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Johnson's Great Society: its Legacy in the 1990s. (Lyndon B. Johnson) Elba K. Brown-Collier. 

The rush of legislation proposed by Johnson and negotiated through Congress included programs for consumer protection, environmental protection, education and training, civil rights (including voting rights), health care, urban development, employment programs and, income supplements. All of these programs were meant to create what Johnson viewed as the "Great Society." 

Following his election in 1964, Johnson was driven to push through as many programs as possible in the early part of his term. Knowing Congress very well, he knew to take advantage of what he termed his "honeymoon." 

When he won his landslide election in 1964, he said to his Vice-President-elect, Senator Humphrey, "Hubert, I figure we have got about nine months to get our way in Congress, no more."(1) 
Johnson's crusade did not wait for the details to be worked out and his success in obtaining his legislative victories involved a great deal of compromise. The attitude was to "pass the bill now, worry about its effects and implementation later" (Butler and Kondratas 1987: 9). The Great Society agenda was basically in place by the end of 1966. The legislation included the Civil Rights Act, food stamp legislation, the Economic Opportunity Act, and programs for mass transportation passed in 1964. In 1965 there was Medicare and Medicaid, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, the Higher Education Act, and the Public Works and Economic Development Act. 

It is not the purpose of this paper to evaluate the original legislation with respect to its successes or failures. This type of analysis has been repeated over and over in conferences and congressional hearings over the past 30 years. Such an exercise is fraught with difficulty as the original goals and objectives of each program were not completely clear and, as mentioned above, the details and implementation of each program were not set out in the original legislation. It was Johnson's belief that these details would be worked out later. It is shown here that the debates about how to improve or change these programs continue to the present. It is the purpose of this paper to determine what, if anything, remains of the "Great Society" legislation in the 1990s. What is its legacy? 

SIGNIFICANT ASPECTS OF THE "GREAT SOCIETY" PROGRAMS 

When discussing Johnson's agenda, there is a tendency to focus only on the "War on Poverty." This aspect of the "Great Society" legislation was by no means its only feature. There is no question, however, that the motivating factor for Johnson was his desire to help those in poverty. His experience as a public school teacher in the 1920s in South Texas affected his dreams and goals for the remainder of his life. In his address to a joint session of Congress in March, 1965, he said 

Somehow you never forgot what poverty and hatred can do when you see its scars on the hopeful face of a young child. I never thought then, in 1928, that I would be standing here in 1965. It never even occurred to me in my fondest dreams that I might have the chance to help the sons and daughters of those students and to help people like them all over this country. But now I do have that chance - and I'll let you in on a secret - I mean to use it. 

While Kennedy's emphasis had been on economic prosperity and an increase in the rate of economic growth, Johnson's vision emphasized equity. His "War on Poverty" was an extension of FDR's Social Security Act and Truman's Employment Act (Lampman: 66). Johnson's emphasis on the poor served "as a flag for the great onrush of social welfare legislation" (Lampman: 67). It is important to remember that the "Great Society" involved not only income support, but also policies aimed at making the poor less dependent and more employable and to provide them with equal opportunities to develop and participate in all of society. 

"GREAT SOCIETY" PROGRAMS 

There were many aspects to the legislative agenda known as the "Great Society". In this section, we will focus on five major areas - income assistance, education and training, health care, housing, and civil rights legislation. In the items to follow, some of the main ideas embodied in Johnson's agenda are discussed along with a little historical background. 

