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Abstract 

The traditional historiographical narrative locates the revival of grassroots conservatism 

in the postwar decades, the subsequent reemergence of conservatives in mainstream American 

politics by the mid 1970s and the completion of this ascent with the election of Ronald Reagan 

as President in 1980. This thesis argues that there is a crucial stage missing in the existing 

literature on the development of the New Right as a political force, their election to state 

government offices in the 1960s and early 1970s. This work will focus on Ronald Reagan’s time 

as Governor of California as an example of how New Right conservatives grappled with learning 

how to govern and honed their policy agendas before entering the national political arena. 

Crucially, this thesis shows that welfare and social policy were an essential part of New Right 

ideology and played an important role in their critiques of both the Democratic legacy of the 

New Deal and Great Society as well as President Nixon’s liberal domestic policies. Furthermore, 

welfare policy and rhetoric were an important wedge issue that was used to create a new, more 

avowedly conservative political coalition. It is argued that it is essential to look to the 

laboratories of state government to uncover how conservatives experimented with policy and 

prepared themselves for national politics if the full narrative of both American conservatism and 

welfare policy are to be properly understood. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

On November 3, 1964, Lyndon Baines Johnson won a historic victory in an election 

pitched as a battle between two giants, one liberal and one conservative. The magnitude of 

Johnson’s victory was seen as not only a crushing defeat for Barry Goldwater, but the resurgent 

brand of conservatism that he represented. Some commentators even opined that the dominance 

the Democrats demonstrated at the polls threatened the very foundations of the American two-

party system.1 Even in the face of a stinging defeat, conservatives were not willing to give up the 

ground they had gained in the preceding years. Some such as George Bush recognized the errors 

of the 1964 campaign, remarking that “an undecided voter would be pounced on by some hyper-

tensioned type armed with an anti-LBJ book or an inflammatory pamphlet” during the campaign, 

and that the movement needed to only “re-package our philosophy,” to meet with future 

success.2  

Others felt it necessary to proclaim to the broader public that the Republican Party was 

still a viable political vehicle. Conservative columnist James J. Kilpatrick reminded the 

American public that “the Republican Party as a viable political entity, is no more dead in 

November of 1964 than the Democratic Party was dead in November of 1928 and those busy 

morticians who propose to bury Goldwater’s ideas will find that they won’t lie down,” while also 

offering a reminder to those quick to dismiss the twenty-seven million who voted for Goldwater, 

“if all those who voted for the senator were kooks…the country is full of kooks sure enough.”3 

 
1 Robert Donovan, "Defeat Threatens U.S. Two-Party System," Los Angeles Times, November 13 1964. 
2 George Bush, "The Republican Party and the Conservative Movement," National Review, December 1, 1964. 
3 James Kilpatrick, "The GOP is Still Very Much Alive," Los Angeles Times, December 1 1964. 
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 That Republicans were entering a period of soul searching following the defeat of 1964 is 

not surprising. However, there were elements in the party that were fiercely committed to the 

intellectual corpse liberals were so eager to bury, to prove to the American people, and maybe 

themselves, that it was in fact not dead yet. From rallying cries crafted for the devoted reminding 

them that they represented the “forgotten American” and while they “lost a battle” in November, 

their “position [was] not untenable.” They were told that the next battle was already upon them, 

and that they should not allow moderate Republicans, “who were traitors during the battle just 

ended,” to regain control of the party.4 This element of the Republican Party, keen to continue 

espousing avowedly conservative values and principles in the face of defeat, was led by Ronald 

Reagan.  

This thesis takes Ronald Reagan as a lens through which to view the emergent New Right 

movement. Reagan’s formative political education prepared him to enter electoral politics and 

compete in the 1966 California gubernatorial election. Central to both his political program and 

personal philosophy was welfare policy and its role in building a new conservative political 

coalition. At the core of this coalition was the New Right. For the purposes of this study, the 

terms New Right and conservative will be used in a general sense to refer to those elements of 

American society that were seeking to pushback against what they saw as the excesses of the 

liberal welfare state and a Republican Party that they believed was becoming too liberal. As a 

former New Dealer, Reagan is the embodiment of the shifting political allegiances of the postwar 

period and of the growing political clout of the New Right. Through examining the decade 

spanning 1964-1974, from Reagan’s involvement in Berry Goldwater’s campaign to the end of 

his time as the Governor of California, we see a number of trends emerge that build on the 

 
4 Ronald Reagan, "The Republican Party and the Conservative Movement," National Review, December 1, 1964. 
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existing historiography of the New Right. There are a number of excellent existing studies on the 

grassroots and local conservative movement, such as Lisa McGirr’s Suburban Warriors: The 

Origins of the New American Right, Kevin Kruse’s White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of 

Modern Conservatism or Edward Miller’s Nut Country: Right-Wing Dallas and the Birth of the 

Southern Strategy, but there is not yet sufficient research on the New Right in government. This 

will be a central focus of this thesis. To better understand Ronald Reagan’s usefulness as a 

window into the New Right of the 1960s and 1970s, a brief overview of his own shifting political 

allegiances is worth telling. 

Ronald Reagan was born on February 6, 1911 in Tampico, Illinois to a working-class 

family headed by a Catholic Irish American father. After his youth, Reagan worked for a time as 

a sports announcer before heading to Hollywood to become an actor.5 Reagan’s father was a 

New Deal Liberal, and Reagan carried this political lineage with him to Hollywood. While 

struggling to break out of the B movie circuit, Reagan joined the pro-Roosevelt Hollywood 

Democratic Committee in 1943. This was a group organized by members of the Communist 

Party who supported the US-Soviet alliance during the war.6 During the war Reagan served in 

the Army Air Forces making instructional and motivational films, and after the war joined the 

American Veterans Committee. This was one of the most left-leaning groups for returning 

servicemen and Reagan would become the chairman of the group’s Hollywood chapter. 

Reagan’s political activities even caught the attention of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 

 
5 A detailed account of Ronald Reagan’s early life, experiences of lifeguarding and going to college, as well as his 
career as a sports announcer and Hollywood actor can be found in a multitude of biographies on Reagan. Some 
suggestions are Jules Tygiel, Ronald Reagan and the Triumph of American Conservatism (New York: Pearson, 
2005). and the multitude of works on Ronald Reagan by journalist-biographer Lou Cannon. 
6 Tygiel, Ronald Reagan and the Triumph of American Conservatism, 48. 
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who had been accumulating a file on him for several years after classifying him as having 

“records of Communist activity and sympathies.”7  

Despite his left-wing activism, Reagan’s turn to the right began during his later years in 

Hollywood. In the immediate postwar years, he soon began leaving leftist organizations as he 

became disillusioned with the role communists played in these groups. After seeing communists 

hijack meetings to pass resolutions and call for industry wide strikes, Reagan became an 

outspoken anti-communist.8 There were many liberal Democrats during this era who also 

denounced communism regularly, so this shift alone did not signal a full lurch to the right. It was 

however, the first step Reagan took away from his leftist New Deal moorings.  

Reagan has described his political outlook during his years in Hollywood as being a “near 

hopeless hemophilic liberal.”9 He supported Harry Truman in the 1948 Presidential election, but 

in 1952 and 1956 openly supported Dwight Eisenhower. During the interlude between 1948 and 

1952, Reagan had met and married actress Nancy Davis. By 1954, Reagan had become a failed 

movie actor and was hired by General Electric to helm their new television series General 

Electric Theater. As an employee of General Electric, Reagan also began touring the company’s 

network of production plants across the country, speaking and connecting with workers on behalf 

of the company.  

Lemuel Ricketts Boulware, who hired Reagan and led General Electric, was known to 

peddle a “probusiness ideology with the same robust zeal and entrepreneurial fervor he had once 

 
7 Tygiel, Ronald Reagan and the Triumph of American Conservatism, 48-49. 
8 Joseph Lewis, What Makes Reagan Run? A Political Profile (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968), 43; Tygiel, Ronald 
Reagan and the Triumph of American Conservatism, 50. 
9 Lee Edwards, "Principle is His Most Important Product: Why Californians Look to Ronald Reagan," Human 
Events, February 19, 1966. 
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used to sell washing machines.”10 Boulware had innovated a method of non-flexible negotiations 

with organized labour and had effectively turned General Electric into a free enterprise school 

that passed out readings, organized classes, and set up reading groups for employees.11 It was 

this hyper free market environment that Reagan entered in the 1950s.  

Immersed in this climate and rubbing shoulders with General Electric executives as he 

travelled the country, Reagan’s political views began to exhibit a marked increase in their 

conservatism. As Thomas Evans makes clear in The Education of Ronald Reagan: The General 

Electric Years and the Untold Story of His Conversion to Conservatism, this period cannot be 

emphasized enough in understanding Reagan’s political evolution.12 By the 1960 Presidential 

election, the Republican Party had approached Reagan, recognizing his increasing appeal as a 

speaker, and asked him to support Richard Nixon. While Reagan offered to register as a 

Republican, Nixon’s campaign asked him to remain a Democrat because they thought his 

endorsement would be more powerful. Reagan’s formal registration as a Republican then, would 

wait until 1962.13 Despite Reagan’s increasing conservatism over the prior decade, changing 

party registration was still a moment that weighed on him. Reagan admitted that “it did not 

happen easy” and that “changing registration is almost like changing religion.”14 Reagan 

acknowledged that it was his years at General Electric that contributed to his political about face. 

He recounts that one day he came home and said to Nancy, “I go out there and make these 

speeches and I’m coming to the realization that I turn right around and vote for the people who 

 
10 Kim Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Businessmen’s Crusade Against the New Deal (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2010), 98. 
11 Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Businessmen’s Crusade Against the New Deal, 100. 
12 Thomas W. Evans, The Education of Ronald Reagan: The General Electric Years and the Untold Story of his 
Conversion to Conservatism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006). 
13 Lou Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power (New York: PublicAffairs, 2003), 112.  
14 "Ronald for Real," TIME Magazine, October 7, 1966. 
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are responsible for the things I’m criticizing.”15 When Reagan left General Electric’s employ in 

1962, it had become clear that eight years in this free market ecosystem had a profound effect on 

this now former New Dealer.  

While Reagan crisscrossed the nation in his time with General Electric, this thesis will 

focus on the state of California. Much of the existing historiography on the New Right takes the 

Northeast or the South as its focus but bringing greater attention to developments in the West 

offers an alternative point of study. This is especially true given California’s rapid population 

expansion in the 20th century and the resulting lack of established political machines like those 

found in the East. California became home during and after the Second World War to a cross-

section of Americans who came west seeking opportunity. Likewise, while there are many 

studies focusing on the conservative movement, there are fewer examinations of how the New 

Right performed once they first entered the halls of power, especially at the state level. The 

question of how these New Right activists controlled the levers of government after decrying the 

existence of a large, overreaching state, is a central component of this study. As will be made 

clear, the transition from decrying government to commanding its heights was anything but 

straightforward and led to a number of instances of bungling policy files, inept administration 

and gridlock because of an ineffective relationship between the executive and legislative 

branches of government.  

In choosing to study state government, this thesis also makes an important contribution to 

the literature on the American welfare state. This interdisciplinary literature, whether a broad 

study such as Michael Katz’s In the Shadow of the Poorhouse or a more focused study such as 

Jill Quadagno’s The Color of Welfare: How Racism Undermined the War on Poverty, either 

 
15 "An Exclusive Interview with Ronald Reagan," Human Events, February 19, 1966. 
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largely or exclusively focus on the national government as the vehicle of change in welfare 

policy. What these studies miss is the experimentation that was occurring in state government’s 

across America that would come to inform national decisions. In the case of welfare reform, 

Reagan’s program in California led to the Nixon administration scrapping their Family 

Assistance Program and altering their approach to welfare policy. Simply put, the story of the 

American welfare state cannot be adequately told without understanding the history of state 

welfare policy experimentation.  

In its narrowest sense, this thesis also sheds further light on welfare policy and the 

Reagan administration in California. Reagan’s time as governor has received little attention 

compared to his presidency, despite the formative role it played in his political life. This 

oversight might have been because Reagan’s autobiography only spends a few pages on his time 

as governor, likely because there are a number of incidents that would burnish a liberal record 

rather than a conservative’s.16 For information on welfare during Reagan’s time in office, one has 

to turn to works by journalist-biographer Lou Cannon such as Governor Reagan: His Rise to 

Power for an in-depth behind the scenes account or articles by historians Garin Burbank and 

William Crafton for an academic perspective.17 The most significant downside of academic 

works that examine Reagan’s welfare policy is that they are laser focused on the Welfare Reform 

Act of 1971 and exclude the rest of Reagan’s governorship. This thesis seeks to expand on this 

work by including the entirety of Reagan’s time as governor, as well as his ideas for welfare 

reform in his first election in 1966.  

 
16 Jackson K. Putnam, "Governor Reagan: A Reappraisal," California History 83, no. 4 (2006): 24. 
17 Garin Burbank, "Governor Reagan and California Welfare Reform: The Grand Compromise of 1971," California 
History 70, no. 3 (1991); William Crafton, "The Incremental Revolution: Ronald Reagan and Welfare Reform in the 
1970s," The Journal of Policy History 26, no. 1 (2014); Garin Burbank, "Governor Reagan’s Only Defeat: The 
Proposition 1 Campaign in 1973," California History 72, no. 4 (1994). 
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Sociologist Jerome Himmelstein has suggested that the New Right did not become a 

potent political force in American life until the late 1970s, and that Reagan’s 1980 election 

victory marked the completion of conservative ascent.18 Frankly, this was not the case. As this 

thesis will show, the New Right did not go into exile following Goldwater’s 1964 presidential 

defeat but found new standard bearers such as Reagan who swept into power in the following 

years on the back of the growing resentments of white suburbanites towards increasing taxes, 

racial unrest and soaring welfare costs.  

The historiography on American conservatism has come a long way since the postwar 

years. The “consensus” scholarship of the 1940s and 1950s believed that conservatism was on 

the fringes of society and marginalized conservatives in their works. The right’s ideas and 

grievances were dismissed and even the existence of a unique conservative tradition was denied 

as deserving of attention as part of the broader American political tradition.19 Historian Kim 

Phillips-Fein has commented that the more recent historiographical trends do not focus on the 

“Reagan Democrats and backlash voters of the late 1960s and 1970s, [but] the new 

historiography took a longer view, emphasizing the growing strength of the conservative 

mobilization in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.”20 Likewise, Julian Zelizer has stated that the third 

wave of writing on conservatism, which has moved beyond examining elites and grassroots 

movements, instead focuses on “developing a historical narrative about the divisions, 

oppositions, struggles, and compromises that conservatives grappled with throughout the postwar 

period, even when they obtained the highest positions of power.”21 While using an elite as a lens 

 
18 Jerome L. Himmelstein, To the Right: The Transformation of American Conservatism (Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1990), 6, 84. 
19 Alan Brinkley, "The Problem of American Conservatism," American Historial Review 99, no. 2 (1994): 411. 
20 Kim Phillips-Fein, "Conservatism: A State of the Field," The Journal of American History 98, no. 3 (2011): 726. 
21 Julian E. Zelizer, "Rethinking the History of American Conservatism," Reviews in American History 38, no. 2 
(2010). 
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into the conservative movement, this thesis is therefore a contribution to this newest wave of 

historical scholarship on conservatism in postwar America and will examine how the New Right 

interacted with existing actors in state government such as with liberal legislators and 

organizations. As we will see, Reagan and his team frequently had lofty conservative welfare 

reform ambitions that were tempered by Democrats, the judiciary and opposed by Welfare 

Rights organizations or public sector unions. 

Given the relatively small amount of academic literature on Reagan’s time as Governor 

of California, especially regarding welfare policy, this has necessitated a large degree of original 

research. The archival research this thesis rests upon is largely from the Ronald Reagan 

Presidential Library’s Gubernatorial Papers Collection. Much of the source material is drawn 

from selections from the Governor’s Office, the Health and Welfare Agency and the 

administration’s Press Unit. The documents in these collections include correspondence, press 

releases, speeches, reports, memorandum, cabinet presentations, position papers and internal 

departmental documents. Writing a thesis that seeks to take a balanced approach to the study of 

Reagan’s gubernatorial tenure therefore necessitates sources that offer both complementary and 

competing information. Given the restrictions associated with undertaking a master’s thesis, this 

has meant a reliance primarily on newspapers, magazines and periodicals to offer alternative 

information and opinions to those present in documents from Reagan’s administration. 

Sometimes this has meant relying on such sources to retrieve information from reports critical of 

Reagan as opposed to accessing original documentation. 

This thesis is organized thematically to give a holistic view of Reagan’s political career 

between 1964 and 1974. Chapter 2 focuses on the period of 1964-1966, from “The Speech” at 

the end of Goldwater’s campaign to Reagan’s victory in the 1966 California gubernatorial 
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election. This chapter examines Reagan’s early views on welfare and race, and traces how these 

views manifested themselves during the 1966 campaign in statements, actions and policy 

proposals. This chapter asserts that Reagan became the standard bearer of the New Right 

following Goldwater’s loss, that welfare played a central role in Reagan’s political philosophy 

and was essential to fracturing the New Deal coalition.  

