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The American Welfare State and the City:
The Politics of the Social Welfare Policy

in New York City under the Lindsay Administration

Takayuki NISHIYAMA*

I. THE AMERICAN WELFARE STATE AND THE CITY

In the United States, the federal government leaves the implementation of 
many social welfare programs to the states. The manner of implementation of 
social welfare programs, for example, the Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC) program, differs from state to state. In New York State, for 
instance, local governments including New York City have a responsibility to 
implement the AFDC program. Historically, the federal government has fi -
nanced 50% of AFDC payments in New York State with a matching grant 
and the state and local governments have each fi nanced 25%.1 Even though 
the United States is the fi rst country to have enacted a law bearing the name 
of “social security,” it is often described as an “incomplete welfare state” or 
as a “reluctant welfare state.”2 When considering the abovementioned fea-
tures of the American welfare state, we need to analyze the politics of social 
welfare policy at the city level to understand this incompleteness or reluc-
tance.

American city governments have to secure fi nancial sources to implement 
social welfare programs. City governments, however, do not have the author-
ity to issue currency or limit the movement of people and businesses. There-
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fore, according to Paul E. Peterson’s “city limits” thesis, while the American 
city government has the structural features necessary to promote a develop-
mental policy to attract important taxpayers like the middle classes or busi-
nesses, it hesitates to adopt a redistribution policy, fearing that a generous 
welfare policy would attract the poor and assuming that taxpayers detest tax 
burdens.3

Historically, poor blacks and immigrants have been concentrated in big 
cities like New York. Further, the governments in big cities are confronted 
with problems caused by poverty, such as homelessness and crime. These 
features explain the dilemma of the American welfare state: city govern-
ments that face structural diffi culties in adopting a redistribution policy have 
a responsibility to implement the AFDC program. Thus, we must analyze the 
politics of social welfare policy at the city level to fully comprehend the prob-
lems confronted by the American welfare state.

This paper seeks to clarify the importance of city politics in understanding 
the nature of the American welfare state by examining the policy innovation 
under the John V. Lindsay Administration (1966–1973) in New York City. 
New York City is described within the literature of urban politics as a van-
guard of urban liberalism—the construction of a local welfare state.4 New 
York City has played a pioneering role in the expansion of the urban welfare 
policy. The Republican Mayor Lindsay, the most prominent urban liberal, 
relaxed the requirements for welfare payments and launched an ambitious 
campaign to sign people up for welfare. The welfare population in New York 
City doubled from 538,000 in 1965 to 1,250,000 in 1972, this latter fi gure 
constituting 16% of the total City population and amounting to 10% of the 
welfare recipients in the United States. New York City was exceptionally 
generous in implementing its social welfare policy, even paying more in so-
cial expenditure than 15 states at that time. Until the 1980s, the welfare 
population in New York City continued at a high level, ranging from 0.8 to 
one million.5

This drastic expansion of the social welfare policy under the Lindsay Ad-
ministration poses two important questions. First, it contradicts Peterson’s 
thesis that local governments hesitate to formulate redistributive policies. 
Second, in New York City, nearly 70% of the voters are registered as Demo-
crats and registered Republicans amount to less than one-third of the regis-
tered Democrats.6 We need to explain why a mayor from such a minority 
party was able to achieve policy innovation in a one-party-dominated city. In 
addition, we need to explain why this mayor from the Republican Party, 
which is not considered as being sympathetic to social welfare policy after 
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the New Deal at the federal level, was able to achieve welfare expansion.
This paper argues that in New York City, the unique Democratic one-party 

regime defi ned the politics of social welfare policy and that Lindsay achieved 
welfare expansion because he was a Republican mayor. The analysis of this 
paper will clarify that American city politics develops under a mechanism 
different from that of American national politics. In addition, interestingly, 
the case of the Lindsay Administration helps us understand the incomplete-
ness or reluctance of the American welfare state. In order to comprehend this 
argument, we must grasp the unique mechanism of the party politics, interest 
group politics, and social movements in New York City. Before discussing 
the main subject, we will briefl y examine the existing theories.

