THE BRIEF LIFE OF INNER-CITY PROGRAMS

The problems of racial segregation and discrimination, poverty, and inner-
city decline burst onto the nation’s political agenda in the 1960s. For a brief
time, urban problems became the main focus of national policy. The National
Commission on Urban Problems (1958), the National Commission on Civil
Disorders (1967), the President’s Task Force on Suburban Problems (1967),
President Nixon's Commission on Population Growth and the American Future
(1972), and a host of state and city task forces decried the segregation of blacks
and the poor in ghetto areas of the central cities. A great deal of hope was in-
vested in the social and urban policies of the 1960s, but many of these programs
became embroiled in political controversy and proved to be short-lived.

In the 1964 presidential race, the Democratic candidate, Lyndon Johnson,
promised to build a Great Society by launching an aggressive effort to solve the
pressing social problems of the time. The Democratic landslide that year gave
him the legislative majority needed to implement literally hundreds of pro-
grams in only the two-year period from 1965 to 1967. By the 1968 election,
spending for the Vietnam War had already begun to undermine support for the
Democratic agenda, but racial divisions proved to be even more decisive. The
landslide win by the Democrats in 1964 masked a development that would soon
compromise the party’s ability to win presidential elections. The issue of race was
tearing apart the coalition the Democrats had fashioned in the 1930s. Although
President Johnson won by historic margins elsewhere, he lost in the one part of
the country where Democrats had never been challenged, the Deep South. The
Republican standard-bearer, Barry Goldwater, received 87 percent of the popular
vote in Mississippi, close to 70 percent in Alabama, and substantially more than
50 percent in Louisiana, Georgia, and South Carolina. After 1964 Republican
candidates regularly carried the South for the first time since the carpetbagger
governments imposed on southern states in the years after the Civil War.



Richard Nixon’s victory in the 1968 election made it clear that it was im-
possible to divorce the issue of race from social welfare and urban programs.
This had become obvious as early as the 1930s, when southern Democrats
in Congress often expressed their concern that New Deal programs might be
used to upset traditional racial relationships. In the postwar years, they suc-
cessfully fought to ensure that public housing would not be used to promote
racial integration. As long as the programs advanced by Democratic liberals
did not challenge race relations in the South, southern Democrats were willing
to go along. But this tacit bargain ended with the civil rights legislation and the
social programs of the 1960s.

In the public’s imagination, the Great Society became identified as a con-
stellation of programs that primarily benefited inner-city blacks. The truth is
that no significant programs were aimed so narrowly. Funds for Head Start
and the War on Poverty, for example, were spread broadly across the coun-
try, to urban and rural areas alike, and social programs such as Medicare
and Medicaid benefited people regardless of where they lived. But impres-
sions mattered. From 1969 to 1976, when Republican presidents Richard
Nixon and Gerald Ford occupied the White House, many of the Democratic-
sponsored programs came under attack, and Ronald Reagan’s victory in the
1980 presidential election quickly brought an end to most urban programs.
Urban programs vanished along with the alliance the Democrats had inher-
ited from the New Deal years. Most of the Great Society programs lasted for
20 years or less, and they never received enough resources to plausibly remedy
the problems they were meant to address.

~ Racial Divisions. Eventually Doomed Urban Programs
 The federal urban programs of the 1960s were adopted in response to civil
disorders in the cities and the serious social problems highlighted by the racial
;,'-Itirr'muﬁ'. The federal response fractured the Democratic Party, which relied upon
. urban voters from the North and reliable support in the southern and border
 states. The urban vote had been essential to the Democrats for decades. Time
- after time, overwhelming Democratic majorities in the big cities balanced out
- Republican pluralities in the suburbs and small towns, providing the margin
. of victory in key states holding large blocs of electoral votes. The Democrats
-+ .would have Jost the presidency in 1940, 1944, and 1948 without the big turnout
" in 12 big cities in the nation. The urban electorate was essential to John F,
Kennedy’s victory-in the close efection of 1960. Kennedy beat Nixon by a razor-
- thin 112,000 votes, a margin of less than one-tenth of 1 percent, but he carried
© 27 out of the 39 largest cities. In 1964 Lyndon Johnson won by an unprecedented
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