Chapter 3 examines health policy during the Reagan administration. The chapter is 

divided into two parts, with the first focusing on California’s mental health care system and 

Reagan’s attempt to expand efforts to deinstitutionalize the system by moving patients from state 

hospitals back to their communities. As we shall see, this effort was well intentioned, but the 

program was oversold and underdelivered. The second half of chapter 3 discusses California’s 

Medicaid program, Medi-Cal, and Reagan’s attempts to reform the program. Reagan sought to 

both restrict the services available to enrollees and to partially privatize the state’s Medicaid 

program through the utilization of private insurance companies as a service delivery mechanism. 

This chapter argues that Reagan’s efforts to reform the health care system encapsulate the 

problems faced by the new administration and that the literature on the welfare state needs to 

also focus on the role of health programs like Medicaid in their examination of the welfare state 

if they seek to trace changes and continuities in welfare policy. 

Chapter 4 examines categorical welfare programs such as Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children, as well as California’s adult aid programs for the aged, disabled and blind. 

Here Reagan’s reform efforts focused on decreasing the welfare rolls, increasing aid payments 

for the truly needy, introducing a mandatory work requirement for recipients and increasing 

family responsibility. This chapter argues that Reagan offered an explicit conservative alternative 

to the welfare reform proposed by President Nixon, and that Reagan’s program won this public 
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debate by directly contributing to the end of Nixon’s ambitious Family Assistance Plan. 

Reagan’s success in helping to end Nixon’s reform program gave him a greater standing in the 

conservative movement, a larger platform to advance his welfare critiques on the national stage 

and the opportunity to launch his 1976 Presidential run.   

Throughout this study what becomes apparent is that Reagan, and those who followed 

him into government, did not fully grasp the magnitude of the task ahead of them when Reagan 

won in 1966. There were expectations that they would rule by edict from the governor’s desk 

and by agency administrative regulation rather than legislation. Once it was realized that 

compromise was required to pass meaningful reform with a legislature controlled by Democrats, 

Reagan was finally able to achieve some of his goals. Reagan cast himself as a citizen politician 

in Sacramento, someone who was not a career politician and channeled the average citizen’s 

concerns in his rhetoric. As welfare became an increasingly salient political issue in the 1960s, 

Reagan voiced the concerns of middle-class Californians towards growing welfare costs. 

While Reagan’s hyperbolic rhetoric sometimes overshadowed the real successes of his 

reforms, what is clear is that the gubernatorial administration of Ronald Reagan was one of the 

first incarnations of the New Right in elected office and is a bridge between Goldwater’s loss in 

1964 and the more moderate Nixon’s win in 1968. States like California served as a laboratory 

for the New Right as they learned both how to govern and how to implement their policy 

programs. Reagan’s governorship shows us how the New Right’s ideas came up against and 

interacted with not only the Democrat’s War on Poverty and Great Society programs, but 

President Nixon’s liberal welfare policies. At the height of the liberal 1960s, Reagan offered a 

conservative welfare program that stood not only in contrast to the Democrats, but to many 

Republicans as well. The conservative movement did not kick in the door of the liberal 
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establishment in 1980 with the Reagan Revolution. The real conservative revolution began in the 

1960s at the state level, and welfare policy was central to this revolutionary program.  
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Chapter 2 

The 1966 Election and Welfare: A Harbinger of Things to Come 

The period of 1964 to 1966 is essential to understanding the evolution of not only Ronald 

Reagan’s political career but understanding how conservative forces regrouped following 

Goldwater’s 1964 loss so that they could carry Reagan to victory just two years later. This 

chapter traces this history, from Reagan’s own involvement in the Goldwater campaign, to his 

entrance in California’s 1966 race for governor and culminates with his victory over incumbent 

liberal Governor Pat Brown. Central to Brown’s defeat was Reagan’s skilled use of welfare, and 

the associated factors of race and taxes, to divide the existing New Deal coalition and begin to 

reconfigure it to meet the ends of the New Right. In the postwar years, especially during 

President Kennedy’s New Frontier and President Johnson’s War on Poverty, the demographic 

composition of the welfare rolls were changing. The American population’s conception of the 

welfare recipient was also shifting, from the white widow receiving public assistance because 

she had nowhere else to turn to single mothers and African Americans who were on welfare 

because they did not want to marry or enter the workforce. Worse in the eyes of many middle-

class white Americans was that their tax dollars were subsidizing these non-traditional family 

structures and idleness.  

In the political climate of the early and mid-1960s, where Democrats and even many 

leading Republicans seemed to agree with the premise of the War on Poverty, the discontent of 

the middle-class had no outlet until Goldwater’s campaign in 1964. While many realized 

Goldwater’s campaign was doomed long before election day, at the end of the campaign a new 
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hero on which they could pin their hopes emerged. Reagan took the concerns of the middle-class 

and began articulating an alternative to the dominant political ideas of the 1960s. By 1966, 

Reagan’s message was not only rallying Republicans, but many Democrats as well. Thomas and 

Mary Edsall have written that race and taxes, and their policy offspring of welfare, prisons and 

drugs were the issues that allowed the Republican Party to break apart the New Deal coalition.1 

While welfare is certainly related to these issues, it should be elevated to the status of a third 

pillar in the Republican strategy to realign American politics in the 1960s. Through examining 

Reagan’s rhetoric, actions and policy proposals between 1964 and 1966, this chapter will show 

that welfare was central to New Right political philosophy and their efforts to create a new 

political coalition. 

By the 1964 election, Reagan was no longer only stumping for Republican candidates, 

but had become the state co-chairman of the California Committee for Goldwater. Throughout 

Goldwater’s lagging campaign, Reagan vigorously criss-crossed California speaking on 

Goldwater’s behalf. Many wealthy backers in the state began to believe that Reagan spread the 

conservative message in a clearer, more convincing way than Goldwater and decided to test their 

theory. In October, businessmen Henry Salvatori and Holmes Tuttle decided to tape a last-

minute television message from Reagan on behalf of Goldwater.2 This would be Reagan’s 

famous “A Time for Choosing” speech, where he distilled the conservative message into an 

easily digestible agenda that tackled everything from out of control government spending to 

increasing efforts to fight the communist menace at home and abroad.  

This speech was not something written in the days or weeks in the leadup to filming. 

Reagan had been honing “The Speech” since his time at General Electric, and his message on 
 

1 Thomas Byrne Edsall and Mary D. Edsall, Chain Reaction: The Impact of Race, Rights, and Taxes on American 
Politics (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1991), 3. 
2 Tygiel, Ronald Reagan and the Triumph of American Conservatism, 81. 
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Goldwater’s behalf was simply the latest refinement. Over the years, “The Speech” evolved 

along with his political views and was his go to when speaking on the General Electric circuit 

and when campaigning on behalf of Republican candidates. Democratic Governor of California 

Pat Brown, who Reagan would go on to defeat in 1966, described “The Speech” as making 

“good conservative listening. It tends to satisfy the yearnings for instant solutions that are 

common among troubled Americans today.”3 Despite Brown’s bias, his analysis that “The 

Speech” took a simplistic view of the very real issues facing America in the 1960s is an accurate 

one.  

In “A Time for Choosing,” Reagan makes it very clear that he is taking aim at what he 

calls “the liberal welfare philosophy.”4  He decries the adoption of “contrary measures” to the 

American tradition of personal responsibility and laissez faire economics, that in his view 

defined the United States. To answer the question he posed to listeners, Reagan declared that “I 

think we have come to a time for choosing. Two contrary philosophies divide us in this land of 

ours. Either we believe in our traditional system of individual liberty, or we abandon the 

American Revolution and confess that an intellectual elite in a far distant capital can plan our 

lives for us better than we can plan them ourselves.” Reagan draws attention to several domestic 

and foreign issues, including decrying the number of Americans receiving public assistance, the 

“indestructibility” of government bureaucracy, the largesse of the Tennessee Valley Authority, 

the “dilution” of private property rights and his fears of supplanting private health insurance with 

government insurance. 

 
3 Edmund G. Brown and Bill Brown, Reagan: The Political Chameleon (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1976), 3. 
4 Ronald Reagan, A Time For Choosing, 1964, folder “Speeches - Miscellaneous (including scripts), 1964-1974 
[1964-October 1967],” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P20, Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library. Subsequent quotations in this paragraph and the next are from the same source, unless 
otherwise specified.  
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In concluding, Reagan even shows some of his former New Deal colours as he channels 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, in proclaiming “You and I are face to face with our destiny…I 

believe that freedom has never been so fragile, so near to slipping from our grasp…and this did 

not come about through an outside aggressor. It came about through our own sincere efforts to 

solve problems of misery and human need through exchanging freedom for security.” What was 

clear following the broadcast of his speech was that Reagan was not only someone who could 

deliver the conservative message effectively, but that the issue of welfare and his belief in its 

bloated nature and debilitating effects for the nation, was at the very heart of his philosophy.  

“A Time for Choosing” had two important consequences for Reagan. The first was that it 

showed, despite the imminent loss of Goldwater, he held the power to energize loyal 

conservatives. Following the broadcast, donations and letters flooded into the Goldwater 

campaign.5 Second and more importantly, the conservative movement came away from the 

campaign with a positive impression of Reagan that would aid him in future political 

endeavours. Frank Meyer, writing in the National Review opined that the success of Reagan’s 

speech is “evidence that it is possible to make conservative principle understandable…he did not 

attempt to accommodate himself to the prevailing shibboleths concerning was is true and good 

and beautiful…rather, if anything, he toughened the conservative position, but he toughened it 

with a concrete analysis and a living presentation of the true realities that underlie the Liberal 

surface.”6 Reagan was quick to capitalize on his growing prominence within the conservative 

movement. He stayed present in conservative circles, arguing in speeches and columns that 

Goldwater’s defeat did not mean that “the conservative philosophy was repudiated.”7 He was 

also a founding member of a group formed in the aftermath of the election, Citizens for 
 

5 Tygiel, Ronald Reagan and the Triumph of American Conservatism, 82. 
6 Frank Meyer, "Principles and Heresies," National Review, December 29, 1964. 
7 Richard Bergholz, "Young GOP Reaffirms Support of Goldwater," Los Angeles Times, November 11 1964. 
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Constructive Action, whose membership consisted of leading California Goldwater backers, that 

sought to spread the conservative message to the masses.8  

The 1964 election returns in California held some degree of hope for the state’s 

conservatives. Despite Lyndon Johnson winning the state with 59 percent of the vote, California 

also passed Proposition 14.9 Proposition 14 sought to repeal the Rumford Fair Housing Act, 

California’s legislation prohibiting racial discrimination in housing. Furthermore, it prevented 

any such laws from passing in the future, without another ballot initiative. Despite the large 

Democratic win in California, Proposition 14 passed with over 65 percent approval. In what the 

Los Angeles Times referred to as a hard-fought campaign, the final vote on Proposition 14 cut 

“across the crazy-quilt pattern of the partisan vote.”10 Recent research has shown that white 

residential areas located in proximity to growing African American populations were more likely 

to vote for Proposition 14, pointing to the importance of feelings of “racial threat” in the 

outcome of the vote and offering an explanation of why so many Democrats supported the 

proposition.11  

It was into this contradictory political landscape of the post-1964 election period that 

Ronald Reagan entered. While some have suggested that Reagan began running for the 

presidency with his speech for Goldwater, others started thinking about Reagan as a candidate 

for the upcoming California gubernatorial election on the night of Goldwater’s loss.12 On the 

night of November 3, 1964 Goldwater supporters had gathered at the Ambassador Hotel in Los 

 
8 "Goldwater’s Supporters in State Organize," Los Angeles Times, January 28 1965. 
9 California allows individuals and groups to place initiatives on the ballot during elections. This can achieve a 
number of outcomes if a ballot measure is successful: passing a new law, repealing an existing law, changing 
regulations, etc. Of note, is that in California, the elected government has no means to overturn the outcome of an 
initiative, and as such, these votes are binding.  
10 Richard Bergholz, "LBJ Landslide! Prop. 14, Murphy Win in Calif," Los Angeles Times, November 7 1964. 
11 Tyler T. Reny and Benjamin J. Newman, "Protecting the Right to Discriminate: The Second Great Migration and 
Racial Threat in the American West," American Political Science Review 112, no. 4 (2018). 
12 Phillips-Fein, Invisible Hands: The Businessmen’s Crusade Against the New Deal, 237. 
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Angeles to watch the election returns. Once Goldwater’s defeat became apparent, Reagan gave a 

short speech in an attempt to lift morale. It was following this speech, if not earlier in the 

campaign, that party activists began to openly talk about the possibility of a Reagan candidacy 

for governor in 1966.13 Republican activist and San Francisco Campaign Chair for Goldwater, 

Vernon Cristina, recalled that by December 1964, what was left of the Goldwater organization 

gathered in Los Angeles to discuss next steps and how to build on the movement they had 

started. Of course, Reagan was in attendance.14 Despite knowing that activists were discussing 

his political potential, Reagan was coy at this stage about running. Cristina said he and another 

activist chased Reagan down after the meeting as he was heading to his car and told him that he 

had “all the ingredients” to make an electable person. Reagan replied with a simple “But I can’t 

run for public office, that’s a big job.”15 

Perhaps just as important as these Goldwater activists musing about a Reagan run for 

governor was the position of the wealthy, mostly Southern Californian, businessmen who had 

supported Goldwater. Shortly after the election, these wealthy backers started to court Reagan as 

a gubernatorial candidate.16 One of these businessmen was Jaquelin Hume, who points to three 

prominent Goldwater backers, Henry Salvatori, Cy Rubel and Holmes Tuttle, as being 

“enthusiastic” about Reagan.17 These three would become essential in convincing Reagan to run 

in 1965, during the ensuing election and later in his administration. Jack Wrather, another of 

these wealthy republican donors, describes how between the Goldwater defeat and the end of 
 

13 Tirso del Junco, "California Republican Party Leadership and Sucess, 1966-1982," interview by Gabrielle Morris, 
Government History Documentation Project - Ronald Reagan Gubernatorial Era, 1982. 
14 Vernon J. Cristina, "A Northern Californian Views Conservative Politics and Policies, 1963-1970," interview by 
Sarah Sharp, Government History Documentation Project - Ronald Reagan Gubernatorial Era, 1983. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right, Second ed. (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 2015), 191. 
17 Jaquelin Hume, "Basic Economics and the Body Politic: Views of a Northern California Reagan Loyalist," 
interview by Gabrielle Morris, Government History Documentation Project - Ronald Reagan Gubernatorial Era, 
1982. 
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1964, there were a number of parties, barbeques and other gatherings of Republican donors, 

where the topic of the Goldwater loss and the party’s future was discussed. It was during one of 

these gatherings where “we were all there jawing after dinner one night [that] talk got around to 

Ron and how much we needed somebody like Ron in the governorship.”18 What was at first 

nothing more than conversations at parties and shared feelings about the possibilities of a Reagan 

candidacy, soon turned in to something more material by the time 1965 began. 

These conversations of a Reagan candidacy were not contained to the smoky backrooms 

of twentieth century politics but were also catching the attention of the press. By January 1965, 

reporters had begun asking Reagan about his intentions, forcing him to issue statements that he 

would make a decision about running in the coming months as he was currently focused on 

healing “the wounds” in the party.19 It was at the same time that a broader, public speculation 

regarding a Reagan candidacy was building, that momentum was growing behind the scenes as 

well. The Citizens for Constructive Action group formed in early 1965, came to serve as the 

beginning of a Reagan campaign organization. Reagan recalled that the membership of this 

group, which included Henry Salvatori, kept insisting he run because only he could bring the 

party back into a viable political force in the state.20  

What truly turned the tide from simple planning and speculation to concrete action, was a 

meeting held at the mansion of Holmes Tuttle in Palm Springs. Tuttle was a businessman whose 

network of Ford auto dealerships formed the basis of a successful business. Others in attendance 

included Henry Salvatori, a fierce anti-communist who founded the Western Geophysical 

Company, William French Smith who was Reagan’s personal lawyer, Music Company of 
 

18 Jack Wrather, "On Friendship, Politics, and Government," interview by Gabrielle Morris, Government History 
Documentation Project - Ronald Reagan Gubernatorial Era, 1982. 
19 Richard Bergholz, "Reagan to Decide Soon on Running for Office," Los Angeles Times, January 22 1965. 
20 Ronald Reagan, "On Becoming Governor," interview by Sarah Sharp, Government History Documentation 
Project - Ronald Reagan Gubernatorial Era, 1979. 
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American executive Taft Schreiber, Leonard Firestone, president of the tire company bearing his 

name, Edward Mills who was Vice President of Holmes Tuttle Enterprises, the western manager 

of Autocall Company Arch Monson Jr. and Jacquelin Hume, President of Basic Vegetables 

Products Incorporated.21 This group of wealthy donors, many of them from the Goldwater 

campaign, would serve as the core of a new group called the “Friends of Reagan,” that served as 

an exploratory committee for a Reagan candidacy. 

