference than in 2004. In their view, this accounts for Obama’s contextually 

narrow electoral victory, given the unpopularity of the incumbent Administration and the 

financial crisis of fall 2008, associated as it was with the Republican Administration with which 

voters identified John McCain. Similarly, Kind and Dale-Riddle found that Obama won 6-8% 

less of the popular vote than mainstream forecast models predicted, given an unpopular 

incumbent, an unpopular war attributed to incumbent, stagnant income growth and general 

economic anxiety.  Importantly, more American scored “high” on racial resentment scales than in 

previous Presidential elections. What this has to do with the McCain campaign’s intentional 

orchestration of the perceptively working class white Joe the Plumber confronting Obama with 

complaints of “redistribution,” “taxing and spending,” and “big government,” only speculation 

can suggest. The available empirical evidence indicates that McCain was recipient of the support 
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of 75% of racially resentful voters, until the financial crisis pushed an electorally decisive 6% of 

this constituency into the Obama camp.  

After Victory: Racial Resentment in the Age of Obama

The pundits were right that Barack Obama’s election portended significant change in 

American politics, even if the emergence of a new, populist right-wing political movement was 

not what most had in mind on Election Night 2008. The emergence of the Tea Party on the heels 

of Obama’s election has posed challenging new questions for the study of American racial 

politics.  What characterizes the Tea Party, and how does it relate to the themes of racial 

resentment with which this paper is concerned? Relying on research compiled by Theda Skopcal 

and Vanessa Williamson –including hundreds of interviews with Tea Party activists– as well as 

independently assembled media reports, this section argues that the Tea Party’s emphasis on 

particular types of public spending, coupled with aversions toward active government 

significantly linked to racial resentment, demonstrates the extent to which its political ideology is

constituted by racial resentment.

The Tea Party has been most frequently characterized as an opposition movement to 

ostensibly unsustainable levels of federal spending, sparked by the increase of the federal debt 

and deficit significantly exacerbated by tax losses triggered by and public spending meant to 

stymie the Great Recession of 2009-10. Yet detailed analysis of Tea Party attitudes narrows that 

opposition to particular types of spending, thus shedding important light on the movement’s 
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ideological orientation. Importantly, self-identified Tea Party members express little opposition to

the three most commonly cited contributors of debt escalation: defense spending, Medicare or 

Social Security. No significant Tea Party protest been directed toward the more than $4T spent on

Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan since 2001, or the $285B annual increase in Defense Department 

spending over the past decade.  This expenditure does not merely reflect decisions of the past 

against which protest would be obsolete: as the Tea Party was first staking claim to national 

legitimacy in the summer of 2009, the Obama Administration deliberated on the escalation of the 

Afghan War, on which it ultimately decided to increase expenditure by $30B over the next your 

years on a conflict the cost of which already exceeded $100B per year. Neither do most self-

identified Tea Party members oppose the other two major expenses most commonly associated 

with increased debts and deficits: Social Security and Medicare. Surprisingly, 62% of self-

identified Tea Party supporters believe these programs are “worth the cost.” 

Instead, the Tea Party has concerned itself with types of public spending associated with 

those “undeserving” of public assistance.  Skocpol and Williamson observe that “welfare 

spending is still a subject of much concern for Tea Party members…(who) take a harsher stance 

toward public aid for the needy.” Interestingly, the only federal public assistance program –

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families– costs only $16B annually, or 0.004% of the federal 

budget. Similarly, much Tea Party protest has been directed against the Affordable Care Act on 

grounds of excessive costs, despite the Congressional Budget Office’s projection at its time of 

passage that the law would save $143B over the next decade in federal health care spending. In 

place of a mathematics of protest, the Tea Party has relied on the rhetoric of identified “waste,” 
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which its members have been documented to believe constitutes as much as half of the federal 

budget. This perception gap is not unique to the Tea Party. As this paper argues, that gap is vital 

to the politics of racial resentment. As Chapter III discusses, Nixon’s condemnation of active 

government relied on an exaggeration of the extent to which liberal government programs –

including, but not limited to, those related to the War on Poverty– focused on black urban 

centers. Similarly, Reagan’s mobilization of anti-government sentiment relied on the imagery of 

the welfare queen, marginal as welfare was to federal spending. Finally, Clinton’s failure to 

change public welfare attitudes was undermined by the resistance racial assumptions that 

define(d) the politics of public assistance. 