1. Income Assistance 

The Kennedy Administration inherited the public assistance programs begun with the Social Security Act in 1935. The program consisted of Old Age Insurance (OAI) and Old Age Assistance (OAA), Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), and, added in the 1950s, disability insurance and assistance (APTD). There were dramatic disparities between states with respect to benefits and operations. President Kennedy proposed reform extending ADC to children of unemployed workers and adding food stamps.(2) The food stamp program used income as the sole condition for eligibility and therefore would provide assistance to needy people other than those defined by a public assistance category. In 1962, the program was "reformed" adhering to the theory or "rehabilitation instead of relief, services instead of support" (Steiner 1974: 57). Trained case workers were to provide counseling and advice leading to movement off the welfare roles. On the review of this program in 1967, such an approach was discredited. Congress passed a freeze on federal matching funds for AFDC cases attributable to desertion or illegitimacy.(3) President Johnson delayed the freeze (as did President Nixon while he quietly arranged for its repeal). The 1967 amendments emphasized self-support rather than social services. Thus family assistance programs inherited by Kennedy and reformed after the bulk of the "Great Society" legislation had been passed was "out of phase politically: a proposal with which the Great Society would have been comfortable, offered instead by its enemies, and offered after the boom was off the Great Society" (Steiner 1974: 63). This is particularly interesting as many people assume such "welfare" programs were the main thrust of the "Great Society" legislation. 

Johnson's vision was born in a period of increasing economic growth and prosperity. The irony of the poor was that such poverty could exist in the midst of that prosperity. He believed that providing equal opportunity and access to education and freedom from discrimination would allow the poor to move out of poverty. 

2. Education and Training Programs 

Policies involving the federal government in public schools and in higher education and training were not new. There had been programs in vocational education, veterans training and, in the 1950s as a response to Sputnik, the National Defense Education Act. What was decidedly different with the "Great Society" legislation was the emphasis on aid to education of the economically disadvantaged. Observing as we still do today the relationship between education and income, Johnson believed education would provide an avenue of escape. The "Great Society" legislation included the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 or Title I. The Act stated "it is to be the policy of the United States to provide financial assistance to local educational agencies serving areas with concentrations of children from low-income families." Head Start legislation authorized the use of federal funds to support programs conducted by various public and non-profit agencies to provide educational assistance to young disadvantaged children in their early years of development. 

Legislation proposed by Kennedy and passed in 1963 provided for assistance to institutions of higher education for building facilities. Direct help to individual students based on financial need was provided by the Work Study Program of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. This program was expanded and was incorporated into the Higher Education Act of 1965. Equal Opportunity grants giving aid to students of "exceptional financial need" were authorized in Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965. The Act also authorized low-interest loans to college students. 

Training programs included the Job Corps, authorized in the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 to establish rural and urban residential centers to give vocational training and useful work experience for youths aged 16 to 21. Manpower policies providing occupational training programs and subsidies had been introduced with the Area Redevelopment Act of 1961, the Trade Expansion Act of 1962, and the Manpower Development and Training Act of 1962. The share of funds allocated to the MDTA was greatly reduced after 1965 in favor of subsidized on-the-job training. The administration of manpower policies was complicated with the establishment of community action agencies which were supposed to share in the design and administration of the programs with the state-based employment agencies and the Manpower Administration in the Department of Labor. 

3. Health Care Policies 

Following the 1964 election, Congress quickly passed Medicare (Title 18) for the aged and Medicaid (Title 19) for the sick poor. These programs were "intended to buy care from the private sector without interfering with it" (Klarman 1974: 107). In addition, neighborhood health centers were financed and sponsored by the Office of Economic Opportunity. Regional Medical Programs and Comprehensive Health Planning agencies on both a state and local level were established to provide health care planning. 

4. Housing 

The Housing and Urban Development Act of 1968 set an official housing production target of 26 million additional new and rehabilitated units to be built over the next ten years. The Act also provided for the creation of secondary mortgage market instruments to insulate real estate credit from the business cycle; liberalization of credit terms on market-rate loan insurance for households in high-risk areas, or with poor credit or with small down-payments; expanded funding for public housing; guaranteed privately issued bonds to finance new communities; and changed the urban renewal program to emphasize more housing for low- and moderate-income households. 