II. CITY POLITICS AND THE SOCIAL WELFARE POLICY

1) Existing Theories and Their Shortcomings
1-1) Pluralism

The most typical explanation of New York City politics is based on the 
pluralist theory.7 According to the pluralists, nobody with a strong interest in 
the policy-making process will fi nd themselves completely isolated. All they 
have to do is form an interest group and assert their interests. Since the 
American political regime guarantees open and equal access to every interest 
group, all interest groups will receive some benefi ts in their specialized areas. 
If we follow the pluralists’ argument, the expansion of New York City’s so-
cial welfare policy must be the result of the efforts to expand the public wel-
fare of the poor immigrants and minorities.

This argument, however, has at least two problems. First, interest groups 
cannot be formed as easily and equally as the pluralists assume. Since form-
ing an interest group involves costs, the poor have more diffi culties than busi-
nesses in organizing groups. In New York City, although poor blacks in-
creased in number after World War II, their interests only came to be asserted 
after the mid-1960s. In order to understand the politics of social welfare 
policy in New York City, we need to explain when and how the poor people’s 
interest group was formed and how they participate in politics.

Second, contrary to the pluralists’ assumption, the political system in New 
York City is biased. We will examine this point in the next part of this pa-
per.

1-2) Structuralism
The most sophisticated argument on city politics from the structuralist 
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perspective is Peterson’s City Limits. Peterson clarifi es the effects of federal-
ism on American city politics and refers to the maintenance and enhancement 
of their economic productivity as “the interest of cities.” Since local govern-
ments have to secure their own revenue sources, economic prosperity is the 
basis of their well-being. Therefore, while political elites promote a develop-
mental policy that enhances the economic position of the city, they hesitate to 
adopt a redistributive policy that benefi ts the poor but affects the local econ-
omy negatively. According to this theory, local governments will participate 
in “the race to the bottom” wherein cities compete with other surrounding 
cities to offer the least generous welfare benefi ts.8

Although Peterson’s City Limits is the most important work on urban wel-
fare policy, it cannot explain Lindsay’s welfare policy. While Peterson and 
his co-author Margaret Weir argue that long-term economic factors still ac-
count for the overall growth in New York City’s expenditure, their argument 
cannot explain the expansion of the welfare roll under the Lindsay adminis-
tration.9 Thus, we need to explain why the political elites in New York City 
decided to go beyond the city limits to adopt a generous welfare policy.

The case of New York City clarifi es the shortcomings of Peterson’s frame-
work. First, Peterson assumes political elites as a unitary actor; however, the 
main political actors in New York City have their own interests. Second, wel-
fare policy is not merely a redistribution policy. In other words, to understand 
the case of New York City, we must grasp the meaning of social welfare 
policy for each political elite, particularly for party politicians and business-
es.

2) Three Aspects of the Urban Social Welfare Policy: Needs, Political Re-
sources, and Social Regulations
2-1) The Urban Poor and Their Needs

In urban politics, welfare payments were distributed mainly through a fed-
eral AFDC program from 1935 to 1997. The program was named Aid to 
Dependent Children (ADC) by the Social Security Act of 1935 and the words 
“Families with” were added in 1960. This was a noncontributory and means-
tested public assistance program designed to meet the needs of poor single 
mothers with dependent children.10

The labeling of the AFDC program as “welfare” was often denigratory, 
and arguments regarding AFDC were often racialized. As analyzed by Mar-
tin Gilens, criticism of the American social welfare policy is backed up by the 
prejudice that most welfare recipients do not work primarily because they 
lack the work ethic. This criticism of welfare recipients is amplifi ed by the 
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racial stereotype that most welfare recipients are black and that blacks are 
less committed to the work ethic than are other Americans.11

The social welfare policy at the city level is a typical redistributive policy 
that meets the needs of the poor but is criticized most severely by taxpayers. 
Thus, in a sense, it is natural that city governments implement it passively. 
The social welfare policy, however, has other important implications for po-
litical elites in city politics.