Regan still needed convincing, unsure of his ability to win in California. Multiple 

members of what would become known as the “Kitchen Cabinet,” an informal advisory group to 

Ronald Reagan during the rest of his political life, point to the pivotal role played by Holmes 

Tuttle, Henry Salvatori and Cy Rubel, head of the Union Oil Company, in convincing Reagan to 

run in early 1965 and promising to his campaign financially.22 Despite all of those encouraging 

him to run, including his daughter Maureen, who had also been asking him to run for governor 

since 1962, Reagan decided on a cautious approach. He agreed to tour the state to test the waters 

for a potential candidacy, something he would do throughout the rest of 1965.23 To organize his 

statewide tour, Rubel, Salvatori, Tuttle and Edward Mills approached Spencer-Roberts, a leading 

firm in the blossoming field of professional campaign management.24  

Spencer-Roberts was brought on board not only because of their experience and ability, 

but as a nod to the factionalism of the Republican Party. They were associated with the moderate 

and liberal wings of the party, having run liberal Republican Tom Kuchel’s senate campaign in 

 
21 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 133-34. 
22 William French Smith, "Evolution of the Kitchen Cabinet, 1965-1973," interview by Gabrielle Morris, 
Government History Documentation Project - Ronald Reagan Gubernatorial Era, 1988; Hume, interview; Tygiel, 
Ronald Reagan and the Triumph of American Conservatism, 90; Wrather, interview. 
23 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 133; Joseph P. Harris, California Politics (San Fransico: Chandler 
Publishing Company, 1967), 26.  
24 Stuart K. Spencer, "Developing a Campaign Management Organization," interview by Gabrielle Morris, 
Governmental History Documentation Project - Goodwin Knight / Edmund Brown Sr. Era, 1979. 



 

21 

 

1962 and Nelson Rockefeller’s Presidential campaign in 1964. Reagan’s team were not the only 

ones to approach the firm for the upcoming governor’s race however. George Christopher, 

mayor of San Francisco, also approached the firm as he was considering entering the race. 

Christopher came from the liberal wing of the party and seemed a better fit for Spencer-Roberts. 

At first the duo of Stuart Spencer and Bill Roberts were concerned about taking on Reagan as a 

candidate because they “had heard that [he] was a real right-winger and we thought that a right-

wing kind of candidacy would not be a successful one.”25 Despite their reservations, Spencer-

Roberts chose Reagan after sitting down with him, researching the prospects of both he and 

Christopher and simply because the two were enthralled with the idea of winning with a longshot 

candidate like Reagan.26  

The first order of business for Spencer-Roberts was not planning events for Reagan to 

visit, organizing the logistics of a political campaign, or conducting polling and focus groups. 

They realized, like many around Reagan, that he lacked the requisite knowledge to be taken 

seriously as a candidate for governor. Reagan had always focused on national and international 

issues since his time with General Electric in the 1950s, with an emphasis on welfare, taxes, 

bureaucracy and the ever-present spectre of communism. Reagan admitted that he knew nothing 

about the structure of state government or the issues facing the state, stating “I had just a 

citizen’s resentment of certain things that had happened.”27 To this end, the first thing Spencer-

Roberts did was bring in California Assemblyman Charles J. Conrad, to give what Spencer 

called “civics lessons” to Reagan. Conrad had been in the state legislature since 1947, so not 

only was he well versed in the workings of state government, but he was a former bit actor in 

movies and television, something that made Reagan receptive to him. Conrad learned that he had 
 

25 Quoted in Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 135. 
26 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 135; Spencer, interview. 
27 Reagan, interview. 
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to begin with the basics after meeting with Reagan, explaining how exactly legislation was 

passed and what role the Governor played in that process.28  

Spencer-Roberts also aided Reagan in another important regard. The type of rhetoric 

Reagan had used following Goldwater’s loss, speaking of fellow Republicans who did not vote 

for Goldwater as “traitors,” as well as hyperbolic rhetoric dating from his General Electric days, 

was recognized as unbecoming. Spencer acknowledged that Reagan “said everything Goldwater 

said, but he said it better – not as harsh.”29 The importance of Spencer-Roberts in dulling 

Reagan’s sharp rhetorical edges cannot be understated. By March of 1965, Dr. Nolan Frizzelle, 

the president of the conservative California Republican Assembly, was already raising alarm 

bells about a Reagan candidacy, telling party members that if Reagan’s candidacy mirrored 

Goldwater’s in any way, “he hasn’t got a chance” in winning the governor’s race.30 This view 

was common as well among the liberal and moderate elements of the state Republican Party. 

William Bagley, a liberal Republican assemblyman believed that without Spencer-Roberts, 

Reagan would have succumbed without a fight to the right-wing forces in the state and that the 

firm’s real purpose was to “insulate Ronald Reagan from the Birchers and the bigots.”31 While 

the issue of Reagan’s association with Goldwater and the John Birch Society would continue to 

dog him through the primaries and the general election, Spencer-Robert’s moderating influence 

played a pivotal role in constraining Reagan’s more extremist tendencies, ultimately making him 

palatable to the moderate and liberal members of the party. 

 
28 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 138. 
29 Spencer, interview. 
30 Carl Greenberg, "GOP Can’t Win Governorship with ‘Goldwater Campaign,’ CRA Told," Los Angeles Times, 
March 26 1965. 
31 William Bagley, "Some Complexities of Social Progress and Fiscal Reform," interview by Gabrielle Morris, 
Government History Documentation Project - Ronald Reagan Gubernatorial Era, 1981. 
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After a year of touring the state, giving speeches and speaking with Californians, Ronald 

Reagan decided to enter the race for governor. Reagan, his backers and Spencer-Roberts put 

together a polished 30-minute campaign launch advertisement that was to air on a number of 

California television stations on January 4, 1966. In his television address, Reagan appears in a 

homely, living room environment, and speaks confidently and with passion on a range of issues 

facing the state. He speaks of “cracks” appearing in California’s economy as unemployment 

rises, the exponential growth of budget deficits, government growing faster than the population, 

rising taxes, rising welfare caseloads, city streets that had become “jungle paths” and student 

unrest at Berkeley.32  

Reagan bundles these numerous issues into a larger critique of the Great Society, saying 

that “a big brother or paternalistic government can solve many problems for the people, but I 

don’t think we’ll like the price it charges – ever-increasing power over us and ever-decreasing 

individual freedom…legislation alone can’t solve our problems, nor will they disappear under a 

shower of tax dollars. The Gold of the Golden State is to be found in its people…”33 Platitudes 

aside, Reagan’s critiques of Governor Brown’s administration and the Johnson administration’s 

Great Society, were bound to strike a chord with those watching his address. Despite filling this 

speech with an overwhelming amount of facts of questionable accuracy and getting bogged 

down on the granular details of “catsup” bottle manufacturing in California, Reagan’s critique 

was a salient one in what many saw as an age of disorder, lawlessness and decline. As journalist-

biographer Lou Cannon said, “Reagan was a storyteller who made the facts fit the story, rather 

 
32 Ronald Reagan for Governor 1966, 1966, Center for Sacramento History Audiovisual Archives, Center for 
Sacramento History, https://archive.org/details/VAM059. 
33 Ronald Reagan, A Plan For Action, January 4 1966, folder “Speeches - Miscellaneous (including scripts), 1964-
1974 [1964-October 1967],” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P20, Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library. 
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than building his story on the facts.”34 That night, the facts did not matter so much as the story 

that Reagan told the people of California as they watched this charismatic former actor blame all 

of the problems in their lives on the Great Society and its philosophical underpinnings. Reagan 

connected these disparate threads for his viewers, allowing them to displace any feelings of 

personal blame or guilt for the current state of affairs and instead deflect it to the forces that be in 

Sacramento and Washington. 

While running as a candidate in the primary and the general election, Reagan’s platform 

was something he called “The Creative Society.” The Creative Society was a pointed critique of 

the Johnson administration’s Great Society and meant to offer a conservative alternative to the 

liberal agenda of Washington. As Reagan articulated in his  campaign launch advertisement, “A 

great society must be a free society, and to be truly great and really free, it must be a creative 

society calling on the genius and power of its people.”35 The essence of the Creative Society was 

that people, not government, held the knowledge, expertise and practical know how to solve the 

problems facing the state. It also emphasized the decentralization of power away from 

Washington, towards states and local counties as local institutions understood local concerns 

best.  

In April 1966, Reagan gave a speech at the University of Southern California titled “The 

Creative Society,” where he laid out this philosophy of government in more detail. Channeling 

what would come to be called his “citizen-politician” persona, Reagan told his audience “I am 

not a politician. I am an ordinary citizen with a deep-seated belief that much of what troubles us 

has been brought about by politicians; and it is high time that more ordinary citizens brought the 

 
34 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 105. 
35 Reagan, A Plan For Action. Emphasis in original source. 
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fresh air of common sense thinking to bear on these problems.”36 Reagan criticized Brown for 

reducing the state to nothing more than an “administrative district of the federal government,” 

and instead proposed that “we can do more by keeping California tax dollars in California than 

we can by running them through those puzzle palaces on the Potomac only to get them back 

minus a carrying charge.” Reagan summarizes the Creative Society program as “government no 

longer substituting for the people but recognizing that it cannot possibly match the great potential 

of the people, and thus, must coordinate the creative energies of the people for the good of the 

whole.” In doing so, Reagan acknowledges that government does indeed have an active role in 

society, but one that is a guiding force rather than dictating society’s direction. Challenging the 

notions of the Great Society, which believed in the ability of government to be a force for good 

in the lives of Americans, Reagan claimed that it was the government’s responsibility to instead 

create a “friendly business climate” so business can provide for the people. 

A centre piece of Reagan’s “Creative Society” speech focused on the issue of welfare, 

where Reagan very clearly divides the unworthy and worthy recipients of public aid. Those who 

are aged or disabled should not only receive the necessities of life, “but those comforts such as 

we can afford that will make their life worth living.” When Reagan shifts his focus to the able-

bodied, temporarily needy, he makes it very clear that the purpose of such programs is not to be a 

“program of perpetuating poverty with a permanent dole,” and complains of the increasing 

number of second and third generation citizens receiving welfare. While there is no evidence that 

Reagan ever read any works on welfare dependency, he declared that the welfare “way of life” 

 
36 Ronald Reagan, The Creative Society, April 19 1966, folder “Speeches - Miscellaneous (including scripts), 1964-
1974 [1964-October 1967],” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P20, Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library. Subsequent quotations in this paragraph and the next are from this source unless stated 
otherwise. 
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would be a target of his administration and tackled through mandatory job programs for 

recipients.  

In concluding his speech, Reagan tells his audience that his program, which returns the 

“privilege of self-government” to them, is based on “moral truth” as opposed to political 

expediency or cronyism. Interestingly enough, the term Creative Society had moralistic roots. In 

1965 evangelical preacher Reverend W.S. McBirnie, whose show “Voice of Americanism,” was 

broadcast on small town California radio stations, approached Reagan offering his support. 

McBirnie often spoke of a creative society on his program and donated the term to Reagan, but 

under the guidance of Spencer-Roberts, Reagan distanced himself from McBirnie due to 

extremism charges against McBirnie by Governor Brown.37 By situating his beliefs on the nature 

of government and welfare in quasi-religious moral terms, Reagan invoked a sense of 

undisputable fact about his philosophy. 

As the primary season began, such beliefs were to go largely unchallenged. In the name 

of party unity, citing the role factionalism played in the 1964 election disaster and his role as 

party chairman in uniting the party, Dr. Gaylord Parkinson implemented the “Eleventh 

Commandment” in the Republican primary.38 The Eleventh Commandment, “thou shalt not 

speak ill of any fellow Republican,” was a mirage from the start. While at first glance an edict 

that would prevent dissent into factional bickering, it shut down debate between Reagan and his 

main opponent, Mayor Christopher, on key issues. While Parkinson claimed that he did not 

implement the rule to favour one candidate over another, and even commented that trying to 

suppress primaries in any way would be a “mistake,” the Eleventh Commandment was clearly 

 
37 Walton Bean, "Ideas of Reform in California," California Historical Quarterly 51, no. 3 (1972): 224; Reagan, 
interview; Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 173. 
38 Gaylord B. Parkinson, "California Republican Party Official, 1962-1967," interview by Sarah Sharp, Govermental 
History Documentation Project - Goodwin Knight / Edmund Brown, Sr. Era, 1978. 
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designed to aid Reagan in maintaining his frontrunner status.39 In the wake of events during the 

primary that would reflect poorly on Reagan, it restrained Christopher and other minor 

candidates from attacking Reagan, fearing rebuke from Parkinson and the party. Reagan’s own 

campaign press secretary Lyn Nofziger, who would later join Reagan’s administrations in both 

Sacramento and Washington, admitted that “the purpose of the ‘Eleventh Commandment’ was to 

keep the other side in the primary from attacking Reagan, because we felt clearly that Reagan 

was ahead. Therefore, if we could keep these people from going on the attack, you could render 

them impotent. ‘Parky’ was the state chairman, and was supposed to be neutral, but was 

nevertheless very quietly on our side.”40 In April 1965 during his tour of California, Reagan 

commented that he would not seek the nomination if he “thought that in any way I would 

disunite the party.”41 Parkinson’s edict would help alleviate this concern as he encouraged a non-

competitive primary. This advantage Reagan had been gifted by the party’s leadership would not 

prevent him from putting his foot in his mouth and occasionally acting in an unbecoming manner 

throughout the primaries however, as despite the moderating influence of Spencer-Roberts, some 

of Reagan’s rough edges still managed to cut the people of California. 

There were two issues that plagued Reagan throughout both the Republican primaries and 

the general election. The first was the issue of his alleged extremism and ties to groups such as 

the John Birch Society. The second were Reagan’s views on civil rights legislation and the 

broader issue of race. Reagan had long been accused by opponents from across the political 

spectrum in both parties of political extremism. The two variants of this critique are those that 

focus on his association with Goldwater and his philosophy, and the second his alleged 

 
39 "GOP, Democrat Chiefs Agree: Brown’s Record Seen as Main Issue in ’66," Los Angeles Times, January 30 1966. 
40 Franklyn C. Nofziger, "Press Secretary for Ronald Reagan, 1966," interview by Sarah Sharp, Govermental 
History Documentation Project - Goodwin Knight / Edmund Brown, Sr. Era, 1978. 
41 Carl Greenberg, "Reagan Cautious About Race for Governorship," Los Angeles Times, April 8 1965. 
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connection to the conspiratorial anti-Communist group the John Birch Society. As early as 

February 1965, as speculation over Reagan’s candidacy was swirling, the conservative 

publication Human Events was already complaining that “Mr. Reagan, who is a good 

constructive conservative, is being called a Bircher, a reactionary, and worse.”42 Of course, 

Democrats were vocal in their criticisms of Reagan. Following his official entry into the 

campaign, a Democratic party official said neither makeup artists nor speech writers can mask 

Ronald Reagan’s real-life role as “the darling of the Birchers and the pet of Barry Goldwater.”43 

These sentiments point to another common critique of Reagan, that he was nothing more than a 

shell, the actor who reads lines written for him by ideologues and smiles for cameras. 

While you could expect Democrats to attack Reagan for purely political reasons alone, 

similar critiques also came from within the Republican Party. The Republican Minority leader in 

the California assembly called on the party to choose a moderate “consensus candidate” in the 

primary, and Christopher consistently attacked Reagan’s alleged links to the John Birch 

Society.44  Conservative commentator duo Robert Novak and Rowland Evans wrote in mid-1965 

that Regan had emerged as the “new messiah of the Goldwater movement,” and that issues such 

as civil rights that contributed to Goldwater’s downfall would be a concern for Reagan as well. 

In a particularly adept prediction, they conclude that “Reagan’s major goal in the California 

primary campaign will be to keep his devoted right wing militants happy without scaring the wits 

out of everybody else (a feat Goldwater never managed). For this reason, the coming struggle in 

California takes on national implications for the Republican Party.”45 While many were focused 

 
42 Ralph De Toledano, "Reagan For Governor? California and the ’66 Elections," Human Events, February 20, 1965. 
43 "Democratic Committee Analyzes Reagan Facts," Los Angeles Times, January 5 1966. 
44 Carl Greenberg, "Reagan Called Brown Choice for Nomination," Los Angeles Times, January 4 1966. 
45 Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, "Reagan Supplanting Goldwater as Conservatives’ National Symbol," Los 
Angeles Times, June 17 1965. 
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on national politics, as Novak and Evans recognized, the future of the Republican Party was 

being decided in states like California during the 1966 cycle. 

Reagan was forced to rebuff these attempts to cast him as an extremist and either a 

member of, or associated with, the John Birch Society. His entire tour of the state in 1965 was 

viewed by some contemporaries as an effort to reassure Republican moderates that his program 

was not extremist. On this tour he could explain his suspect policy positions such as his 

opposition to Medicare as not being against seniors, but instead propose broader coverage 

through private insurance.46 In cases such as this, Reagan attempted to show moderate and liberal 

republicans that his program had the same goals as they did, but that he simply had a different 

avenue for getting there.  