5. Civil Rights Legislation 

Johnson had been instrumental while in Congress in passing the 1957 Civil Rights bill the main provisions of which dealt with voting rights. This legislation was weak and was subsequently replaced with the strengthened Voting Rights Law of 1965. 

ASSESSMENT AT THE END OF THE 1960s 

As Johnson was leaving office, the Brookings Institution prepared an analysis of the substantive problems they believed would face the new administration and the new Congress (Gordon 1968). In the interest of making a more manageable project, the nearly forty subjects were reduced to eighteen. The study did not include essays dealing with "problems as important as the reform of state and local government, environmental pollution, mass transportation, health and medical care or tax policy" (Gordon, 1968: vii) even though these were a significant part of the "Great Society" legislation. Domestic topics included were Jobs, Training and Welfare for the Underclass, Raising the Incomes of the Poor, The Negro and the Urban Crisis, Moving toward Realistic Housing Goals, Crime and Law Enforcement, Investing in Better Schools, New Challenges to the College and University, Unemployment, Inflation, and Economic Stability and Managing the Federal Government. This study, like many to follow, presents the recurring paradox - there are many observed successes regarding these problems and yet there remains a feeling of frustration that perhaps the programs are failures at best and at worst, contributing to the problems. 

The "successes" were summarized as follows: 

In the 1960s, 10 million new jobs have been created; unemployment has declined by 40 percent; the number of persons living below the poverty level has fallen from 40 million to 26 million; and the number of households living in substandard housing has declined from 8.5 million to 5.7 million. . . . Though there remains a wide economic gap between Negroes and whites, nonwhite unemployment has fallen at the same rate as total unemployment - by 40 percent. The proportion of nonwhites living below the poverty level has declined from 55 percent to 35 percent. The share of nonwhite households living in substandard housing has declined from 44 percent to 29 percent. Nonwhites employed in white-collar jobs have increased by over 700,000, or nearly 65 percent. The proportion of nonwhite families with middle-income earnings . . . has increased from 13 percent to 27 percent, and has reached 37 percent outside the south. 

Despite these "successes", it was argued that "we are a nation which sees itself as wracked and divided over problems of poverty, riots, race, slums, unemployment, and crime (Gordon 1968: 5). 

The resolution of this paradox was and is not simple. Gordon's remarks regarding the paradox appear to be appropriate to the many studies and debates regarding the "War on Poverty" and/or the "Great Society" which have followed. As he suggests, some of our social problems are themselves aggravated by periods of prosperity, while others are relieved by prosperity aided by remedial public programs. To some degree, social problems have causes which may be unaffected or only mildly affected by economic forces. Another important observation made by Gordon is that "we are prone to confuse a growing gap between aspiration and performance, caused by a more rapid rise in the former than in the latter, with a deterioration of performance" (Gordon 1968: 5). 

THE DEBATE IN THE 1970s 

The Brookings Institute study in 1968 was funded by a grant from the Ford Foundation. A new study was conducted in 1974 again funded by the Ford Foundation (Ginzberg and Solow 1974). The work, entitled The Great Society, covered the specific areas of health, education, public assistance, income redistribution, housing and urban renewal, manpower development, and the economic condition of the black population. In the various essays presented in this study, the history of the programs in each of these broad areas is presented and the additions and revisions to each under the Nixon Administration are reviewed. Each presents an analysis of the "successes" and the "failures" to date with respect to these specific areas. 

In the summary of the 1974 study, Ginzberg and Solow point out that the record of the 1960s does not suggest that social legislation cannot deal effectively with social problems or that states and local governments or private industry will also do better. They argue that the unrealistic promises made the Johnson Administration spokesmen could not possibly be delivered within the time limits allowed. According to Ginzberg and Solow, these promises were 

to undertake and win the war on poverty, to assure every American family an adequate home, to relieve old and poor people of the financial burdens of illness, to widen the educational opportunities of poor children, to speed the integration of the black community into the mainstream of American life, to provide skill training so that men and women on the periphery of the economy could get better jobs. 