2-2) Political Elites and Social Welfare Policy
2-2-1) Bureaucrats

In Japan, bureaucrats are often conceived of as actors that promote public 
interests based on their expert knowledge. In the United States, however, the 
tradition of politically neutral bureaucrats is weak and many of them are ap-
pointed politically. In addition, bureaucrats do not exclusively possess the 
expert knowledge required for the policy-making process.12 Therefore, bu-
reaucrats do not have the political autonomy that allows them to promote 
their own policy against politicians. Rather, they have a strong loyalty to the 
mayor or party organization and behave in a manner that meets the expecta-
tions of their appointer.

2-2-2) Party Politicians and Social Welfare Policy as Political Resources
Political scientist David R. Mayhew argues that the principal motivation of 

legislators is reelection and that the pursuit of this goal affects the policy 
process.13 The importance of considering politicians’ political motivation (to 
be reelected) becomes evident when we analyze the urban policy process, 
because the urban party organization, which had developed as a profi t-ori-
ented organization to utilize public offi ces, places only secondary emphasis 
on public policies.14

For those who wish to promote the interest of cities, social welfare may not 
be an appropriate public policy. For party politicians, however, social welfare 
can be an important means to obtain the votes of the poor. Therefore, party 
politicians often make arbitrary decisions to obtain the votes of the poor with-
out considering their fi nancial bases.

2-2-3) Businesses and Social Regulations
Businesses are the most important taxpayers in the city. They can move the 

business hub relatively easily and employ many city residents. City govern-
ments, therefore, place considerable emphasis on the intentions of businesses. 
It is thus necessary to examine the meaning of social welfare policy for busi-



164   TAKAYUKI NISHIYAMA

nesses.
According to Fiona Williams, businesses participate in urban politics be-

cause they expect city governments to perform three important functions. 
First, they expect city governments to sustain good conditions for capital ac-
cumulation. Second, they expect to secure healthy and well-trained human 
resources. Third, they expect local governments to stabilize politics and 
maintain social order.15 Seen from this perspective, businesses permit social 
welfare policy so long as it helps in securing the stable supply of labor forces 
and maintaining social control.

2-2-4) Social Welfare Policy in the City
Social welfare policy is a redistribution policy that meets the needs of the 

poor. Since it does not directly contribute to the economic prosperity of the 
city, we can assume that urban political elites will tend toward a consensus 
not to expand it beyond what is absolutely necessary.

Social welfare policy, however, does not entirely contradict the interests of 
businesses or politicians. Therefore, so long as it assists politicians in getting 
reelected, and so long as city governments have suffi cient fi nancial resources 
to implement it without burdening businesses excessively, they can expand 
the social welfare policy.

III. POLITICS OF THE SOCIAL WELFARE POLICY IN NEW YORK CITY

1) Basic Structures of New York City Politics
In New York City, the mayor enjoys overwhelming power in the policy 

process, and the city government lacks effective formal counterbalances to 
the executive powers of the mayor. The mayor can bypass congress and de-
cide policies by issuing executive orders.16 Thus, the mayor has the institu-
tional leverage to achieve policy innovations in New York City.

However, the mayor cannot always achieve policy goals completely. First, 
there are institutional constraints from other bodies like the city council, state 
government, and courts, even though these constraints are weak. Second, the 
mayor has to secure the support of businesses and the middle class to secure 
fi nancial bases. Third, the mayor has to accumulate achievements in many 
fi elds and secure the support of party organizations and interest groups in 
order to get reelected or to seek higher offi ce. Thus, the mayor has to coordi-
nate the interests of many branches and groups to run the city effectively and 
to satisfy personal political ambitions. The party organization often helps the 
mayor coordinate these interests.
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2) Democratic One-Party Dominated Regime
New York City has a unique Democratic one-party regime. Before the 

Great Depression, a Democratic political machine, Tammany Hall, domi-
nated the regime, having a huge infl uence not only on the board of estimate, 
the city council, the courts, and interest groups, but also on the mayor. The 
Tammany-dominated regime collapsed after World War II; however, the Re-
publican Party did not have suffi cient power to compete with the Demo-
crats.17 The party was unable to fi eld a mayoral candidate and the city council 
was mostly occupied by Democrats. As stated earlier, in New York City, 
mayors have the formal authority; however, the Democratic party organiza-
tion has enjoyed the actual power and chosen the mayoral candidate.