When Richard Nixon ran for Governor of California in 1962, he recognized the extent to 

which the John Birch issue was a political hot potato, and unequivocally denounced the Birch 

Society and two Congressmen who were members.47 While this move did not help Nixon defeat 

Governor Brown, it was clear Reagan did not see this step as necessary. On the issue of the John 

Birch Society, Reagan’s position changed over time but was never completely clear, instead 

coming off as a reaction to specific allegations as opposed to a coherent position. During the 

summer of 1965, Reagan’s name was beside that of John Rousselot, the public relations director 

of the John Birch Society, in the headlines of major papers. Jane Alexander, an officer of the 

California Republican Assembly (CRA) claimed that in a private meeting Regan boasted of 

receiving aid from Rousselot, either in the form of an endorsement or attacking him, whichever 

would be more beneficial. While Alexander said Reagan was making the claim because there 

were some Birch Society members in the room, she quoted Reagan as calling Rousselot a 

 
46 Leo Litwak, "The Ronald Reagan Story; or, Tom Sawyer Enters Politics," New York Times, November 14 1965. 
47 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 153. 
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“terrific fellow” and that he offered to do anything his campaign wanted. Bill Roberts 

subsequently confirmed that he had spoken with Rousselot, who did indicate that he would help 

the campaign in any way possible.48 The Reagan campaign’s position shifted over the coming 

months, from acknowledging contact with the Birch Society to dismissing it as a nonissue.  

By September 1965, Reagan was openly criticizing the John Birch Society at a fundraiser 

and affirming “I am not a member. I have no intention of becoming a member, I am not going to 

solicit their support,” while also giving a fleeting defence of the organization, claiming that it 

had been infiltrated by a “lunatic fringe.”49 By October, speaking with a New York Times 

reporter, Reagan insisted that the Birch Society issue and allegations of Rousselot playing a role 

in his campaign was a “false political issue” that was overshadowing real debates and was a 

pointless discussion because the society did not endorse candidates.50 In the same month, Jane 

Alexander was removed from the board of the conservative CRA for attempting to “discredit” 

Reagan.51  

Even with the launch of his campaign in January 1966, Reagan was unclear on his Birch 

Society position. On the one hand, he said that “there should be a place [in my campaign] for 

anyone who can support the aims of the Republican party,” and that he was “not going to submit 

a loyalty oath,” clearly not rejecting the aid of the society or its members and seemingly 

softening his position again.52 On the other hand, as the campaign progressed, Reagan started to 

speak out against the society more forcefully in the wake of additional allegations throughout the 

primary and general election. With the primaries in full swing by March of 1966, Christopher 

 
48 Carl Greenberg, "Reagan Quoted as Boasting of Rousselot Aid," Los Angeles Times, August 25 1965. 
49 "Reagan Criticizes Birch Society and Its Founder," Los Angeles Times, September 24 1965. 
50 Litwak, "The Ronald Reagan Story; or, Tom Sawyer Enters Politics." 
51 Carl Greenberg, "GOP Unit Ousts Critic of Reagan," Los Angeles Times, October 17 1965. 
52 Peter Bart, "Reagan Enters Gubernatorial Race in California," New York Times, January 5 1966; Carl Greenberg, 
"Reagan Announces He’s Candidate for Governor," Los Angeles Times, January 5 1966. 
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was proclaiming that “it’s no secret” that the John Birch Society is supporting Reagan, and that 

its members are “contributing” to Reagan’s campaign.53  

Such allegations continued to dog Reagan after the conclusion of the primaries, as 

Democratic National Chairman John Bailey charged that Reagan received money from the Birch 

Society and Rousselot, forcing Reagan to deny the charge.54 In August 1966, just months before 

the general election, the Democrats announced that Reagan’s own campaign management firm, 

Spencer-Roberts, had identified Reagan along with 24 others as an extremist with ties to the John 

Birch Society and other “extremist organizations” in a 1964 exposé the firm published while 

managing the Rockefeller campaign. Campaign press secretary Lyn Nofziger did not deny the 

claims, as he confirmed to the press that he had spoken with Bill Roberts who had no 

recollection of the memo in question and “therefore just cannot comment.”55 At a crucial time in 

the lead up to election, this forced Reagan to proclaim he was “not an extremist,” instead of 

speaking to the issues facing the state.56 Despite some hyperbole, the Chicago Defender 

summarized Reagan’s continuing issue with extremism charges succinctly in the wake of these 

latest allegations, while also recognizing his potential, stating “There is no question but that 

Ronald Reagan is another Goldwater. He shares the same social philosophy, nurtures the same 

political objectives…and he may be far more dangerous than Goldwater. He commands the 

loyalty of a group of fanatics who will stop at nothing to put him over as governor now, and 

President later.”57 

These comments from an African American newspaper also exhibit Reagan’s other major 

issue throughout both the primary and the general election, that being his views on race and civil 
 

53 Richard Bergholz, "Birch Society Backing Reagan – Christopher," Los Angeles Times, March 12 1966. 
54 "Reagan Denies He Gets Birch Society Money," Los Angeles Times, July 6 1966. 
55 Carl Greenberg, "’64 ‘Extremist’ Tag on Reagan Claimed," Los Angeles Times, August 24 1966. 
56 "Reagan Denies He’s Extremist, Raps Brown Political Tactics," Los Angeles Times, August 25 1966. 
57 "Extremist Reagan," Chicago Defender, September 3 1966. 



 

32 

 

rights legislation. Despite commentator William Buckley Jr.’s assertion that Reagan was 

“thinking about some of the dilemmas of modern life” as a candidate, these thoughts were 

shallow at best regarding civil rights legislation and the standard of living for non-white 

Americans.58 Reagan made an effort at every turn to remind people that he was not a bigot, but 

his stances on Watts, the civil rights legislation of 1964 and 1965 and fair housing belie a 

viewpoint grounded in notions of victim blaming, states’ rights and a zero-sum conception of 

rights.  

When speaking on what happened in Watts, Reagan believed that the answer lay in 

private enterprise going to such neighborhoods to aid the “responsible citizens” there by 

providing them with jobs. Reagan also goes on to blame African Americans for living in the 

heart of the emerging urban crisis by continuing to vote for Democrats. He told an interviewer 

from Human Events that “One of these days, the Negro will wake up and realize that his 

supposed friend in court, the Democratic administration really isn’t freeing him. It’s simply 

trying to exchange one odious form of paternalism for another. The Negro is asked to take a 

handout in return for which he is not allowed to make decisions for himself.”59 In short, African 

Americans need only stop supporting Democrats and become economically self-sufficient, 

moving off of the public welfare dole to reach the potential of the American Dream, in which 

case the conditions in neighbourhoods like Watts would cease to exist.  

This same sentiment was shared directly by Reagan in a face to face meeting with 

members of the African American community in San Francisco. Shortly after launching his 

campaign, Reagan met with a group assembled by Marty Dinkins, a black San Francisco 

businessman who was on Reagan’s campaign staff as a “minority group specialist.” Dinkins was 
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concerned about Reagan’s “bad image” among the community and wanted to offer him the 

opportunity to clear the air and tell his side of the story. As Reagan gave a truncated version of 

The Speech, the audience was “politely attentive but cool.” During the question and answer 

session that followed, he received pointed questions about federal civil rights legislation. Reagan 

told the audience that federal legislation amounted to “empty promises” and that while he agrees 

with the need to plug loopholes, he opposes legislation that “curtails freedom” and “won’t solve 

anything.” On the Voting Rights Act of 1965, he told the crowd it was unnecessary as “the 

federal government already had the authority to require registration of Negro voters in the 

South.” After reiterating his position that unemployment and unrest in Watts could be solved by 

mobilizing industrialists, he closed by telling the group that “you have voted 95% for one party. 

You’d do a lot better if you’d make them worry a little but about how you are going to vote.”60  

This was not the only time Reagan had expressed such sentiments. Whether Reagan was 

couching his opposition to civil rights legislation from deeply held beliefs, or whether he was 

doing so to appeal to conservative voters and the growing “backlash” vote mid-decade, is up for 

debate. It is also possible Reagan saw no contradiction between supporting African American 

and other minority rights, while seeing no need for formal legislation proscribing such rights in 

law. As Reagan remarked, “all my life I have sought a better break for the Negro and have 

fought for the elimination of prejudice,” but “what justice is there seeking redress for one person 

by imposing on the freedom of others?”61 Reagan’s zero-sum view of rights, that the rights of 

one group are somehow infringing on his own rights and freedoms, and those of white 

Americans more generally, seems to be something he deeply believed in, despite his claims of 

supporting equal rights for all. 
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These questions of Reagan’s sincerity on civil rights, along with his ties to Goldwater, 

came to a head during the primary at a convention of the National Negro Republican Assembly 

(NNRA) in Santa Monica during March of 1966. Reagan, Christopher and a minor Republican 

candidate were taking questions from an audience of roughly one hundred delegates. A delegate 

asked Reagan how “Negroes could explain to their own people” his statement that he would not 

have voted for the civil rights bill had he been in Congress. Reagan gave his standard answer that 

he supported the goals of the bill, but that he thought it was a “bad piece of legislation” and 

reiterated his support for Barry Goldwater, who was “the very opposite of a racist.” 62 William 

Patrick, one of the candidates for governor responded to the initial question, and said that 

Reagan’s position was “indefensible.” At this point, Reagan’s face flushed, and he flipped a cue 

card he had been holding onto the floor. Then Christopher spoke, claiming that Goldwater’s 

position on civil rights had done more than anything else to harm the party, something they were 

still “paying the bill for.”  

The next delegate came up to the microphone to ask his question, prefacing his question 

on education by saying “it grieves me when a leading Republican candidate says the Civil Rights 

Act is a bad piece of legislation.”63 Christopher and Patrick answered the question, giving their 

views on education, but when Reagan took the podium, he asked to make a point of personal 

privilege. In what the Los Angeles Times described as Reagan “shouting in a voice cracking with 

emotion,” he said “I resent the implication that there is any bigotry in my nature. Don’t anyone 

ever imply I lack integrity. I will not stand silent and let anyone imply that – in this or any other 
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group.”64 It was at this point, that Reagan stormed out of the room, leaving those in attendance 

confused as to what had just occurred.  

In the days that followed, the story continued to develop with new details. Christopher 

and Patrick denied that they implied that Reagan was bigoted, with Christopher blaming the 

delegate who asked the question with setting Reagan off. Details also came forward from 

newsmen in the room, claiming that as Reagan left the room, they heard him muttering as he 

slapped his clenched fist into his palm that he would “get that S.O.B.”65 While Christopher was 

urging party chairman Gaylord Parkinson to investigate Reagan’s “performance” on the grounds 

it hurt the party’s chance with minority voters, Reagan issued a statement saying that he got mad 

at his rivals, not the delegates.66 While the chain of events that led to the outburst indicate this 

may not have been the case, Reagan further discredited his account of events when he explained 

that he left the room because the question period was over and he was only heading to his 

hospitality suite in the hotel to meet with delegates.67  

This story appears to be a fictional tale, however. In detailing this incident, Lou Cannon 

asserts that Reagan’s press secretary Nofziger rushed to Reagan in the hallway after the incident, 

calmed him down and told him to go home. Nofziger then conferred with some leaders of the 

Negro Republican Assembly, who after further discussing the incident with Bill Roberts, agreed 

Reagan should return. James Flournoy, the national president of the NNRA, drove to Reagan’s 

home in the Pacific Palisades, where he found a worried Reagan discussing what happened with 

Nancy. It was Flournoy who suggested that he attend the evening reception where he could speak 
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with delegates, which Reagan did, apologizing to delegates when he returned.68 If Cannon’s 

account is to be believed, it calls into question Reagan’s version of events regarding his leaving 

the question and answer session, and his credibility when describing what upset him. While this 

incident gave Christopher further ammunition to criticize Reagan as unfit to challenge Governor 

Brown, something he did to full effect in the following weeks as he referred to Reagan’s 

“emotionalism,” the incident did not substantially alter the race as Reagan remained the 

frontrunner. While Christopher calling Reagan a “temperamental and emotionally upset 

candidate” may have made for good headlines, his enduring strength signalled Reagan’s appeal 

to a significant number in the ranks of the Republican Party.69 

In August of 1965, polling already showed that Reagan held a lead over potential 

opponents, including prominent California Republicans such as Senator Thomas Kuchel, Senator 

George Murphy, Mayor George Christopher, and former Republican Governor Goodwin 

Knight.70 By September 1965, as the probable candidates became clearer, Reagan led 

Christopher 34 to 16 percent. By January 1966, this had narrowed to a 41 to 28 percent lead for 

Reagan.71 In March, in the wake of Reagan storming out of the NNRA meeting and continuing 

allegations of association with the John Birch Society, Reagan’s lead over Christopher slid to a 

44 to 35 percent lead, the narrowest it would get during the campaign.72 In the coming months, 

Reagan would win the endorsement of the conservative California Republican Assembly and the 
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United Republicans of California, while Christopher would be endorsed by the liberal California 

Republican League.73  

When primary voting occurred on June 7th, 1966 Reagan won 65 percent of the vote to 

Christopher’s paltry 31 percent, with the remainder won by minor candidates. The conservative 

press praised Reagan for his ability to unite a fractured party while not betraying his 

conservatism in the process. The National Review gushed that “his campaign has revealed his 

fundamental and convinced conservatism mainly by its strongly moralistic tone and the 

impression of sincerity and simplicity which he communicates to even his most convinced 

opponents.”74 Despite all of the criticism, belittling and scandal, Reagan had achieved his first 

political win. Perhaps William Buckley Jr. had stumbled on something very real when he wrote 

following Reagan’s entry in the race in January 1966, that “he is going to surprise people, is my 

guess.”75 

While Reagan’s ability to paper over the factional divides of the Republican Party in 

1966 will be called into question in subsequent chapters, the Republican Party was much more 

united than its Democratic counterpart. Pat Brown had been governor of California since 

winning election in 1958. After serving two terms, he was straddled with the baggage of eight 

years of incumbency, dealing with the growing backlash over civil rights and fair housing 

legislation, growing unrest in the state’s African American neighbourhoods and protest among 

students at Berkley. Despite being the incumbent governor running for a third term, Brown faced 

a strong primary challenge from Sam Yorty, the bombastic mayor of Los Angeles. Yorty, a 

“much-travelled demagogue,” attacked Brown’s right flank, challenging Brown’s commitment to 
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racially integrated housing, a particularly salient issue in 1966 as the California Supreme Court 

had overturned Proposition 14’s repeal of the Rumford Act as unconstitutional.76 Despite a 

relatively progressive record in government, Brown was also challenged on the left from groups 

such as the California Democratic Council, who considered him insufficiently liberal.77 Yorty, 

despite making outrageous claims such as blaming the racial unrest in Los Angeles solely on 

agitation by communists, still performed well in the primaries.78 Brown won the primary with 52 

percent of the vote to Yorty’s 38 percent, signalling the division that existed in the Democratic 

Party. Unlike the Republicans, who united behind Reagan following his victory as most of 

Christopher’s team was integrated into the Reagan campaign, Yorty held out on endorsing 

Brown in the general election, and instead attended Reagan’s election night victory party.79 

After a Republican primary that was more focused on personality than policy, and a 

Democratic primary where factionalism was tearing the party apart, Reagan and Brown were set 

to face each other in the general election. This contest was also not particularly policy focused, 

as charges of extremism, failure of leadership and questions of experience dominated the public 

debate. That is not to say that stances on the cost of government, taxes, welfare, Berkeley, fair 

housing, racial unrest and Brown’s record were not discussed, but the personality battle 

frequently overshadowed the candidates’ positions on these issues. In an attempt to rectify that, 

and the larger exclusion from the role welfare played in the emergence of the New Right as a 

political force, this section will focus on welfare policy in the general election campaign, 

particularly Reagan’s conception of welfare and his proposals, and how these ideas fit into a 

broader conservative and societal understanding of welfare. There was a national “welfare 
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explosion” in the postwar decades, that saw a rapid increase in the number of people in America 

on public assistance. Public assistance expenditures in California rose each year between 1952 

and 1965, from $330 million to $891 million, with the largest year over year increases beginning 

in 1958 during the last year of Republican Goodwin Knight’s administration.80 Predictably, the 

percentage of the state’s general fund utilized by social welfare expenditures increased from 6.4 

percent in 1959-60, to 19.6 percent in 1964-1965.81 During Brown’s years as Governor the 

population had increased 27.9 percent while social welfare expenditure had increased 113.7 

percent. This disparity was a favourite talking point of Reagan’s, who liked to refer to the War 

on Poverty as the “biggest pork barrel...we’ve ever seen.”82 

While Reagan liked criticizing the numeric increases associated with California’s welfare 

programs, he also spoke in moralistic terms about the human element of welfare, and the damage 

it does to individuals. In a letter to a voter, Reagan declared that “the vice of the present situation 

is that now those and other unfortunates are given nothing but a partial anesthetic in the form of a 

money dole, which only insures their remaining in the ‘slums.’”83 Referring to welfare as a vice, 

these comments echo those Reagan made to Republican African Americans, where he spoke of 

welfare as a form of governmental paternalism. Not only did Reagan believe welfare was 

something that could be quit like an addiction, but he also viewed people on welfare as 

fundamentally broken and in need of reconstruction. In a speech at the Commonwealth Club of 

California, Reagan spoke of welfare as a program of “human conservation” that was meant to get 
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people through temporary hard times in their lives, but lamented that these New Deal notions of 

assistance had been twisted over time to instead perpetuate poverty. Those on welfare then, 

especially for those trapped in intergenerational poverty, have found the programs destructive to 

the very “soul of a human being,” as well as to their moral fiber.84 With their souls and morals in 

tatters, Reagan saw only one way to rebuild welfare recipients into productive members of 

society. To “salvage” these people, they must be forced to work.85  

A model that Reagan was particularly fond of was one pioneered by Harold McClellan of 

the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce. In the aftermath of the Watts riot, the Chamber moved 

into Watts and opened “Operation Bootstrap,” a so called “Negro self-help job training center.”86 

Operation Bootstrap was cast as a cooperative effort between the African American business 

community and hundreds of industrial concerns to provide jobs and on the job training for areas 

of persistent unemployment. Speaking on the efforts of Operation Bootstrap, Reagan praised the 

program and those who participated in it, saying “I have been impressed with [African 

Americans] determination that welfare is not the solution to their problems. They also recognize 

that ‘make work’ jobs on the public payroll are only a dressed-up form of welfare and can do 

nothing toward giving them their rightful place in the social structure.”87 Reagan used this 

program as an exemplar of the philosophical underpinnings of his Creative Society, utilizing the 

expertise and experience of private enterprise to solve California’s problems, instead of 

‘paternalistic’ government programs. Implicit in these comments and those discussing the moral 

 
84 The Republican Gubernatorial Candidate’s Platform, October 28 1966, Commonwealth Club of California 
Records, Hoover Institution Archives. 
85 The Republican Gubernatorial Candidate’s Platform. 
86 Carl Greenberg, "Reagan Pays Visit to Job Center," Los Angeles Times, February 1 1966. 
87 Reagan for Governor Committee, News Release, February 1 1966, folder “66 H&W: Employment,” Ronald 
Reagan Gubernatorial Campaign: Files, 1966, Box C34, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 



 

41 

 

fiber of welfare recipients, is the dividing line between those deemed worthy for public 

assistance and those deemed unworthy.  