The hypothesis that Tea Party vehemence against public spending is informed by racially 

constituted attitudes, as opposed to the mathematical details of budget politics, is supported by its

articulations of both implicit and explicit racial resentment. Report Skopcal and Williamson: “As 

we listened to our Tea Party interlocutors talk about undeserving people collecting welfare 

benefits, racially laden group stereotypes certainly did float  in and out of interviews…a sense of 

‘us versus them’ along racial and ethnic fault lines clearly marks the worldview of many people 

active in the Tea Party.” A study by the University of Washington found that Tea Party supporters

were more likely than any self-identifying political group to believe that racial minorities are 

held back by their own personal failings, as well as to believe that blacks and Latinos as less 

hardworking, less intelligent, and less trustworthy than other Americans. CBS/New York Times 

polling has also suggested that Tea Party members are “unusually drawn to conservative views 

on race,” and are much more likely than other Americans to believe that “too much is made of 
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the problems facing black people.” Unsurprisingly, self-identified Tea Party members feel that 

government in general, and the Obama Administration in particular, favors African-Americans. 

In an August 2009 poll, 65% of Tea Party members believed that the President’s policies favored 

blacks,  despite Obama’s insistence on race-neutral economic policies summed up in this June 

2009 pronouncement: “The best thing that I can do for the African-American community, or the 

Latino community or the Asian community — whatever community — is to get the economy as 

a whole moving. If I don’t do that, then I am not going to be able to help anybody.”  

In addition to its implicit racial assumptions, the Tea Party has also frequently ‘leaked’   

overt racism, crossing the Rubicon of implicit code words. Numerous racist portrayals of Barack 

Obama –as a monkey, with lengthy ears, referencing “white slavery,” or any other of a range of 

stereotypical racial caricatures– displayed at demonstrations have received widespread media 

attention.  Furthermore, the Tea Party’s most prominent media leaders have been unsubtle in 

mobilizing opposition to the Obama Administration through racial appeals. On his radio talk 

show in May 2009, Rush Limbaugh reflected on the new Presidential Administration. “How do 

you get promoted in the Obama Administration? By hating white people, or even saying you do 

or that they’re not good…make white people the new oppressed minority.” In Limbaugh’s view, 

whites in the Administration were “going along with it, moving to the back of the bus, saying ‘I 

can’t drink at that water fountain,’ I can’t use that restroom.’”  Glenn Beck claimed that Obama 

has “a deep seated hatred for white people or the white culture” and was “a racist.”  As in the 

case of Limbaugh, Beck’s commentary portrays the Obama Administration as intent on 

undermining the values of mainstream America. Both Limbaugh and Beck, like Nixon and 
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Reagan before them, attempt to paint a portrait of a zero-sum universe in which both liberal 

politics and concurrent advances for African-Americans –both represented by the Obama 

Administration– reduce opportunities for whites. Most egregiously, former Congressman Tom 

Tancredo (R-Co.) opened the 2010 National Tea Party Convention in Nashville, Tennessee in 

with a call for reinstating the poll tax, which was used for decades to deny voting rights to 

African-Americans, and without which Tancredo contended that Obama would not have won the 

2008 Presidential election. 

The similarities between New Right and Tea Party rhetoric and ideology render 

improbable that the connection between selective outrage at public spending and racial attitudes 

coincidental is coincidental. Insofar as the Tea Party’s condemnation of public spending has 

focused on particular types of federal expenditure, which its members link with abuse by 

African-Americans who are perceived as being excessively reliant on government in general and 

the Obama Administration in particular, the movement clearly follows the New Right archetype. 