Under such a Democratic one-party regime that lacks substantial party 
competition, interest group politics also demonstrates certain unique features 
because most business groups attempt to forge strong ties with the Demo-
cratic Party. Mayors from the Democratic Party are also receptive to the de-
mands from business groups in order to secure votes and political funds and 
to run the city effectively. As a result, in New York City, even the political 
forces that support the Republican Party at the state and federal levels coop-
erate with the Democratic Party.

3) Democrats and the Interests of the Poor
Under such circumstances, it was diffi cult for the poor to fulfi ll their inter-

ests because they lacked suffi cient funds or organization. Under the winner-
take-all electoral system, the Democrats could win elections as long as they 
obtained 50% + 1 vote in the district. They could function as selective mobi-
lizers and prioritize consolidating their electoral bases comprising important 
taxpayers.

As mentioned above, the interests of the poor did not completely contra-
dict those of businesses and Democrats. If city governments drastically re-
duced the level of social welfare, social order might have deteriorated. Since 
the welfare policy was utilized to mobilize voters, the Democrats were un-
able to drastically cut the benefi t levels or welfare roll. Therefore, they pre-
ferred to maintain the welfare policy status quo.

The policy preference of the Democrats did not satisfy the needs of the 
poor, who did not receive suffi cient welfare benefi ts. However, things can 
change when demographic changes occur, for example, as a result of the in-
fl ux of poor immigrants and organization of poor people’s interests. In fact, 
in the 1960s, the circumstances surrounding the poor blacks began to change. 



166   TAKAYUKI NISHIYAMA

As the civil rights movement moved north, blacks began to make their pres-
ence felt as a social movement in New York City. Since the city government 
was structurally unable to include their political demands, their political 
movements undermined the political and social stability. In addition, the ad-
vent of the Republican mayor accelerated the organization of the poor.

4) The Republican Mayor
In New York City, the Republican Party has very few political resources 

other than the patronage of the state and federal Republican Party organiza-
tions. Mayoral candidates from the Republican Party have to build up their 
electoral bases by themselves because they cannot rely on the party organiza-
tion to win the election.

In order to win elections, Republican candidates have to mobilize voters 
that have not been included in the Democratic party organization. Until the 
1970s, when city governments could expect economic growth and federal 
subsidies, Republican candidates attempted to win elections by including the 
interests of the poor. As the poor grew in number and began to launch politi-
cal movements, the possibility of getting elected increased for Republican 
candidates in New York City. This is the reason why, paradoxically, the can-
didate from the Republican Party, which is assumed to be against the expan-
sion of social welfare at the federal level, supported the expansion of the 
welfare policy in New York City. In fact, Lindsay showed a sympathetic at-
titude toward the welfare rights movements and attempted to include the in-
terests of the poor, in order to consolidate his electoral bases.

IV. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE WELFARE RIGHTS MOVEMENT

1) The Welfare Rights Movement
1-1) The Emergence of the Welfare Rights Movement

The National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) emerged as an at-
tempt by welfare recipients to infl uence the American welfare system. The 
NWRO was mainly constituted of black women, almost all of whom were 
recipients of AFDC and had little opportunity to join the labor market.18

The welfare rights movement had its origins in three developments during 
the 1960s. First, the civil rights movement stimulated the development of the 
welfare rights movement.19 Black Americans who were socialized politically 
during the movement became convinced that they could achieve their politi-
cal goals even within the existing political institutions. The civil rights move-
ment revealed the vulnerability of the political institutions. Thus, the welfare 
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rights movements were partly the product of the civil rights movement.
Second, the federal War on Poverty policy fueled the welfare rights move-

ments. The neighborhood centers, the operational arm of the Community 
Action Program, were identifi ed as the clear target of the movements. Addi-
tionally, the War on Poverty policy produced bureaucrats who were sympa-
thetic to the welfare rights movements.20 Social movements became more 
active in response to administrations that were more sympathetic to their 
cause.