Ronald Reagan made his feelings on this divide among welfare recipients very clear. For 

the able-bodied, those who were not aged or disabled, the answer was work, which would 

salvage and turn them into productive citizens who were self-sustaining, no longer reliant on the 

dole.88 For those worthy recipients however, assistance levels should not only be maintained but 

perhaps even increased. In a letter to a voter, Reagan told her that because of the savings his 

administration would achieve from removing able-bodied welfare recipients from the rolls, there 

would be opportunities to “do more for the truly deserving.”89 On whether welfare laws should 

be tightened, Reagan echoed this sentiment saying “what is needed is not mere ‘tightening,’ but 

creativity. Laws that today effect the truly deserving – the permanently disabled, the aged, and 

the temporarily unproductive – may even need to be ‘loosened.’”90 While the divide itself 

between the deserving and undeserving is centuries old, the idea that those who are aged and 

disabled are deserving has been remarkably consistent. While welfare regulations had become 

more liberal throughout the 1950s and 1960s, enabling more people to claim public benefits, 

Reagan was in essence calling for a return to an older spirit of welfare policy. While he was not 

advocating for a return to workhouses, the spirit of his welfare reform ideas were very 

reminiscent of nineteenth century efforts to mandate work for the able-bodied receiving 

assistance, while giving funds to those deemed unquestionably worthy of public monies. 
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In the context of the mid 1960s, the role of race in deciding where to place this line 

between the worthy and unworthy was also important. In the minds of the public, welfare 

recipients were predominantly, as some of Reagan’s comments indicate, unmarried and black. 

With the rise of welfare rights groups such as the National Welfare Rights Organization, this 

conception was reinforced as black women took a leading role and they stepped outside of the 

bounds of the role they were prescribed by society.91 Particularly important for this racially 

tinged view of welfare recipients was the caseload rise for the primary welfare program, Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) throughout the 1960s. The number of AFDC 

recipients increased nationwide from 3.1 million in 1960, to 4.3 million in 1965 and would 

continue to grow to 8.5 million by 1970, with a quarter of this increase coming in California and 

New York alone.92 Along with this increase in recipients, there was an increase in the number of 

African Americans receiving AFDC. From 1936 to 1973, the height of the “welfare crisis,” the 

number of African Americans receiving AFDC nationally rose from 14 percent to 46 percent, but 

never comprised a majority of recipients.93 The hard fact is that despite public perceptions to the 

contrary, African Americans never comprised a majority of welfare recipients and whites were 

always the largest AFDC recipient. That a pension program created for white widows was 

undergoing a decades long racial transition was also without question though as the program 

continued to grow in size. 

The role played by public perception and the extent to which these perceptions about 

welfare changed throughout the 1960s is woefully underappreciated by historians. Political 
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scientist Martin Gilens has discovered that the 1960s marked a turning point in who Americans 

perceived as the typical welfare recipient. In the early 1960s, news magazine stories regarding 

poverty were sparse and illustrated almost exclusively with pictures of poor whites, likely the 

result of the Kennedy administration’s efforts to combat poverty in regions such as Appalachia, 

following the “rediscovery” of poverty after the release of Michael Harrington’s The Other 

America. Many poverty related stories during this period were neutral in tone and portrayed 

poverty as white, while the rare critical story about welfare fraud and abuse were more likely to 

utilize pictures of African Americans.94  

Gilens identifies 1965, in the midst of the debate over civil rights and racial unrest in the 

nation’s urban centres, as the turning point in the racialization of poverty in the public 

consciousness. It was at this point that the number of poverty related stories in media soared and 

the images depicting the poor as black increased from 27 percent in 1964 to 49% by 1965, 

despite African Americans comprising less than 30 percent of welfare recipients at the time.95 

Trying to separate Reagan’s anti-welfare rhetoric during the campaign from this broader, 

nationwide racialization of welfare recipients is impossible. While he never explicitly made this 

clear, lest his political star end up in the ditch like Barry Goldwater, Reagan was a pioneer of 

racially coded language. In speaking about poverty and the unworthy welfare recipient, he 

visited “Negro self-help centres,” and spoke of the importance of African Americans voting for 

Republicans instead of living off of the paternalistic dole provided by Democratic 

administrations.  

It was in this context that Reagan made his policy proposals regarding what to do with 

the state’s welfare system. His reforms centered around three components. The first was 
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convening a commission that would redefine welfare’s goals and recommend appropriate 

legislation to achieve these goals.96 The second pillar was to adopt the recommendations of the 

Cal-Flex report. Cal-Flex was a report written by the California County Supervisors Association, 

that included recommendations such as using non-casework personal for non-intensive case 

administration, broader standards and regulations for program operation from the federal and 

state governments and allowing counties more flexibility without disqualifying them from state 

and federal funds or fearing penalties.97 The centerpiece of Reagan’s reform proposals though 

was the unimaginatively named J.O.B. program. Modeled on the Los Angeles Chamber of 

Commerce’s Operation Bootstrap, J.O.B. would serve as a coordinating center staffed by 

members of the private sector that would receive information from business and industry about 

job openings in the state. This information would then be passed to welfare recipients who were 

deemed to have suitable levels of skill or training for such jobs. While in training, these welfare 

recipient’s cheques would be paid to the companies conducting the training, “to allow them to be 

in a position of providing a supplement to welfare payments and a further inducement to 

training.”98 Upon the completion of training, the welfare recipient will accept the job they were 

trained for. If the recipient were to drop out of the program for “bad conduct or lack of 

dedication to the training activities [it] will be considered a sufficient condition for termination 

of welfare status.”99  

As the centrepiece of Reagan’s welfare policy during the campaign, the J.O.B. proposal 

clearly had a number of significant issues. Multiple aspects would have run up against federal 
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and state welfare regulations, including the proposal’s threat of discontinuing welfare payments 

for not participating in or dropping out of the program, as well as privacy concerns associated 

with private sector employees handling recipient’s case files. In addition, the notion that the 

entirety of a welfare recipients cheque would be sent to the private business carrying out their 

training, in the hope that they may give the recipient a supplement, could potentially leave 

recipients with no money for daily expenses should a business withhold some of their cheque or 

not pay a supplement. Despite Reagan’s claim that “if I am elected Governor, I am going to do 

all I can to straighten out what I think is a mess in our state welfare system,” his proposals on the 

topic ranged from vague, to impractical and blindly ideological, and likely would have had the 

opposite effect.100 

As the day of the general election approached, such proposals did not seem to bother 

either the California public or the press. As the Edsalls have written, “whites who for generations 

had supported the New Deal expansion of the federal government, and who had benefitted from 

it, resented deeply the use of the federal government to provide jobs, infrastructure, and a public 

forum for their political adversaries.”101 In the wake of these rising grievances, the lack of 

coherence and feasibility of Reagan’s proposals mattered less than his willingness to speak out 

against the status quo. Reagan continued to criticize Brown’s record and make exaggerated 

statements about the state of affairs in California, and Brown continued to denounce Reagan’s 

lack of experience and his claim that he was a citizen politician.102 At the same time the press, 

particularly the Republican leaning Los Angeles Times, was parroting Reagan’s viewpoint on 

welfare in editorials, while aiding his belittling of protestors who followed him during the final 
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days of the campaign.103 In the final weeks of the campaign, as a Reagan victory seemed more 

and more likely, Governor Brown and his campaign began lashing out more frequently. 

Attacking Reagan as someone making B movies and serving as a “voice for hire” for a myriad of 

right-wing causes while the Democrats were building the state, Brown argued that only he had 

the experience necessary to govern the nation’s largest state.104 Following this appeal, the Los 

Angeles Times endorsed Reagan twice in the lead up to the campaign, agreeing with Reagan’s 

claim that Brown’s experience was not what was needed, but that a different type of experience 

was needed in Sacramento.105  

One month before the election, Reagan’s face graced the cover of Time Magazine, 

accompanied by a center piece that described him as a “polished orator” who when finished 

speaking, has “the crowds engulf him, clutching at his arms, reaching over his shoulders to grasp 

his hands, clapping him on the back.”106 This account may well have been a true indicator of 

public sentiment as on election night, November 8, 1966, Reagan won easily. Reagan raked in 58 

percent of the vote, with a winning margin of over 1,000,000 votes, the strongest victory for a 

Republican in the state since Earl Warren in 1950 and almost as strong as Brown’s initial win in 

1958, when he won 60 percent of the vote.107 Not only did Reagan win, but the Republicans won 

5 out of 6 statewide partisan offices in the election, as well as picking up seats in the state 

assembly and senate, despite the Democrats retaining control of both chambers. In a state where 

Democrat’s held a 2-1 advantage in voter registration, Reagan’s path to victory was clear. He 
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105 "The Ticket: Reagan, Finch," Los Angeles Times, October 16 1966; "California Needs Reagan," Los Angeles 
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had succeeded in pealing apart the New Deal coalition that Democrats had been winning with for 

three decades.  

Polling in the aftermath of the campaign showed that Brown lost support among decided 

Democratic voters, especially among the white working class, union members, and lower income 

groups, all key components of the Democratic coalition. Compared to Brown’s first election 

victory in 1958, his share of the vote among union members had fallen from 78 percent to 57 

percent, from 71 percent to 53 percent with those holding less than a high school education and 

among those with low incomes, he saw a drop in support from 71 percent to 62 percent.108 

Polling conducted into the GOP swing and prominent issues in the campaign showed that those 

who rated crime, racial problems, taxes and welfare as the most important issues were most 

likely to vote for Reagan.109 What unites these issues, either explicitly or implicitly, is the issue 

of race and the position of African in Americans in relation to public resources. Stuart Spencer of 

Spencer-Roberts would later explain that during the election, they came up with the category of 

“white conservative Democrats” for the first time when making political calculations. When 

asked about how the Reagan campaign courted these voters, he responded “some of our media 

was designed for them and we had a lot of direct mail into those areas and we did a lot of 

organizational work in those areas…we targeted them in every technique we could use – 

scheduling of the governor going there and talking to [them]. They identified with him. He was 

he first candidate that they really identified with.”110 The Reagan campaign’s overtures to 

disaffected white Democrats raises questions of the extent to which Reagan’s victory was 

connected to the “backlash” against the Great Society, the War on Poverty, civil rights 
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legislation, racial and student unrest and general concerns over law, order and cost of 

government. 

Conservative commentator Robert Novak, who had been critical of Reagan earlier on, 

claimed that Reagan would have won without the backlash factor, but wondered “whether he 

would have won by a million votes or not, I don’t know. But the point is that Mr. Reagan had the 

white backlash going for him because every statement he said appealed to the white backlash. 

There is no doubt about it.”111 During the final weeks of the campaign, Governor Brown had 

accused Reagan of “riding the backlash wave” through his subtle appeals to these disaffected 

white voters on the issues of welfare, crime, riots and Reagan’s opposition to the Rumford Act.112 

As we have seen in regards to welfare, Brown may have been onto something. In The Emerging 

Republican Majority, Republican strategist Kevin Phillips also recognized the important role 

played by the backlash, remarking that the conservative trend in 1966 was the result of Watts, 

Berkeley and growing anti-war sentiments, incidents that had occurred since the 1964 

presidential election that gave the conservative movement the boost it needed.113  

Reagan’s racially loaded language and appeals were of course not the only factor in his 

victory. Years later the now former Governor Brown admitted that he and his campaign team 

underestimated Reagan.114 He and his team believed that Reagan would be easy to beat as he was 

a fading actor who had no government experience and was associated with the Goldwater 

campaign. To Brown and his team, the very idea of Reagan becoming governor was absurd. 

Brown’s assessment of the election was that Reagan was able to win because he has “surface 

qualities that are immediately appealing: a resonant voice with a tone of natural sincerity and just 
 

111 Elections 1966 and 1968, November 21 1966, Firing Line Broadcast Records, Hoover Institution Archives. 
112 Harris, California Politics, 31. 
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the right touch of boyishness, a hairline as unmoving as the Maginot Line and a ruggedly 

handsome face that is neither unusual enough to jar the viewer nor so deeply wrinkled that it 

can’t be smoothed out with makeup.”115 Reagan’s win was not all down to his charisma and good 

looks though as with hindsight, Brown recognized the enormous sea change that had occurred in 

California between 1962 and 1966, and the new social and racial tensions that were part of this 

change.  

In the new conditions of 1966, the New Deal could no longer hold up. In Brown’s words, 

since the New Deal, “the Democratic Party aligned itself with and sought to advance the cause of 

the underdogs in the nation…[but] the underdogs of the nation, even counting their intellectual 

allies, no longer constitute anywhere near a political majority…the increased militance of the 

poor, the blacks, and their student allies has antagonized the majority of affluent, tax-paying 

voters.”116 In Brown’s view, he was defeated not only by Reagan, but by a broader shift in the 

public’s political outlook. The New Deal Democratic Party had defeated itself by becoming too 

focused on a small political bloc in the country, the poor, however noble the party’s intentions 

were. In doing so, they were seeding what would come to comprise Richard Nixon’s silent 

majority to the Republicans. While many of these former Democratic voters or their families had 

benefitted from New Deal programs, the Democrats failed to see the need for universal social 

programs as whites became more affluent and were ready to burn the social policy bridge behind 

them.  

Pat Brown’s reflections that if the Democrats had created programs in the 1960s that 

offered a greater share of the public, especially the middle-class, some degree of benefits, the 

New Right may not have been able to peel apart the New Deal coalition have some merit. 
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Despite the multitude of short comings of the New Deal with regards to African Americans, 

women and other racial minorities, the New Deal generally targeted broad swathes of the public 

with programs like Social Security, ensuring their acquiescence to this government spending. In 

provided targeted programs to the nation’s poor and African Americans, the War on Poverty was 

seeking to correct some of the disparities in 1960s America and the gaps of the New Deal. 