Skocpal and Williamson observe the similarity: “In talking to Tea Party activists, you hear echoes

of Reagan-era stories of ‘welfare queens’ and Nixonian rhetoric about the ‘silent majority,’ the 

true Americans for whom Tea Partiers think they speak.” Forty-five years after Richard Nixon 

first sought to link liberal governance to urban riots and the War on Poverty by the concerted 

strategy of “Negro-Democratic Mutual Identification,” the currency of Tea Party appeals to racial

resentment demonstrates the uncomfortable extent to which racial biases continue to shape the 

American political vernacular.
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Conclusion: Race and the Limits of the American Political Imagination

In the spring and fall of 2008, the United States suffered the most acute financial crisis 

since the Great Depression. In the ‘Great Recession’ of 2009-10 that soon followed, nearly four 

and a half million jobs were lost. The financial crisis and subsequent recession seemed to lay 

bare the literal bankruptcy of three decades of failed deregulation and supply side economics, the

first of which significantly contributed to financial market instability, and the second of which 

enabled the record levels of income inequality which contributed to depressed consumer demand.

Many –including Obama campaign and Administration advisers– believed that the crisis would 

birth a re-imagination of economic governance comparable to that sparked by the Great 

Depression. 

While it is too early to fairly approximate how history will judge the Obama 

Administration’s response to crisis of 2008-09, two observations can be made: first, that the most

meaningful change in popular political organization that emerged from the crisis was a right-

wing populist politics that aimed its anger not at financial elites, but rather at perceptions of 

government spending significantly informed by racial resentment; and, second, that while it 

initially dabbled in expansionist fiscal policy importantly connected to the politics of shared 

prosperity, the Obama Administration was not only institutionally, but also ideologically 

constrained in its policy response to the conflict. While more research is clearly needed on the 

question, this section examines the side-constraint posed by racially resentment attitudes toward 

active government on the policy response to the 2008-09 crisis.  

When Barack Obama assumed office in January 2009, two million jobs had been lost in 
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the prior three months. The first question the Administration faced was whether and to what 

extent it should mobilize government spending to combat the crisis of unemployment. The 

ideological assumptions of Administration policy makers shed important light on the way in race 

their attitudes toward active government were shaped by the vernacular of racial resentment with 

which this paper is concerned. 

First, it is important to recognize the significant internal debate on the size and efficacy of

what ultimately became the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009: National 

Economic Council Director Larry Summer and Council of Economic Advisers Chair Christina 

Romer pushed for a large-scale stimulus to increased consumer demand, while Orzag and 

Geithner were more wary of increasing public spending when debts and deficits were already so 

high. Yet what these positions share is as important as what they do not: as Alter observes, each 

of Obama’s adviser “rejected WPA-style direct government hiring.” The talking point against 

direct public employment programs as the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act 

(CETA), through which the Carter Administration employed 725,000 Americans amidst 7.5% 

unemployment in 1978.  CETA, which had been administered at the state and local level, had 

come under attack for inefficiency and abuse, lumped together with Ronald Reagan’s 

condemnation of active government by way of the welfare queen. Even President Obama’s most 

liberal advisers conceived of direct-employment schemes as politically untenable, despite the fact

that, as Alter observes, “Government jobs would have attacked unemployment immediately.” 

After all, the Roosevelt Administration had created four million direct public employment jobs in

a mere two months in 1934. 
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Contracting out employment, already a slower method than direct public job creation, 

was further complicated by the caution of Administrator overseers to avoid “waste.” As the 

stimulus was put into effect, Vice President Biden’s Chief of Staff, Ron Klain, chaired a team 

that carefully tracked stimulus funding, “pouncing on any projects that looked like trouble.” The 

Administration’s hyper-awareness to accusations of government “waste,” significantly slowed 

down the disbursement of stimulus funds at a time when the speed with which public funds were 

spent was more important maximizing their efficiency. Describing the Obama Administration’s 

development and implementation of the stimulus, Alter rightly observes that, “the failure to think

more boldly about creating jobs fast would haunt the administration in the months ahead.”