This study is a good example of the difficulty in evaluating the success or failure of the "Great Society" agenda. The criticisms of the programs of the "Great Society" include arguments that the programs were underfunded, lacked the administrative infrastructure, did not achieve the goals (even though the goals stated were sometimes quite different from the stated goals of the original legislation), were poorly designed, etc. Similarly, the successes of the programs were often difficult to measure and sometimes reflected a change in the interpretation of the original objective. What is clear is that the War in Vietnam not only drew resources from the social programs of the "Great Society" but also diminished the consensus on social goals Johnson had created. 

THE ONGOING DEBATE 

Since the passage of the "Great Society" legislation and the promises made, there has been an ongoing debate regarding the success or failure of the "War on Poverty" and/or the "Great Society." In the spring of 1985, there was a meeting in Austin, Texas, to reflect on the legislation. It appeared that much of the system would survive the attacks from the Reagan administration. Reagan had proposed reductions in federal spending on welfare programs, but he had presented no clear-cut alternatives. An interesting statement seems to predict the changes in the 1990s: "Probably only conservative scholars can put forward a comprehensive agenda, and probably only liberals can enact it . . . perhaps only a politician committed to the intent of the Great Society will be able to be marshal the support necessary to change it drastically" (Butler and Kondratas 1997: 7). 

In June 1985, a hearing before the Subcommittee on Monetary and Fiscal Policy of the Joint Economic Committee again addressed the question of the success or failure of the "War on Poverty." The opening statement of Senator Steven Symms repeats the issues in previous studies. 

There isn't anyone in this country that isn't dissatisfied with poverty, high unemployment - concentrated in many cases among minorities - lack of educational opportunity, and related social problems. The question is whether programs designated to help the poor having the unforeseen effect of actually hurting them. . . . 

On the other hand, advocates of the Great Society argue forcefully that the programs initiated in the mid-1960s have effectively combated poverty. Though the poverty rate may have trended upward since the late 1960s, in the absence of these social programs the poverty rate might have gone much higher, they argue. 

The testimony is remarkably similar to the arguments presented in the previous studies. There are successes and failures cited for various aspects of the programs. There are questions about the measurement of poverty, using an income only measurement versus measures that include other items. There are questions about disincentives associated with various aspects of the programs. However, there is no proposal that the programs be dismantled. 

Similar hearings were held before the Joint Economic Committee on July 25, September 25, and November 19, 1991 (S. HRG 102-631). In his opening statement, Representative Stephen J. Solarz refers to Johnson's 1964 State of the Union address stating that Johnson had "declared an unconditional war on poverty" (S. HRG 102-631: 1). The propose of these hearings was again to assess the success or failure of the "War on Poverty." 

HISTORICAL RECORD 

One approach in assessing the legacy of the "Great Society" programs is to review the historical record with respect to federal expenditures funding the programs. Another approach is to look at changes in both the percentage of the population below the poverty line and/or changes in income distribution. In this section we will provide data from 1962 to the present. 

As was discussed above, the "Great Society" programs included legislation aimed at income assistance, medical care, education and training, housing assistance, food and nutrition assistance, transportation, urban renewal, and civil rights legislation. One of the most important of these for Johnson was the aid for elementary and secondary education. Many of the federal programs were and still are primarily designed to assist the local and state governments in providing additional education and training for economically disadvantaged children and for physically disadvantaged children. School districts are required to show that these funds are used for these targeted groups. Table 1 gives the historical record of federal expenditures for all programs for secondary and elementary education from 1962 to 1996. Notice the dramatic increase in nominal dollars and in both nominal and real expenditures per child from 1965 to 1966. Total federal outlays for elementary and secondary education increased from 0.1 percent of GDP in 1965 to 0.21 percent of GDP in 1966. The pattern over the 30-year period is similar to federal spending in other "Great Society" programs (with the exception of Social Security and Medicare). The spending as a percentage of GDP increased until 1972 with a steady decline throughout the 1970s and even more decline in the 1980s. The increase since the low in 1988 has not reached the previous high of 0.3 percent in 1971. However, it is important to note that there has been no year as low as those prior to 1966. Thus, looking at federal expenditures, one would have to conclude that this part of the "Great Society" remains - even if not in the same form as originally implemented. This, I believe, would be as Johnson expected. The intent of the program remains, while the specific provisions are continually reviewed and modified. 