However, this policy approach allowed the middle-class to ask, “What’s in it for me?” Historian 

Robert Dallek has noted that “where the targets of Goldwater’s unsuccessful attack were 

Roosevelt’s sacrosanct New Deal programs, Reagan was able to challenge the less popular, more 

vulnerable Great Society measures of the Johnson years.”117 Reagan realized the vulnerability of 

these programs and their recipients and channelled the anger of an increasing number of 

Americans towards the Democrat’s programs of the 1960s. The political realignment of the 

1960s did not start with Nixon’s election in 1968 then, it was already apparent in the 1966 cycle, 

even in liberal states like California, and welfare was a leading factor in this realignment. 
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Chapter 3 

Cutting Spending to the Bone: Mental Health and Medicaid Reform  

If Ronald Reagan was charting a new path in Californian politics during the 1966 election 

campaign, he continued to do so after. Unlike his predecessors, Reagan became the first 

governor in California history to have two inaugurations. The first was at midnight on January 2, 

1967, while the traditional swearing in ceremony on the steps of the state capital occurred a few 

days later on January 5th. Rumours abound that Reagan’s strange first inauguration was the result 

of astrological dictate, but it also likely had political roots as he was keen to stop outgoing 

Governor Pat Brown’s zealous appointment of friends, aides and Democratic party loyalists to 

open positions on the state’s courts and to other government jobs.1 Despite these strange 

beginnings, the newly minted Reagan administration had a great deal of work ahead of it to 

tackle California’s growing welfare caseload and its related effects. The state’s health system 

was one of these fields integrally connected with the growth of welfare caseloads. This was 

especially true of the state’s version of the Title XIX Medicaid program, the cleverly named 

Medi-Cal, but also of its expansive state hospital system for the “mentally ill” and “mentally 

retarded” that were administered by the Department of Mental Hygiene (DMH).2 

 The historiography on the “welfare explosion” or “welfare crisis” of the 1960s and 1970s 

usually restricts itself to discussion of the AFDC program. In doing so, these works ignore the 
 

1 The belief that Reagan’s first inauguration was the result of astrology came from a line in his speech that said the 
gather was “what the stars prescribed.” Such speculation later seemed to be confirmed following the revelations of 
ejected White House Chief of Staff Donald Reagan during the Reagan Presidency that Nancy Reagan relied on an 
astrologist to guide her husband’s public schedule; Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 172. 
2 I use these terms here to indicate the contemporary language used throughout the 1960s and 1970s in California to 
refer to these institutions and programs. Henceforth, I shall refer to these as institutions and programs as those for 
the mentally ill and those with intellectual disabilities, except in cases of direct quotation of individuals or 
documents. 
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health programs available to welfare recipients.3 This artificial division between welfare cash 

grant programs and in-kind services like health care provision is all the more perplexing because 

those on welfare, both AFDC and adult aid recipients, were automatically enrolled in their state’s 

Medicaid program.  

This chapter seeks to correct this oversight by shedding light on the Reagan 

administration’s handling of health care during his eight-year administration and in doing so, 

uncover some common threads in the welfare historiography in the field of health, evaluate an 

avowedly conservative administration’s ability to deal with programs that evoked the spectre of 

“socialized medicine” and the malleability of conservative ideology during this period. Generally 

speaking, the administration’s record on health care is one of lofty conservative reform 

expectations that had to be tempered or sometimes reversed in the wake of pushback from a 

legislature controlled by Democrats, professional associations or the public. While this pattern 

will share some similarities with the issue of cash grant welfare reform as seen in the next 

chapter, in the field of Medi-Cal, we also see experiments with service delivery mechanisms that 

enlarged the role for private insurance companies and the growth of Medi-Cal as a wedge issue 

to further stigmatize those receiving benefits by sowing division between recipients and the 

increasingly conservative suburbanites Reagan appealed to in the 1966 election. To that end, this 

chapter will trace the new administration’s early blunders in the field of mental health, the 

origins of California’s Medicaid program and Reagan’s attempts to reform it.  

One of the most significant blights on Ronald Reagan’s gubernatorial record, so notable 

as it incensed not only the state’s liberals but also its moderates and conservatives, was the 

 
3 Some examples of this include: Chappell, The War on Poverty: Family, Poverty, and Politics in Modern America; 
Joel F. Handler and Yeheskel Hasenfeld, Blame Welfare, Ignore Poverty and Inequality (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007); Ellen Reese, Backlash Against Welfare Mothers: Past and Present (Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 2005). 
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administration’s early missteps in the handling of the state’s mental health system. In his 

inaugural address, Governor Reagan told Californians that “we are going to squeeze and cut and 

trim until we reduce the cost of government. It won’t be easy, nor will it be pleasant, and it will 

involve every department of government.”4 In this effort to squeeze, cut and trim the state’s 

budget, Reagan and his staff called on all state government departments to cut 10 percent from 

their existing budgets. This was not only the result of ideological fury at the cost and size of 

California government, but also stemmed from a legitimate need to remedy California’s fiscal 

situation. Reagan inherited a $400 million deficit from Governor Brown, who through some 

creative accounting, used “anticipated” revenues to keep the $4.6 billion 1966-67 budget 

balanced to prevent an election year tax increase.5 It is important to note that balancing budgets 

in California during the mid-twentieth century was not only a politically popular move, but a 

requirement of the state constitution. California’s Constitution had placed limits on the state 

government’s debts as early as 1849, with balanced budget provisions being introduced in 1922 

and further strengthened in 1946.6  

This left an administration with only two options to bring an out of balance budget back 

into compliance, cutting spending or increasing taxes. Once it was discovered that many 

departments could not cut the mandated 10 percent, largely because of fixed costs related to state 

legislation, referendum results and federal funding requirements, Reagan’s final proposed budget 

leaned heavily on cuts in the DMH and its state hospitals. He did not mince words when he 

 
4 Office of the Governor, Address by Governor Ronald Reagan: Merchants and Manufacturers Association Annual 
Banquet, May 17 1967, folder “Speeches - Governor Ronald Reagan, 1967 [04/02/1967-06/19/1967],” Reagan, 
Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P17, 9, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
5 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 180; "Brown’s Program for California," Los Angeles Times, 
February 9 1966. 
6 Isabel Rodriguez-Tejedo and John Joseph Wallis, "Lessons for California from the History of Fiscal 
Constitutions," The California Journal of Politics & Policy 2, no. 3 (2010): 11. 
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utilized an unfortunate turn of phrase when he told the public that his administration was going 

to “cut spending – to the bone” to balance the state’s books.7  

The DMH was no doubt a tempting target for finding budget economies. The number of 

patients in California’s hospitals for the mentally ill and those with intellectual disabilities had 

reached a peak of 37,000 in 1959, but by 1967 had dropped by 40 percent to 22,000. On its face, 

such a sharp reduction in patient load should have been able to accommodate savings in staff and 

other associated expenditures. As such, Reagan announced a plan to cut $17.6 million from the 

DMH’s budget and to eliminate 3,700 staff from the hospital system, some 14 percent of the total 

workforce at the state’s 10 hospitals.8 While justified as a common sense measure, that a 

declining patient population necessitated a reduced workforce to care for them, Reagan and his 

team overlooked a crucial factor. The patient population had been decreasing so rapidly even at a 

time when California’s population was exponentially growing because of advances in 

medications and medical procedures that allowed the patients whose issues were relatively minor 

to leave the care of state hospitals. In many cases, this was a result of patients responding to new 

tranquilizer and anti-psychotic drugs. This meant that those who remained in the hospitals 

required intensive care and had already taken up the majority of staff’s time, even when the 

patient numbers were at their peak.9 

 Reagan assured the people that these cuts would not impact the level of care that patients 

received and “if there would be proof or evidence that everyone had figured wrong, I’d be the 

 
7 Office of the Governor, Transcript of Governor Reagan’s Report to the People of 1/30/67, January 30 1967, folder 
“Speeches - Reports to the People, 1967,” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P20, 
Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
8 Office of the Governor, Transcript of Governor Reagan’s Report to the People of 4/16/67, April 14 1967, folder 
“Speeches - Reports to the People, 1967,” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P20, 4, 
Ronald Reagan Presidential Library; Lawrence E. Davies, "Reagan Vows Economy Won’t Cut Mental Services," 
New York Times, April 17 1967. 
9 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 189; Lawrence E. Davies, "Reagan Disputed on Mental Care," New 
York Times, April 16 1967. 
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first one to advocate that we right the wrong.”10 To this end, Reagan authorized the head of the 

DMH, Dr. James Lowry, to continually review the program and gave him full authority to 

reverse the cuts, and if necessary, hire additional personnel if care levels were to drop.11 At the 

same time, Reagan played up California’s allegedly nation leading mental health care system. He 

contended that California’s state mental hospitals were staffed with a personnel level that is 

“proportionately higher than any other state in the Union,” despite a report by the California 

Commission on Staffing Standards that showed the opposite.12 The reality was that California’s 

mental health care system ranked 25th in the country and its staffing standards were 40 percent 

below existing state standards.13 When pushed by reporters to confront this disparity, Reagan’s 

only reply was that “I’m not going by all fifty states. I actually don’t know the situation with all 

fifty. I was basing it on the leading states that have comparable situations to ours.”14 This 

admission did not stop Reagan from continuing to tout California’s alleged leading status in the 

months to come.15 

 Despite these public claims, the DMH itself recognized the disparity between California 

and comparative jurisdictions. A report by the Department found that California’s hospitals were 

critically understaffed in crucial areas, such as psychiatrists, therapists and social workers. It 

found that California’s hospitals had a ratio of one psychiatrist for sixty-five patients while 

 
10 Press Conf., March 28 1967, folder “Issue Papers - Mental Hygiene [re: closing State Mental Hospitals] (1 of 3),” 
Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P31, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
11 Governor, Transcript of Governor Reagan’s Report to the People of 4/16/67: 5. 
12 Press Conf. 
13 Davies, "Reagan Disputed on Mental Care." 
14 Press Conf. 
15 Office of the Governor, Transcript of Governor Reagan’s Report to the People of 7/9/67 (Budget and Taxes), July 
7 1967, folder “Speeches - Reports to the People, 1967,” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press 
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comparable institutions had one for every eight patients.16 Furthermore, despite Reagan’s 

insistence that care would not suffer, the majority of the staff cuts fell on front line workers like 

psychiatric technicians.17 These cutbacks received significant backlash from medical 

professionals, including hospital administrators, psychiatrists and professional associations such 

as the Southern California Psychiatric Society. Margaret Davis, a nurse at one of the state’s 

mental hospitals wrote to the Los Angeles Times that treatment of patients was becoming more 

difficult because at her hospital alone, there were 28 nurse vacancies as a result of the cuts and a 

new hiring freeze. She informed readers that staff morale was falling rapidly and proclaimed that 

“if the State of California will have nothing better to offer its people than “snake pit” mental 

institutions then I can no longer be a proud employee of the State of California.”18 

 In a fashion that would become characteristic of Reagan’s time as governor, his initial 

reaction was to go on the attack as he failed to realize the magnitude of the backlash he was 

facing. To the medical professionals and organizations speaking out against his cutbacks, he 

dismissed their concerns and called them “head shrinkers,” while also making light of the 

situation with off the cuff remarks about the state’s mental hospitals and prisons being the 

“biggest hotel chain in the state.”19 In addresses to the public, Reagan warned that there had been 

“needless suffering and pain inflicted on many patients and their families as a result of 

misunderstandings brought on by false charges and distortions,” as a result of “a high-powered, 

 
16 Department of Mental Hygiene, Staff to Patients Ratio, June 15 1967, folder “Issue Papers - Mental Hygiene [re: 
closing State Mental Hospitals] (1 of 3),” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P31, 
Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
17 Bureau of Budget Planning & Analysis, Summary of Partial Lists of Positions to be Deleted by June 30, 1967, 
1967, folder “Issue Papers - Mental Hygiene [re: closing State Mental Hospitals] (1 of 3),” Reagan, Ronald: 
Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P31, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
18 Margaret Davis, "Reader Tells Effect of Nurses Cutback in Mental Hospitals," Los Angeles Times, April 30 1967. 
19 Phil Kerby, "The Reagan Backlash: Revolt Against the Poor," The Nation, September 25, 1967, 265. 
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propaganda campaign [by medical professionals].”20 Reagan was seemingly unable to recognize 

the very real negative effects the cuts were having on the mentally ill and intellectually disabled. 

 The situation came to a head in November of 1967, when the Director of the Danish 

National Service for the Mentally Retarded, Niels Erick Bank-Mikkelsen, visited the Sonoma 

State Hospital. After touring the facility, Bank-Mikkelsen called the conditions at the hospital 

“shocking,” which caused Reagan to lash out and question whether the conditions the Dane 

observed were staged by hospital staff. Bank-Mikkelsen told Californian press that in Denmark, 

“no politician could take responsibility for such conditions and survive.”21 This course of events 

had even the Reagan friendly Los Angeles Times admitting that others who had visited state 

institutions in recent months had used harsher language than Bank-Mikkelsen to describe their 

conditions and called for a “rethinking of our philosophy on mental care.”22 Reporter Lou 

Cannon had accompanied a Democratic state Senator on a visit to a state mental hospital in April 

1967, in the wake of the cuts, and reported finding a forty patient ward being watched on some 

shifts by only a single attendant. Even worse, on their tour they heard pounding from behind a 

locked door and when the Senator demanded it be opened, inside the room they found a young 

boy dressed only in shorts with a mere plastic bucket for furniture.23 If this was the country’s 

leading mental health system as Reagan claimed it was, then the state of America’s institutions 

for the mentally ill and intellectually disabled were in worse condition than contemporaries 

understood. 

 
20 Office of the Governor, Transcript of Governor Reagan’s Report to the People of 12/17/67, December 18 1967, 
folder “Speeches - Reports to the People, 1967,” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box 
P20, 2, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library; Office of the Governor, Text of Governor Ronald Reagan’s Report to 
the People prepared for Radio and Television Releaase, June 12 1967, folder “Speeches - Reports to the People, 
1967,” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P20, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
21 "Rethinking Needed on Mental Care," Los Angeles Times, November 7 1967. 
22 "Rethinking Needed on Mental Care." 
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 Reagan and his advisors seemed to have realized the error of their ways and by the 

beginning of 1968, began to reverse course. Reagan’s submitted budget for the coming fiscal 

year increased funding for the DMH by $6.9 million, making up some of the ground lost in the 

previous year’s $17.6 million cut.24 The administration also released a 14-point plan to guide 

future action on the state’s mental health program. In the wake of the controversy of 1967, the 

new plan had a number of admirable features, including eliminating the old 1952 standards for 

staffing hospitals for the mentally ill and adopting in principle the standards set forth in 1967 by 

the California Commission on Hospital Standards which would see improved staff to patient 

ratios.25 Other key points of the plan included the establishment of two new “mental retardation 

centers,” increased money for community mental health programs and the creation of a board of 

medical visitors to monitor conditions at the state’s institutions.26 

After a difficult year, Reagan was now receiving praise from medical professionals and 

the press alike. The California Association for Mental Health called the new staffing measures “a 

critical step forward.”27 The El Cajon Daily California said that Reagan’s new program “does 

much to remove the blot on Reagan’s record,” while the Los Angeles Times offered cautious 

optimism in stating that “there is, indeed, much to applaud in the program. Yet much will depend 

on how – and when – it is implemented.”28 While some experts believed that Reagan “may be 

beginning to see the light,” others felt that his reverse course was only because he feared the bad 

 
24 Spencer Williams, Memorandum - Mental Hygiene Situation, February 6 1968, folder “Issue Papers - Mental 
Hygiene [re: closing State Mental Hospitals] (1 of 3),” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, 
Box P31, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
25 Office of the Governor, Press Release #125, February 25 folder “Issue Papers - Mental Hygiene [re: closing State 
Mental Hospitals] (1 of 3),” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P31, Ronald Reagan 
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26 Harry Nelson, "Reagan Outlines 14-Point Program for Mental Health," Los Angeles Times, February 25 1968; 
Peter Weisser, "Reagan Issues 14-Point Program to Improve Mental Health Care," Fresno Bee, February 25 1968. 
27 "Improved Program for Care," Vallejo Times Herald, February 25 1968. 
28 "Laudable Action on Mental Health," Los Angeles Times, February 28 1968; "Reagan’s Record May Lose Blot," 
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publicity he had been receiving could harm his chances in the 1968 Presidential cycle as a 

favourite son candidate for the Republican nomination.29 

 The mental health scandals plaguing Reagan throughout 1967 and his about face in early 

1968, obscured an important development in California’s mental health system. Since 1957, 

when the Republican administration of Governor Goodwin Knight passed the Short-Doyle Act, 

California had been on a path of increasing emphasis on local, community care for the mentally 

ill. The act was augmented in Reagan’s first year in office, with the passage of the Lanterman-

Petris-Short Act (LPS) in 1967, which combined with Short-Doyle, formed the California Mental 

Health Act. This Act laid out a new system for handling the mentally ill in California and was 

designed to protect the patient from institutionalization without consent, remove the stigma of 

mental illness by holding all records confidential at the hospital, and promoting community-level 

care of the mentally disordered, and was aided by a generous 90-10 state-county financing of 

programs.30 The primary innovation of Assemblyman Lanterman’s Act was the realization that 

there was no relationship between funding for state hospitals and community health programs. It 

was his bill that dictated as hospital populations went down, those mental health dollars should 

be shifted to community health programs in accordance with patient numbers.31  

The Reagan administration fully endorsed this legislation and the concept of community 

mental health programs. Of the $6.9 million increase in the DMH budget in 1968-69, $4.6 

million of this was dedicated to Short-Doyle community programs.32 In fiscal 1969-70, the 

Department received a funding increase of $28 million, with $22.8 million of this earmarked for 

 
29 Nelson, "Reagan Outlines 14-Point Program for Mental Health." 
30 California State Employees’ Association, Where Have All the Patients Gone?, January 1972, folder “Issue Papers 
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community mental health programs.33 The rate of increase in community program funding was 

rapid, rising form a mere $18.6 million in 1967 to $54 million in 1969. In announcing the 1969 

increases to the public, Reagan said “many of these and other increases are – I believe – 

necessary and beneficial. We are proposing these increases voluntarily because it is the right and 

proper thing to do.”34 Later that year, Spencer Williams, Secretary of the Human Relations 

Agency, restated this commitment in saying that the administration’s “current objective is to 

maintain our retarded fellows in the mainstream of our society.”35 

The effectiveness of California’s community mental health programs under the LPS were 

contested throughout Reagan’s governorship. The California State Employees’ Association 

(CSEA) released a damning report in January 1972 titled Where Have All the Patients Gone? 

that questioned the pace and medical validity of the move to community mental health programs. 