Third, the change in the social philosophy affected the welfare rights 
movements. During the 1960s, many social problems came to be regarded as 
problems of social structure rather than of individuals. Richard Cloward and 
Lloyd Ohlin’s Delinquency and Opportunities, which was an extension of 
Robert Merton’s structural analysis, and which proposed structural changes 
in American society designed to solve social problems, had a strong infl u-
ence not only on intellectuals but also on administrations and social move-
ments. Cloward and Ohlin participated in the initial development of the Mo-
bilization for Youth (MFY) and Cloward was to play an active role as a 
strategist of the welfare rights movement.21

1-2) The National Welfare Rights Organization
The Welfare Rights Organization (WRO) was organized in Alameda 

County, California, for the fi rst time in 1962,22 after which it spread nation-
wide. The strategy developed by Francis Fox Piven and Cloward and the or-
ganizational effort by George Wiley played a critical role in the proliferation 
of this movement.

Piven and Cloward adopted the core strategy of destroying the system le-
gally by urging potential welfare recipients to demand legally mandated ser-
vices and resources. According to Piven and Cloward, only half of the eligible 
poor actually received aid. Therefore, if WROs could double or triple the re-
lief rolls and secure legally mandated services, the state and local govern-
ments would be overburdened and would press for national reforms in the 
welfare system along the lines of a national guaranteed minimum income.23

George Wiley, an associate director of the Congress of Racial Equality 
(CORE), spread the welfare rights movements nationwide based on the Piven 
and Cloward strategy. Inspired by Cloward, Wiley founded the Poverty 
Rights Action Center (PRAC) in 1966 to provide civil rights and antipoverty 
activists with the means to facilitate communication and coordination. In 
August 1996, representatives from many WROs gathered at the PRAC na-
tional headquarter in Washington, D.C., and established the National Coordi-
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nating Committee of Welfare Rights Groups (NCC).24

In April, 1967, the NCC adopted a membership rule to strengthen the or-
ganizations and to build a committed membership base. Individuals who 
were welfare recipients, those who had been welfare recipients during the 
past fi ve years, or those who fell below the poverty line were basically al-
lowed to belong to a local WRO. However, many local WROs were permitted 
to have stricter requirements for membership. Local WROs could affi liate 
with the NWRO when they had at least 25 members who annually paid $1 as 
NWRO dues.25

The NWRO prioritized achieving members’ benefi ts and thus maintained 
the enthusiasm of the participants. This was the most important feature of the 
NWRO. WROs primarily requested the state and local governments to pro-
vide legal entitlements to their members. WROs obtained handbooks on 
welfare regulations from sympathetic welfare bureaucrats and taught their 
members effective ways to apply for aid or to complain about the rejection or 
reduction of aid. WRO activities abided by the law and their demands to ter-
minate arbitrary decisions by governments were persuasive. Thus, the eligi-
ble poor were able to receive legal entitlements relatively easily and enthusi-
astically supported the WROs.26 As a result, membership reached 2,500 in 
1967 and 6,000 in 1968 in New York City alone.27

2) Welfare Rights Movement in New York City
2-1) The Lindsay Administration

John Lindsay was a typical Liberal Republican, who valorized civil rights 
and civil liberties and opposed corrupt Tammany Hall and businesses. After 
graduating from Yale Law School, he became involved in the enactment of 
the 1957 Civil Rights Act as an assistant of Herbert Brownell and as an at-
torney general of the Eisenhower Administration. After being elected to the 
House of Representatives in 1958, he devoted his energies to the enactment 
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act as a member of the federal Judicial Committee. 
Lindsay’s liberal voting record clearly distinguished him from mainstream 
members of the conservative Republican Party.28