While many factors complicated the Administration’s response to the unemployment 

crisis, it is reasonable to hypothesize that racially constituted attitudes toward active government 

played a significant role in the extent to which Administration officials were able and willing to 

imagine a maximally effective policy response. This is not to deny more direct reasons for the 

Administration’s aversion to direct government employment programs, or its gradual austerity 

pivot in 2010. Director of the Office of Management and Budget Peter Orszag and Treasury 

Secretary Timothy Geithner strongly believed from the Administration’s early days that its focus 

should be on deficit-reduction. Lobbying from business leaders clearly accentuated Obama’s 

sensitivity to debts and deficits. Yet, while recognizing that other variables were involved, and 

that history may very well judge the Obama Administration’s response to the unemployment 

crisis far differently than those who lived through it, it is important to recognize the way in which

racially-shape public attitudes toward active government were internalized and responded to by 
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Obama Administration policy makers. The tarnish of Negro-Democratic mutual identification,’ 

expressed in the implicit language of racial appeal mobilized (discussed above) by the 

Administration’s political opponents, and responded to by Administration actors, is at minimum a

contributing factor to the failure to directly respond to the most significant unemployment crisis 

since the Great Depression.

In Welfare Racism, Neubeck and Cazenave describe how the Republican focus on welfare

–only 1.2% of the federal budget– in the 1994 midterm election, “played on and fanned 

European Americans’ negative controlling images of African-Americans, while functioning to 

divert attention away from systematic sources of poverty, un and underemployment, falling real 

wages for most workers, and other economic problems being experienced by members of the 

public irrespective of race.”  Just as the emphasis on welfare diverted attention from salient issues

in 1994, so too has the racialization of New Deal liberalism in the post-1968 era distracted our 

political discourse from the fundamental changes in American economic structure of the past 

thirty years: the deregulation-born financialization of the economy and stark wage bifurcation it 

has wrought; tax policy changes that have redistributed income upward; cuts in public services 

that have undermined the support system that institutionalized the middle class in the post-war 

period. 

As Republican strategist Lee Atwater admits, his dynamic of diversion constituted the 

intentional strategy of New Right political appeal: “So long as the issues were confined to 

economics, the liberal candidate would get most of the populist vote. When Republicans are 

successful in getting certain social issues to the forefront, the populist vote is ours. The trick is 
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choosing those social issues that do not alienate the country clubbers.”  The consequence of this 

strategy has been not merely to marginalize African-Americans by stereotyping them as reliant 

on government, but also to undermine the public infrastructure of the modestly egalitarian, 

middle class economy of the early post-war period. As Chapter IV discusses, the unraveling of 

this infrastructure has led to alarming levels of income inequality and stalling middle incomes. 

Just as the racialization of welfare –which enabled the abolishment of federal public assistance– 

hurt white welfare recipients as much as African-American recipients, so too has the balding of 

the public infrastructure of opportunity that characterized the liberal consensus hurt low-to-

middle income families reliant on strong unions and accessible public institutions of higher 

education, just as much as it hurts poor families who have suffered from the eradication of public

assistance, job training, and the general belief that it is the public responsibility to assist the poor,

whether they are black or white.

This paper has sought to demonstrate the role of racial resentment in the decay of the 

liberal consensus of 1935-1968. Moreover, it has examined the enduring pervasiveness of 

attitudes of racial resentment in American political vernacular, with particular emphasis on 

debates on taxation, spending and the size and function of government. Applying these 

frameworks to contemporary political debates, it argues that Tea Party attitudes toward active 

government are importantly shaped by racial resentment, attitudes which also indirectly impacted

the Obama Administration’s approach to the unemployment crisis of 2009-10. In sum, it 

contends that the imagination of a politics of shared prosperity requires the careful 

deconstruction of racial assumptions in our political discourse. Only when the specific ways in 
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which racial attitudes have been injected into debates on active government to the detriment of 

low-to-medium income Americans –whether they are white or black– will such reimagination be 

possible. 
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