The increase in Federal expenditures per child under the age of 20 in constant 1992 dollars [ILLUSTRATION FOR FIGURE 1 OMITTED] shows more dramatically the increased and remaining commitment beginning with the Elementary and Secondary Education Act from Johnson's legislative agenda. 

Spending on elementary and secondary education was only part of Johnson's plan for education as a remedy for poverty. Programs for higher education were included in the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and the Higher Education Act of 1965. The Economic Opportunity Act also provided assistance for vocational training and other manpower policies. 

Table 2 presents data on federal spending on higher education and training programs from 1962 to 1996. In this data, we have excluded federal outlay for education for veterans because of the impact of the Viet Nam War. Again, however, we see a dramatic increase. The increase from 1966 to 1967 in federal outlays for higher education is from 0.09 percent to 0.14 percent. Notice, unlike what occurred to elementary and secondary education, the expenditure as a percentage of GDP continued to increase throughout the 1970s and early 1980s. These programs also suffered losses during the Reagan years and appear volatile in the 1990s. Again, however, it is important to note that at no time during the 30 year period have the expenditures as a percentage of GDP fallen to the pre-1967 years. 

The federal outlay for all education and training programs includes all programs - elementary and secondary education, higher education, and [TABULAR DATA FOR TABLE 1 OMITTED] manpower and vocational training. Again, payments for veterans is excluded to minimize the effect of the change in numbers of veterans over the 30-year period. The same pattern is observed with the expenditures as a percentage of GDP never falling below the 1966 year period. The lowest year was 1987 with total federal outlay for education and training falling to 0.5 percent of GDP - still well above the 0.26 percent in 1965. This increase and ongoing commitment and the pattern over the period are illustrated in Figure 2 when we look at the federal outlay for education and training in millions of constant (1992) dollars. 

Figures 3 and 4 reveal a similar pattern of spending as a percentage of GDP and as a percentage of total federal outlays over broad categories of spending. Except for the data on education and training, all categories reflect outlays to individuals either direct or with grants. The total federal outlay for education and training was used because much of the expenditure for secondary and elementary education is not in the form of outlays to individuals. The category labeled Public Assistance and Related Programs is all other federal outlays to individuals not captured in the other categories. As a result, it includes all of the programs in existence before the legislative actions in the early 1960s. For this reason, we do not see the dramatic increase from the 1965-1966 period as we do in the other categories. Note that most categories show an abrupt increase around 1966-1967. Most also show the slight dip during the 1980s. The exception, of course, is spending for medical care. This includes Medicare and Medicaid and excludes that for veterans. 

The large increase in federal outlay to individuals for medical care is at least partially explained by the increase in the relative cost of medical care in addition [TABULAR DATA FOR TABLE 2 OMITTED] to an increase in the percentage of the population over 65 and eligible for Medicare. Figure 5 compares total consumer spending on medical care as a percentage of GDP with Medicare and Medicaid expenditures as a percentage of GDP. The dramatic and continual increase in all three is illustrated. Note that Medicaid spending appears relatively constant as a percentage of GDP until the early 1990s. 