Even though Lindsay represented a safe congressional district in New 
York City, he was ambitious for higher offi ce. Since incumbent Governor 
Nelson Rockfeller and Senators Jacob Javits and Robert Kennedy had solid 
electoral bases in New York State, Linday’s only option to advance his po-
litical career was the mayoralty of New York City.29

In order to secure the mayoralty in New York City, where Democrats out-
numbered Republicans three to one, Lindsay had to obtain the votes of the 
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poor and blacks, who had been isolated from the electoral coalitions of the 
Democratic Party. As a WASP, his ethnic background did not help him obtain 
the votes of the poor and minorities; as a result, he worked hard on civil rights 
issues and social welfare. He was a liberal who understood social problems 
from a structural point of view, and who held a strong conviction in what 
historian Vincent J. Cannato refers to as the “Protestant moralism” that re-
gards selfi shness as a moral sin. He criticized white racism, was in sympathy 
with the city’s poor and minorities and justifi ed behavior that many people 
found inappropriate. Lindsay’s political stance provoked an angry response 
from middle- and working-class whites.30 However, Tammany Hall was fi -
nally broken up and the Democratic Party organization did not possess the 
organizational ability it needed to support its candidate Abraham Beam in the 
1965 mayoral election. Furthermore, ultra-conservative William F. Buckley, 
Jr., the founder and editor of the National Review, from the Conservative 
Party took conservative votes from Beam, and in the end Lindsay got 43% of 
the votes and was elected mayor.31

In order to get reelected, Lindsay had to appeal to the poor and to minori-
ties to consolidate his electoral bases. In addition, to seek higher offi ce, Lind-
say had to make his achievements known to the whole country. Therefore, he 
made every effort possible to promote the interests of the poor and minorities 
and to prevent riots.32 As part of his strategy, he appointed Mitchell Gins-
berg—a colleague of Cloward’s at the Columbia University School of Social 
Work and an advocate of the total reexamination of the American public as-
sistance program—as welfare commissioner of his administration. Along 
with President Johnson’s War on Poverty program, Lindsay’s decision helped 
the success of the welfare rights movement in New York City.

2-2) Formation of the Local Welfare Rights Organization and the Develop-
ment of the Movement

The attempt to organize the poor in New York City began with the MFY 
programs in Manhattan in June 1957. The group, the core members of which 
were faculty members from the Columbia University School of Social Work, 
with the involvement of the National Institute of Mental Health, the Ford 
Foundation, and the President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency, began 
to deal with all social problems associated with communities in 1961.33

At the same time, a WRO was also formed in Brooklyn by the middle-class 
Puerto Rican activist Frank Espada. Many other local groups were formed 
independently. In 1966, core activists like Espada and Cloward established 
the City-Wide Coordinating Committee of Welfare Groups (City-Wide) in 
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New York City and decided to cooperate with George Wiley of Washington, 
D.C. in order to maximize their impact on the city and national welfare pro-
grams.34

To assure the poor people’s commitment to the movement, the New York 
City WRO adopted the strategy of obtaining special grants to guarantee a le-
gally mandated “minimum standard” lifestyle. They insisted that in order for 
the poor to maintain the minimum standard lifestyle, regular grants for such 
needs as food, rent, and certain utilities were insuffi cient and special grants 
for such needs as daycare fees or rent arrears must also be given to alleviate 
their fi nancial diffi culties. While the regular grant was fi xed in schedule and 
determined based on family size and composition, the special grant was vari-
able and theoretically limitless because it was based on the individual needs 
of families. Further, while the regular grant was determined by the state leg-
islature, the special grant was determined by caseworkers and was highly 
responsive to pressures by welfare rights organizations. Therefore, these or-
ganizations were able to provide material benefi ts to their members in order 
to obtain their commitment.35