Between the administration’s pivot in mental health policy in early 1969 and early 1972, the 

administration had continued downsizing the state’s mental hospital system, and plans were in 

place to close several state hospitals in the near future.36 CSEA charged that in the interceding 

years, thousands of patients had been released “without adequate protection or treatment,” that 

costs had skyrocketed and that the humanitarian aims of LPS had been distorted in an effort to 

act without proper planning.37 In 1969, the year LPS went into effect, there were nine state 

hospitals still in operation, as one had already closed, and the patient population stood at 15,700. 

 
33 "Mental Health: California Advances," Los Angeles Times, January 23 1969. 
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By 1972, there were six state hospitals treating 7,200 patients and by the end of 1973, two more 

hospitals were slated to close with approximately 2,000 more patients to be released.38 

According to CSEA’s report, when patients were released they were scattered around 

California’s 58 counties where they were absorbed by a patchwork of different community 

mental health programs. Due to a lack of capacity to house these thousands of former patients, in 

many cases they would “end up in transient hotels or small board and care homes in run-down 

neighborhoods where they receive no treatment for their illness.”39  

The report also found that the provisions in LPS that were intended to provide patients 

with a “bill of rights” had been problematic in practice.40 Before LPS was implemented, patients 

were voluntarily committed and kept as long as medical professionals deemed necessary. Under 

LPS, hospitals could only keep patients for 72 hours unless they wanted to stay longer or unless 

two attending physicians certified that the person was a danger to themselves or others, in which 

case they were committed for a maximum of 14 days. After 14 days, regardless of the condition 

of the patient, they must be released, unless they have physically assaulted another person, in 

which case they could be kept for 90 days.41 According to CSEA, these arbitrary restrictions on 

commitment, regardless of the patient’s condition, are what led to the release of a number of 

patients who would have been better served in a state hospital. 

To support their conclusions, CSEA tracked a number of released patients to discover 

what became of them upon returning to their home communities. Where Have the Patients 

Gone? found that many of California’s counties had a community health program in name only. 

To receive money promised under LPS for removing patients from hospitals, county 
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administrators were transferring patients to psychiatric wings at county hospitals and to private 

psychiatric facilities, which in turn charged the county and state for their care. Those patients 

eligible for the state categorical assistance program for the disabled, Aid to the Disabled (ATD), 

were placed in board and care centers at state expense.42 The report uncovered that county 

administrators often ordered the release of patients before they were ready because it was 

cheaper for them to place the patients on ATD and place them in a home at the expense of the 

welfare system than it was to keep them at a state hospital. The report criticizes this expense 

shell game as one “dictated by economics, not psychiatric-medical-judgement.”43 The report also 

notes that these board and care homes were not properly equipped to deal with former patients, 

had minimal supervision and were largely unregulated facilities. All one needed to open a board 

and care home in California was a $10 business license. This problem is exemplified by what the 

Department of Social Welfare itself estimated was a former state hospital patient population of 

32,000 living in unlicensed board and care facilities in the state. As of the end of 1971, there 

were only 9,416 licenced board and care home beds.44 

CSEA’s report also noted a number of other negative aspects of California’s mental 

health system under LPS. They point to a rapid increase in cost for county government as the 

state shifted expenses to counties for mental health care. In Los Angeles County, the budget for 

the mentally ill increased from slightly over $16 million in 1968-69, to over $35 million by 

1971-72. In Napa county, the increase was even more stark as the mental health budget increased 

from only $80,000 in 1965 to $1.1 million in 1971-72.45 CSEA also pointed to a marked increase 

of former patients having interactions with police and a report from the California Conference of 
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Judges that uncovered the mentally ill were being committed to prison at an increased rate under 

LPS.46 Despite the seemingly damning evidence of Where Have all the Patients Gone?, the 

alleged failures of LPS were not so clear to all.  

Victoria Bradley, a previous employee of the Assembly Office of Research who helped 

write Lanterman-Petris-Short in 1967, came to the Act’s defense in an article in the California 

Journal. She concedes that “some patients have been placed in substandard local facilities,” but 

challenges that “it is also true that many patients were poorly cared for in the state hospitals.” 

She comes to the conclusion that “on the average, community care for chronically ill mental 

patients is certainly no worse than that provided in the state hospitals, and it is probably 

significantly better. The problem is that no one really knows how much better.”47 However, 

Bradley provides no evidence that patients are better cared for in existing community settings 

beyond this declarative statement. Furthermore, Bradley acknowledges that the claim in the 

CSEA report that county facilities had been inadequate to absorb the shift in patients since 1959 

was difficult to refute because there was little hard data on the issue.48  

Despite the rapidly increasing cost to counties as a result of LPS, Bradley also admits that 

the Assembly Ways and Means Subcommittee on Mental Health Services, in a series of Fall 

1970 hearings, found that the reimbursement of counties expenses was not happening as planned 

after patients left state hospitals for community facilities and programs, as dictated by LPS.49 As 

an article in the Los Angeles Times noted, counties had created their budgets based on these 

expected funds. In the wake of the Subcommittee’s hearings, the Reagan administration admitted 
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that the expected funds would not be forthcoming. The Times summarized the state’s actions as 

breaking faith with the counties, and “more grievously, they represent a direct contravention of 

the sound, humanitarian objectives of the Lanterman-Petris-Short Act…the action decreed by 

Sacramento is short-sighted and may well wind up costing the state more money in the long run” 

as patients would have to return to state institutions.50 

In the face of such criticism, the Reagan administration did not alter course. In the final 

years of his second term, the planned state hospital closures went ahead, despite the concerns 

raised about the condition of the remaining patients and the state of community health programs. 

When it was announced that the Mendocino State Hospital was to be closed on September 1, 

1972, then Director of the Department of Mental Hygiene, Dr. J.M. Stubblebine, stated that the 

closure of the hospital was the result of declining patient population and that current patients 

would be placed in local programs.51 Director Stubblebine pointed to the closure of Mendocino 

as the “result of the successful implementation of the Lanterman-Petris-Short Act,” with the 

Secretary of the Human Relations Agency bragging that “California’s mental health record is 

outstanding. The measurement is not in numbers or dollars, but rather in the quality of care and 

treatment of patients. Our citizens have benefitted by having mental health programs available 

that allow them to remain close to home and lead near-normal lives.”52 It would seem then, that 

the concerns raised in the proceeding years fell on deaf ears. 

By early 1973 however, even his fellow Republicans were speaking out against the zeal 

with which the administration had pursued the transfer of patients to community programs. State 
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Senator W. Craig Biddle, speaking on behalf of concerned parents, condemned the “outright 

contradictions” coming from the DMH. While admitting the Governor’s plan was “laudable” if 

community facilities were adequate to absorb former patients, there were strong doubts about the 

administration’s plan to continue closing state mental hospitals due to insufficient community 

capacity to care for them.53 By February of 1973, the administration admitted that there were 

problems with the rush to move patients from state hospitals to community programs. The DMH 

then “presented a ‘plan for a plan’ that emphasized the orderly and gradual improvement of 

community-based programs.”54 While a “plan for a plan” of action for the mentally ill and 

intellectually disabled is hardly something that instills confidence, the issue of mental health 

went relatively quiet during the rest of 1973 and 1974, seeing out the end of the Reagan 

administration. In typical fashion however, Reagan tried to distance himself from the entire set of 

issues raised by LPS community-based programs. When a high school student asked the 

Governor in 1973 what was going to happen to patients as state hospitals closed, Reagan began 

with a jab at recent protestors in the capital that he claimed were only protesting propaganda lies, 

not the facts of his administration’s mental health record. Before launching into his questionable 

lines about California leading the nation in mental health care, Reagan began “several years ago 

before I became Governor, a piece of legislation was passed called the Lanterman/Petris/Short 

bill.”55 Recall that the legislation was passed at the end of the first year of Reagan’s 

administration. 
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 Much like the state’s mental health care system, another area that saw the new 

administration fumbling throughout much of its first term was Medi-Cal, California’s Medicaid 

program. The Medicaid program came into being alongside Medicare, with the passage of the 

Social Security Amendments of 1965. The latter was designed to meet the health needs of the 

nation’s elderly by granting over 20 million seniors national government health insurance.56 

Through Medicare, many of America’s seniors were now able to obtain health care free of the 

stigma associated with the previous patchwork system of care offered by local counties and 

states through public assistance programs.57 America’s non-elderly needy however were not so 

fortunate in this new system. The Medicaid program was designed to end the “charity medical 

care” that those on public assistance relied on.58 To do so, the federal government would provide 

states with grants and create the framework within which states had to design a Medicaid 

program in order to receive these funds. Unlike Medicare, which was elevated to the level of 

Social Security and afforded the dignity that entailed, Medicaid remained burdened with the 

stigma of public assistance as it was primarily for welfare recipients.59 Under Governor Brown, 

California quickly put a Medicaid plan in place, building on the foundation of a state health 

program for the needy implemented in the 1950s. Not only was the program implemented 

quickly, but it went above and beyond the minimum services required by federal legislation and 

offered one of the highest levels of health service of any state’s Medicaid plan.60 Recipients were 

divided into two groups, Group One were those who were eligible for categorical aid programs 
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to the aged, blind, disabled and AFDC recipients, while Group Two recipients were the 

“medically needy,” those with incomes and resources sufficient for their day to day expenses, but 

insufficient income to pay medical bills. Those aged 21-64 who did not qualify for one of these 

aid programs were not eligible for federal funds, and thus excluded from Medi-Cal and would 

have to seek county or private charity if they were in need of medical aid.61 

 While relatively mum on Medi-Cal during the campaign, within a month of taking office, 

Reagan began attacking the Medi-Cal program as being too extravagant and pledged to cut up to 

$48 million of the program’s $584 million budget. In January 1967, the Los Angeles Times called 

Reagan’s desire to bring the program under fiscal control “laudable.”62 By the summer, the 

Secretary of the Human Relations Agency announced that there would be “major cutbacks” to 

the Medi-Cal program, justifying the move by arguing the new administration had no other 

course of action because of the “wild-spending…enacted by previous Democratic 

administrations.”63 This move was cast as part of the greater economy drive of the new 

administration to maintain a balanced budget, much like the cuts to the state’s mental hospitals. 

That being said, Reagan could have gone to the legislature and asked for an additional 

appropriation for the program to keep it fiscally sustainable but choose not to do so. Despite his 

anti-tax rhetoric, Reagan oversaw the largest tax increase in California history in 1967 when he 

raised taxes by over $1 billion with the stroke of a pen. During Reagan’s Governorship, 

California’s budget increased from $4.6 billion to $10.2 billion.64 Finding funds for Medi-Cal 

then was a matter of priority, not capacity. As a result of Reagan’s decision to cut the program’s 

expenses, limits were placed on stays in private hospitals, dental care was eliminated except in 
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emergencies, drug coverage was restricted to “life maintaining” prescriptions only, routine 

surgeries were cancelled and coverage for physical therapy, hearing aids and eyeglasses was 

eliminated for all Medi-Cal recipients.65 These cuts amounted to approximately 25 percent of the 

total cost of the Medi-Cal program.66 

 Following the announcement of these cutbacks, public opinion was split and the cuts 

were taken to court to question their legal validity.67 Great Society legal aid organizations led 

this effort as they represented a welfare recipient whose scheduled hernia operation was 

cancelled because it was now considered an elective surgery.68 The following month, the State 

Superior Court issued a permanent injunction against the Medi-Cal cuts. The court’s ruling found 

that the Health and Welfare Administrator, Spencer Williams, did have the ability to make 

proportionate reductions in all services offered by the program to maintain the program’s fiscal 

viability, but could not eliminate entire services.69 This was clearly a case of Williams and his 

staff not having a sufficient understanding of the legislation governing Medi-Cal, and by acting 

rashly invalidated their efforts at bringing the program’s costs under control. Williams and his 

staff were not alone in acting rashly, however. In reacting to the court’s decision, Reagan was 

quoted as saying that it was “a reflection of the kind of off-base thinking that seems to be so 

prevalent today,” as he found it “hard to believe that a judge is a better authority on Medi-Cal” 

than his own administrator.70 Further, instead of Reagan and Williams taking responsibility for 

the mistake and simply rolling back the existing cuts and implementing a proportionate scale 
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back of all services as per the court decision, the ruling was appealed to the California Supreme 

Court.  

 In a 5-2 decision, the Supreme Court upheld the lower court’s decision and found that the 

administration’s cuts were illegal. Once again Reagan was defiant in the face of defeat, arguing 

that as a result of the court’s decision, the state would now be required to remove 160,000 

medically indigent people from the program to keep the program fiscally sound.71 Despite court 

decisions that ruled that the administration already had the power to control program costs by a 

proportional scale back of all Medi-Cal coverage, Reagan lashed out at the legislature as well, 

demanding that they give him the power to cut benefits to keep the program within its $600 

million appropriation. The legislature was unwilling to move on this demand, as the scale of the 

program deficit itself was under debate. The Democratic controlled legislature was blunt in that 

it did not have faith in the administration’s numbers and instead supported commissioning a 

study to determine the program’s financial situation.72 The 1966-67 appropriation for the 

program was $600 million and when the cuts were first implemented, the program was said to be 

running at a cost of $810 by the administration, with Reagan later revising this figure to $671 

million, while others such as the California Hospital Association estimated the cost was even 

lower.73 Once again however, Reagan and his team would not be defeated.  

 In an attempt to build support for his case and develop an increasing amount of public 

animosity towards the new program, Reagan went on the attack. In two of his televised “Reports 

to the People” addresses in December of 1967, he began to attack Medi-Cal recipients and the 

California Supreme Court. Holding up a Medi-Cal card as he spoke, Reagan told the public that 

this card “gives free medical care for any ailment, real or imagined. The holder can go to as 
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many doctors as he wishes, as many times as he wishes.”74 Not only was the level of service 

Medi-Cal recipients received attacked as something out of reach for regular Californians, but 

Reagan also pointed out that they were “actually being taxed to provide better medical care for 

these card holders than you can afford for yourself or your family.”75 This line of attack, clearly 

designed to nurture a feeling of unfairness between the middle-class wage earner and the Great 

Society program recipient, would continue throughout Reagan’s administration. It was to this 

end that Reagan declared that the state must end “providing completely unlimited and 

uncontrolled medical care,” lest the ever-increasing cost of Medi-Cal be financed by yearly tax 

increases for “the already burdened property taxpayer.”76  

Reagan’s appeal to the overburdened property taxpayer was salient, as before California 

passed Proposition 13 in 1978 that limited property taxes, property taxes usually increased 

significantly year over year as they were tied to Californian property values which increased 

steadily throughout the 1960s and 1970s.77 Property taxes had been a concern of Reagan 

throughout his time as Governor. Reagan’s $1 billion tax hike in 1967 was a shell game that 

offered some property tax relief, mostly for low income seniors, while increasing tax rates on 

everything from personal income to banks, corporations and sales taxes.78 As property taxes 

continued to increase, in 1973 Reagan reached an accord with Democratic Speaker Bob Moretti 

for property tax relief that extended this shell game as while the property tax exemption was 

increased there was another sharp increase in sales and business taxes.79 Despite Reagan’s appeal 
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to the overburdened taxpayer, his taxation shell game only allowed anti-tax sentiment to fester 

further in the lead up to the passage Proposition 13 in 1978 and indicated Reagan was more 

concerned with the symbolism of standing up for the taxpayer than defending them against tax 

increases. Reagan’s use of the fear of tax increases as justification for cutbacks in Medi-Cal are 

therefore more about playing on people’s welfare fears than real concern. 