The above data suggest that the legacy of Johnson's "Great Society" is at least an ongoing federal outlay on social programs the intent of which are consistent with those in the original legislation. What has this spending accomplished? Over the last 30 years, we have asked in study after study if the goal of eliminating poverty has been accomplished. While the "War on Poverty" was not all there was to the "Great Society" legislation, we have seen that for Johnson the intent of much of the legislation was to provide opportunities for people to escape the legacy of poverty. How well have we done? Figure 6 shows the poverty rates for persons age 65 and over, persons under 18 and all persons from 1967 to 1995. Note that the composition of the poor has changed, with the percentage of those 65 and over living in poverty not only dropping, but dropping below that for all the persons, while the percentage of those under 18 has risen. The poverty rate for all persons, however, is still around 15 percent. Obviously, we have not eradicated poverty. 

Often in the debate as to the success or failure of the "Great Society" programs, it is argued that changes in our society and economic environment have influenced the outcome. Certainly the increase in the number of single-parent households contributes to the increase in the number of children living in poverty. It is tempting to look at changes in the distribution of income, as opposed to the number of persons living with an income we define as poverty level, as an indication of the well-being of the least fortunate in our society. 

Figure 7 shows the changes in the share of income received by each quintile from 1979 to 1995. All but the highest quintile saw a decrease in their share of received income. The decrease was largest for the bottom two quintiles. Thus we see that relatively speaking the poor are worse off. However we must take care in using this as a reflection on the success of the "Great Society" programs. It is possible for the share of income to decrease while the amount of income is increasing. 

CONCLUSION 

When Johnson quickly pushed through his agenda for the "Great Society," it was clear no single policy or program was assumed to solve the problems of poverty in America. Many of the goals and objectives had little to do with specific programs. Johnson believed the details and implementation would be worked out later. It is also safe to assume that he did not believe only one method should or would be tried. What is the legacy of Johnson's "Great Society"? We have seen from the historical data that federal spending on programs identified with the "Great Society" increased after the legislative actions and remains higher as a percentage of GDP and as a percentage of total federal outlay than before. Is the legacy the staying power of these programs? I would argue yes. The legacy is that we still debate the question! 

In his testimony before the Joint Economic Committee in the 1991 hearings, Sheldon Danziger argues that we have a perception of failure of the "War on Poverty" because unexpected changes in the economy make fighting poverty more difficult (S. HRG 102-631: 146). This is an argument seen over and over again in all of the studies mentioned above. The productivity slow down beginning in the early 1970s has affected our ability to achieve real income increases. The structural changes in the work force leading to greater earnings inequality have also aggravated our attempts to reduce the percentage of households in poverty (See the Economic Report of the President 1997). Social changes leading to more female-headed households, increases in drug use, and crime have contributed to our lack of performance. It is argued in many of the above studies and in the Economic Report of the President, 1997, that poverty would be much higher today were it not for the programs and policies we associate with the "War on Poverty," even though these have been reviewed and revised in light of our experience over the last 30 years. 

The emphasis on increasing educational opportunities for our disadvantaged is still an important policy goal. Title I continues to assist teachers and academic programs in schools with large numbers of disadvantaged students. Changes in the tax laws for 1997 allow tax credits for tuition and fees for students in colleges and universities. Studies show that performance of our students on standardized tests have increased although the gap between such performance and skills necessary in the work place may be increasing (Bok 1996). Thus the goal of increasing incomes via education may not be met even though more learning may be taking place. This again illustrates the difficulties in adopting policies and programs in a changing environment. 

Although the emphasis on anti-inflation policies, deregulation, and reducing the size of government during the Reagan Administration appeared to de-emphasize the concern for the poor, the questions about the success or failure of the "War on Poverty" as exhibited in the congressional hearings of 1985 reflected the continued concern with the poor and with the related problems of income distribution. 

Have we won the "War on Poverty"? Obviously not. Have we achieved the "Great Society" with all of its promises? No. But the legacy of Johnson and his vision is that we still ask why not! 

1 Johnson continued to get his Great Society legislation passed even into 1967. 

2 A comparable program for food stamps existed between 1929 and 1943. 

3 Many state officials had already experienced that it was not cost-effective to pursue absent fathers as in many cases they were unskilled and/or supporting other families