2-3) The Climax of the Welfare Rights Movement
With the advent of the welfare rights movement, Mitchell Ginsberg, the 

welfare commissioner and head of the city’s Human Resources Administra-
tion from 1966 to 1971, liberalized the application procedure. For example, 
he decided to discontinue midnight visits to female welfare recipients. Wel-
fare recipients were not allowed to live with male partners and city offi cials 
often conducted midnight visits without prior notice to confi rm that they 
were abiding by this rule. Ginsberg accepted the welfare rights activists’ as-
sertion that such midnight visits constituted a violation of human rights. 
Ginsberg also ordered the caseworkers to urge eligible non-recipients to ap-
ply for assistance. He suspended interviews, means tests, and home visits, all 
of which had been carried out in the process of examining applications. Con-
sequently, the rate of rejected applications dropped from 40% in 1965 to 23% 
in 1968.36

As a result of the lawful and effective strategies of the welfare rights move-
ment and Ginsberg’s liberal policy, the social welfare roll expanded in New 
York City. According to Piven and Cloward,

1. The monthly amount of special grants was only $3 million in June 
1967; in June 1968, this amount increased to $13 million.

2. The average monthly special grant per recipient jumped from $40 in 
1965 to $100 in 1968.
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3. The welfare rights movement infl uenced, to some extent, acceptances 
and closings and has thus contributed to increased roll.37

While the increase of weekly average wages from 1962 to 1967 was 30%, 
the increase of the average grant levels during the same period was 45%.38 
Thanks to the welfare rights activists’ assertion that welfare should be re-
garded as a human rights issue, the welfare recipients also became less stig-
matized. Thus, some poor unskilled workers made an “economically ratio-
nal” decision to stop working and apply for public welfare.39

2-4) The Waning of the Movement
The welfare rights movement reached its peak in 1968 but began to decline 

as a result of the policy changes of the New York State government and 
strong resentment from middle-class taxpayers.

As Piven and Cloward had anticipated, the city’s welfare system nearly 
collapsed. In August 1968, the New York Times concluded that the welfare 
rights movement had “thrown the city’s welfare program into a state of crisis 
and chaos.”40 However, contrary to Piven and Cloward’s expectation that lo-
cal and state governments would urge the federal government to reform the 
American welfare system, the New York State government announced its 
decision to discontinue the special grants. Mayor Lindsay labeled this deci-
sion “a very positive thing.” The policy change caused serious damage to 
WROs because immediate and tangible benefi ts would no longer be given to 
its members.41

New Yorkers’ angry response toward the city’s welfare policy was accom-
panied by corruption issues. Inspections of Human Resources Administra-
tion by district attorneys of Manhattan and United States Department of La-
bor revealed corruption among bureaucrats. When the New York Times 
reported the results of these investigations, the public distrust of welfare ad-
ministration grew.42 The 1972 New York State’s Social Service Department 
survey concluded that 14% of New York City’s welfare recipients were re-
ceiving benefi ts illegally and that the City Government was spending $100 
million more than it should do annually.43 The huge social expenditure and 
corruption constrained Lindsay’s ambitions for higher offi ce. In June 1972, 
Lindsay fi nally announced that his administration would not increase the to-
tal number of welfare recipients.

Lindsay’s effort to address the interests of the poor and minorities gener-
ated strong resentment from middle- and working-class whites. Since many 
of them had incomes, they were not qualifi ed to receive social welfare; more-
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over, they did not have the leeway or the will to aid the non-working poor. 
Lindsay’s rhetoric contrasting poor blacks with rich whites and his policy in 
favor of blacks angered them. Consequently, poor whites, rather than busi-
nesses, became the strongest critics of the social welfare policy. As Irving 
Kristol and Paul Weaver wrote, “After decades of success … liberals must 
often have felt that they represented majority opinion; yet the fact remained 
that they only served the needs of enough people to add up to a majority—
which is very different thing indeed.”44 Thus, it can be seen that the seed of 
the later welfare backlash was sown under the Lindsay Administration.

V. CONCLUSION—IMPLICATIONS FOR THE AMERICAN WELFARE STATE

The expansion of social welfare benefi ts from the late 1960s to the begin-
ning of the 1970s was due to the civil rights movement, the federal War on 
Poverty, and welfare rights movements. Welfare rights movements in New 
York City were intensifi ed by the advent of the liberal Lindsay Administra-
tion. The advent of the liberal mayor was a huge opportunity for the poor who 
had had diffi culty in articulating their interests in the Democratic one-party 
dominated regime and voicing their interests as a social movement.

Mayor Lindsay ordered Mitchell Ginsberg, who was sympathetic to the 
welfare rights movement, to take charge of the social welfare policy, and then 
supported Ginsberg’s policy. This was because Lindsay had to gain the sup-
port of those voters not yet taken by the Democratic Party in order to win the 
election and seek higher offi ce. In other words, the unique features of New 
York City’s party politics generated drastic changes in the politics of social 
welfare policy in New York City. It is surprising that the Republican mayor 
cooperated with the welfare rights movements and achieved policy innova-
tion to expand the social welfare policy in New York City. This case also 
makes a good contrast with the Japanese or European welfare states because 
in the United States social welfare policy was less institutionalized by the 
“state.”45

We should not forget, however, the limitations of policy innovation under 
the Lindsay Administration. Lindsay himself did not formulate a new welfare 
policy; policy innovation took place only at the policy implementation stage. 
Further, Lindsay slowed the expansion of social welfare policy when the fi s-
cal conditions became stringent.

As mentioned earlier, the United States is often described as an “incom-
plete welfare state” or as a “reluctant welfare state.” The argument of this 
paper suggests a hypothesis on this point: the politics of social policy at the 
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city level limits the expansion of the American welfare state. This argument 
has two aspects: institutional and political.

First, as mentioned previously, the dilemma of the American welfare state 
is that city governments that have a structural diffi culty in adopting a redistri-
bution policy nonetheless have a responsibility to implement the AFDC pro-
gram. Thus, the development of the social welfare policy depends on the 
fi scal ability of the local government that implements the policy. Even though 
the fi scal ability of New York City is better than that of other cities and its 
social welfare policy generous compared to other cities, it was unable to se-
cure suffi cient fi scal resources to provide social welfare benefi ts to the poor. 
From this fact, it can be speculated that it is very diffi cult for American cities 
to secure the fi scal bases necessary to implement a comprehensive social 
welfare policy.

Second, generally speaking, formulating a comprehensive policy requires 
expert knowledge. In American cities, however, politicians, few of whom 
have received high education and had expert knowledge, formulate public 
policy. While Lindsay, who was educated at Yale Law School, was an excep-
tion on this educational level, he did not intend to formulate a comprehensive 
social welfare policy. For politicians desiring to formulate policies that will 
give tangible benefi ts to their constituencies before the next election, invest-
ing time in formulating a comprehensive public policy is not an appropriate 
choice.

Since politicians win elections if they get 50% + 1 vote under the winner-
take-all election system, they need not provide relief to all poor people. 
Therefore, they do not need to formulate a comprehensive social welfare 
policy that meets the needs of the poor.

Criticism of the American welfare state intensifi ed after the 1980s, and 
historic welfare reform was achieved under the Clinton Administration in 
1996.46 However, the welfare reform achieved under the Clinton Administra-
tion intensifi ed the problems of American welfare state outlined in this paper 
by expanding the autonomy of state and local governments. American cities 
will continue to face the dilemma of the American welfare state analyzed in 
this article.

NOTES

The analysis of this article will be elaborated in my forthcoming book Amerika gata fukushi 
kokka to toshi seiji: Nyuyoku shi ni okeru aban riberarizumu no tenkai [The American Welfare 
State and Urban Politics: Historical Transition of Urban Liberalism in New York City], (Uni-
versity of Tokyo Press, 2008). This work was funded partly by the Matsushita International 
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Foundation Grant and The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 
(MEXT), Grant-in-aid for Young Scientists (B) (18730106).
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