Reagan also tried to use the California Supreme Court’s decision as cover for wanting to 

throw 160,000 medically indigent off of the program’s rolls for the remainder of the 1967-68 

fiscal year to keep the program within its initial appropriation. Reagan contended that the court’s 

decision required them to remove these people from the rolls “before we could deny any service 

to a welfare recipient,” although nowhere was this stated by the court.80 The administration 

continued to blame the court in this fashion into 1968. Spencer Williams went so far as to declare 

that it was the Reagan administration that was attempting to defend these 160,000 people from 

the menacing court decision.81 While Medi-Cal would continue to be an issue throughout the 

Reagan administration, especially in the lead up to the release of the administration’s “Medical 

Reform Plan” following Reagan’s 1970 re-election, the administration’s record on Medi-Cal 

during their first two years in office is best summarized by the comments of liberal Republican 

Assemblyman William Bagley. Bagley recalls that the “first two years of [Reagan’s] 

administration were an abomination,” that there was a “total lack of comprehension of the 

system” among Reagan and his staff because they thought “with their glands and they couldn’t 

conceive of working on programs. They just wanted to get rid of all of the programs.”82 While 

the administration wanted to simply cut or eliminate programs and services for the poor and 
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welfare recipients, as Phil Kerby of The Nation points out, on the same day in August 1967 that 

the cuts to Medi-Cal were announced, Reagan pursued another course of action that in his words 

“brought the philosophy of the Reagan regime into clear focus.” That is, Reagan signed a bill 

authorizing salaries of $20,000 a year for eight of his aides at a time when the median household 

income in the United States was only $7,200.83 

Throughout 1970, as focus turned to Reagan’s re-election bid that November, the 

administration began to make a more concerted effort to actually achieve some sort of Medi-Cal 

reform. The process that led to Medi-Cal reform is important not only for the resulting product, 

but because it also created the template for welfare reform, both to be achieved in 1971, 

following Reagan’s re-election and concluded in cooperation with the legislature’s Democrats. In 

the discussion of Medi-Cal reform we see the Reagan administration proposing the semi-

privatization of Medicaid and a number of controversial cost control measures. The rising tide of 

conservatism at the turn of the decade, aided in California by the backlash towards Medi-Cal and 

welfare recipients encouraged by Reagan, created a fertile environment for reform of the 

program. In the aftermath of Reagan’s 1970 re-election, an editorial in the Los Angeles Times 

called for an overhaul of the Medi-Cal program. They point out that the cuts and postponement 

of elective services used by the administration in its first term to control yearly costs did not 

solve problems but only pushed these costs into the future where they would likely be more 

expensive. Alternatively, the Times suggests that “although a majority of the medical profession 

undoubtedly favors the ‘fee-for-service’ concept, we suggest that as far as Medi-Cal is concerned 

greater attention should now be directed toward pre-paid per-capita medicine, under which a flat 
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monthly fee per patient is paid for all medical services.”84 This concept would be one 

wholeheartedly endorsed by the Reagan administration in the coming reform negotiations. 

In March 1971, the administration produced Meeting the Challenge: A Responsible 

Program for Welfare and Medi-Cal Reform. The proposed Medi-Cal reforms were justified by 

the familiar language of fairness used by Reagan when previously attacking the program. Medi-

Cal, according to the policy document, “does not meet California’s need for a properly-financed 

and controlled system of health care for the truly needy citizen.”85 Where Medi-Cal is concerned, 

the policy program attacks the “virtually unlimited scope of benefits” that “the working men and 

women of California have been forced to underwrite.”86 In reforming Medi-Cal, Reagan 

promised “to restore fairness and equity” to the program by proposing reforms that would “bring 

its benefits more closely into line with those which the average citizen taxpayer can afford.”87 To 

this end, Reagan’s proposals for Medi-Cal reform were centered around four components: 

creating uniform eligibility standards, redefining the basic schedule of covered health services, 

requiring a token co-payment by Medi-Cal recipients and conversion of the program to Pre-Paid 

Health Plans (PHPs). This reform package would be called the Medi-Cal Reform Plan (MRP). 

Reagan’s proposals regarding rewriting the eligibility standards for Medi-Cal have much 

to commend them. In the existing system, there was a clear distinction between Group One and 

Group Two beneficiaries. Recall the former are those receiving welfare cash grants from one of 

the state’s categorical aid programs and the latter are those medically indigent who were too well 

off to qualify for welfare but could not pay for their health care expenses. The benefits of Group 

One beneficiaries were more extensive, and as the court case regarding Medi-Cal reductions in 
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1967-1968 showed, Group Two beneficiaries could be used as a political football, making their 

security as beneficiaries in the program questionable. The MRP proposed to do away with this 

distinction, creating a uniform standard of eligibility for all recipients who once enrolled in the 

program, would receive the same scope of basic health benefits.88 Now, Medi-Cal would be 

available to three different groups on the same basis. Recipients of welfare, that included those 

receiving the state’s Old Age Security, Aid to the Blind, Aid to the Disabled programs and those 

in the joint State-Federal Aid to Families with Dependent Children program, would all remain on 

Medi-Cal. In early 1971, this group numbered 2.4 million recipients. The second group would be 

the “medically needy,” those who formerly received Group Two benefits. To qualify for Medi-

Cal coverage, they must exceed a spending threshold set by the Department of Health Care 

Services based on their household income. This group numbered 286,000 recipients. The third 

group would be those medically needy children and adults, between 0 and 64, who were not on 

welfare but required medical assistance. These people previously had to rely on county health 

programs, which varied county to county and received no state funding. Under MRP, the state 

would bring approximately 800,000 such medically indigent people into the Medi-Cal 

program.89 

 Under the MRP, all beneficiaries would be provided with a schedule of basic benefits but 

would be limited in their usage. The basic schedule of benefits would include a maximum of two 

outpatient physician visits a month, hospital inpatient services for up to 65 days a year (subject to 

authorization procedures), nursing home care for 365 days a year (subject to program control), 

outpatient laboratory and x-ray services as prescribed, medical transportation (subject to program 

control), home health care services (subject to program control), coverage of two prescriptions 
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per month and essential diagnostic and restorative dental care. Coverage for other services such 

as prosthetics, orthotics and hearing aids would be subject to program cost control.90 In addition 

to this basic schedule of benefits, county governments could opt-in to provide supplemental 

benefits for those patients whose needs exceeded the basic schedule. This would apply to 

inpatient and outpatient physician services, hospital care and prescriptions.91 Despite the 

discussion and language of fairness and equality pervading the MRP, the option of supplemental 

benefits for counties hints that the administration was not as concerned about equality between 

Medi-Cal recipients as creating “fairness” between middle-class Californians and Medi-Cal 

recipients, as those recipients living in wealthier, more urban counties could potentially have 

more coverage than those living in poorer rural counties. 

 The two most controversial components of the MRP were the proposal to have 

beneficiaries make a token copayment for services they received and for the conversion of Medi-

Cal to PHPs. The plan called for a copayment of one dollar ($6.37 in 2020), when using 

physician services, filling prescriptions or purchasing eyeglasses, and a payment of three dollars 

($19.12 in 2020) per day for inpatient hospital stays.92 This was justified on the grounds that it 

was an essential step to curb the “unnecessary overutilization” in the program and by contrasting 

the proposal to the Medicare program, which required seniors to pay a $5.30 monthly premium 

for benefits as well as the first $60 of a hospital bill during the first 60 days, and $15 thereafter. 

The MRP though, would have a cheaper hospital copay and no monthly premium.93 The plan 

acknowledged that current federal regulations and laws forbid the charging of even a token 
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91 Reagan, Meeting the Challenge: A Responsible Program for Welfare and Medi-Cal Reform, 124. 
92 Reagan, Meeting the Challenge: A Responsible Program for Welfare and Medi-Cal Reform, 25. 
93 Reagan, Meeting the Challenge: A Responsible Program for Welfare and Medi-Cal Reform, 124-26. 
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copay by Medicaid recipients, and pledged the administration would work with President Nixon 

and his Department of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW) to receive the necessary waivers 

“to assure a measure of responsibility” from recipients.94  

 Reagan’s MRP proposal sought to see Medi-Cal adopt PHPs as a service delivery 

mechanism, something tantamount to the semi-privatization of California’s Medi-Cal program. 

Careful wording in the proposal said that “as an option to the basic schedule of benefits and the 

supplemental schedule of benefits, the Medi-Cal Reform Plan proposed to “stimulate qualified 

prepaid health plans to accept eligible welfare recipients into these plans.”95 These would be 

plans provided by private insurance companies that provided a scope of benefits regulated by 

state law, but would be run for profit. One of the reasons Michael Katz has referred to the 

American welfare state as a “semi-welfare state” is precisely because of the utilization of private 

agents to accomplish public purposes, and in pushing PHPs, the Reagan administration was 

moving the Californian welfare state even further in this direction.96  

 The question of cost in relation to Reagan’s MRP is also interesting. If the purpose of 

MRP was to reform the Medi-Cal program to be more financially stable and predictable in the 

long run, some of the proposals may well have aided in that endeavour. However, the overall 

cost of the program would not decrease after its implementation. The program was designed to 

cost the state the same amount of money in the following year, while saving counties 13.7 

percent on their health expenditures. This was to be accomplished by shifting more of Medi-

Cal’s cost to the federal government. By rewriting sections of the state’s Medi-Cal law, the state 

could access more federal funds through 50-50 cost sharing agreements. It was predicted such an 
 

94 Reagan, Meeting the Challenge: A Responsible Program for Welfare and Medi-Cal Reform, 124-25. 
95 Emphasis in original. Reagan, Meeting the Challenge: A Responsible Program for Welfare and Medi-Cal Reform, 
127. 
96 Michael B. Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse: A Social History of Welfare in America, Tenth ed. (New York: 
BasicBooks, 1996), x. 
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arrangement would cost the federal government in excess of $200 million in the coming fiscal 

year.97 The irony of repeatedly attacking the largesse of Great Society social programs and the 

size of the federal government, as we saw last chapter, must have been lost on Reagan as his 

proposal sought a larger helping for California at Washington’s trough. 

 Reagan’s MRP passed the California legislature with only minor changes in the coming 

months. In June of 1971, the new Democratic Speaker of the Assembly Bob Moretti had written 

Reagan a letter proposing that they put aside their differences and work towards tackling the 

state’s largest problems. While many of Reagan’s aides were skeptical, including his outspoken 

welfare director Robert Carleson, others urged Reagan to cooperate because they suspected 

Moretti was genuine as he was trying to establish a record to run for governor in 1974.98 Reagan 

agreed to meet with Moretti and thus began a strange partnership that would lead to the passage 

of the Medi-Cal Reform Act and the Welfare Reform Act in 1971. Given the dearth of legislative 

success during Reagan’s first term and the failure of regulatory and executive action to keep 

program costs under control, one must ask how successful the Medi-Cal Reform Act was in 

actually reforming the state’s Medicaid program. 

 In evaluating the success of Medi-Cal reform, the performance of the new Pre-Paid 

Health Plans that it promoted is essential. The Reagan administration’s flirtation with PHPs dates 

to his first term, when documentation began to appear discussing the possibility of adopting 

PHPs en masse for the Medi-Cal program. A backgrounder on PHPs notes that Reagan, the 

Secretary of the Human Relations Agency and several other aides met with a group of doctors 

that previewed a plan that would see companies like Blue Shield contracted by the state to 

provide medical services to Medi-Cal recipients at a set annual fee. Apparently, “the Governor 

 
97 Reagan, Meeting the Challenge: A Responsible Program for Welfare and Medi-Cal Reform, 128. 
98 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 355-56. 
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was most receptive to this concept.”99 Despite the Republicans having unified control of the 

legislature and Governor’s mansion for a period during 1968-1969, the administration did not 

move ahead with any substantial reform. There were however a number of small-scale pilot 

projects during this period that investigated the feasibility of PHPs.100 Following the passage of 

the Medi-Cal Reform Act in October of 1971, the state was able to enter into large scale 

contracts with private insurers to provide plans for Medi-Cal recipients. State regulations 

required that a PHP, at minimum, must provide physician services, hospital outpatient services, 

lab and x-ray services, prescription drugs, inpatient hospital care and skilled nursing home care 

to beneficiaries.101 In 1972 the Waxman-Duffy Prepaid Health Plan Act was passed to enhance 

the Department of Health’s authority in monitoring PHP operation and also required each PHP to 

have a minimum of five primary care physicians and a full time primary care physician for every 

1,600 enrollees in the PHP. The Department also gained the authority to review plans on a 

regular basis to ensure compliance.102 

 By the beginning of 1973, California had signed 46 PHP contracts that had the capacity 

to offer services to almost 800,000 recipients, although actual enrollment was only 178,000 by 

mid-1973. By March 1974, enrollment capacity had increased to 865,000 with an actual 

enrollment of 226,669 Medi-Cal recipients.103 A concern of health care reformers even before 

the passage of Medi-Cal was the issue of mainstream health care accessibility for the needy. That 

is, allowing recipients to go to the same hospitals and doctors as the rest of the public in an 

 
99 Backgrounder - Medi-Cal/Proposed Prepaid Program, folder “Issue Papers - Medi-Cal,” Reagan, Ronald: 
Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P30, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
100 "Medi-Cal Chief Discusses Program," California Journal, July, 1970; Department of Health, Annual report to the 
Governor and Legislature on Prepaid Health Plans (PHPs), 1974, folder “Health - Department of Health - Pre-Paid 
Health Plans,” Governor’s Office, 1967-1975: Files, Box GO134, 1, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
101 Health, Annual report to the Governor and Legislature on Prepaid Health Plans (PHPs): 2. 
102 Health, Annual report to the Governor and Legislature on Prepaid Health Plans (PHPs): 4. 
103 Health, Annual report to the Governor and Legislature on Prepaid Health Plans (PHPs): 2-3. 
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attempt to limit or eliminate the stigma attached to health care programs provided exclusively to 

the poor. While utilizing private insurers to provide services, PHPs were required to prevent such 

segregation of medical care by enrolling non-Medi-Cal beneficiaries in the program as well by 

providing packages to the general public. The Waxman-Duffy Act dictated that a PHP, by its 

third year of operation, must not have more than 50 percent of its enrollees be Medi-Cal 

recipients. Gradually, non-welfare citizens were brought into these plans and by July 1973, 25.1 

percent of PHP subscribers were private enrollees, with this number growing to 30.6 percent by 

March 1974.104 

 Of course, one of the strongest motivating factors in adopting PHPs was to lower Medi-

Cal costs for the state. One way in which PHPs would do this it was reasoned, was that as a 

product of private enterprise, insurance companies would seek to maximize their profits by 

emphasizing preventative care in an effort to keep costs down. Since PHPs were paid a fixed 

amount per enrollee, the less each enrollee used their coverage, the more profit insurers would 

make. By one measure, PHPs did achieve cheaper care for their recipients. As of September 

1973, the average cost per beneficiary enrolled in a PHP was $27.27 per month, while those 

enrolled in fee-for-service Medi-Cal cost an average of $48.59 per month.105 On this count, PHPs 

appeared to be a good investment for the state. As Medi-Cal enrollees could voluntarily enter 

PHPs and leave if they wished to return to fee-for-service Medi-Cal, retention rates are another 

measure that could evaluate the efficacy of PHPs. The Department of Health reported that 

voluntary monthly disenrollment decreased steadily between May 1973 and March 1974, falling 

from 3.56 percent to only 1.2 percent.106 The Department of Health also pointed to a decrease in 

 
104 Health, Annual report to the Governor and Legislature on Prepaid Health Plans (PHPs): 6. 
105 Jerry W. Green, The Success of Medi-Cal Reform Plan (MRP), 1974, folder “Health - Medi-Cal Reform Plan 
(MRP) (9D3),” Governor’s Office, 1967-1975: Files, Box GO21, 9, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
106 Health, Annual report to the Governor and Legislature on Prepaid Health Plans (PHPs): 8. 
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complaints received about the program over a similar period, despite increasing enrollment, as a 

measure of satisfaction with PHPs by enrollees.107 These two aspects of the program, lower cost 

per enrollee and increasing enrollee satisfaction, obscure a much more complex series of effects 

resulting from the increasing utilization of PHPs. 

 While California was rushing headlong towards PHPs, the Los Angeles Times found that 

California taxpayers were actually paying $150 to $300 million more for Medi-Cal patients on 

PHPs than they would if they had remained in traditional fee-for-service Medi-Cal.108 

Furthermore, they pointed to a federal report that found that prepaid recipients were dropping out 

of plans at a sizable rate of 34 percent a year in early 1973, a much higher rate than the 

California Department of Health’s figures. When the Times asked California officials for 

comment, they did not deny the figure but instead admitted they were unable to explain it.109 The 

Times also reported that the Los Angeles Medical Association found that a PHP doctor’s office 

was closed at night despite being required to remain open 24 hours a day and that a seriously ill 

child was denied service at a pre-paid clinic because the pediatrician required by state law was 

not available. The Times concluded that prepaid contractors seemed to cut corners and became 

inefficient over time, and that while “prepaid health care is an attractive idea…it will not work 

unless some guidelines…are carefully spelled out – and then rigorously enforced.”110 

 The New York Times also ran a report in 1974 detailing some financial irregularities 

uncovered by the California Auditor General regarding PHPs. The Auditor General’s report 

found that of the $56.5 million the Department of Health paid to 15 surveyed prepaid 

contractors, only an estimated $27.1 million was actually spent on health care services. The 

 
107 Health, Annual report to the Governor and Legislature on Prepaid Health Plans (PHPs): 9-10. 
108 "The Quality of Prepaid Health Care," Los Angeles Times, January 29 1973. 
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remaining balance, 52 percent, went either to administrative costs or profits.111 This was likely 

why even though the cost per enrollee was lower in PHPs, the state was actually paying more in 

total for those enrolled in PHPs. Furthermore, allegations continued to surface that the insurance 

companies operating PHPs had been engaged in aggressive and fraudulent solicitation of the 

poor to enroll in their plans, that inadequate medical treatment had been given and there had 

been influence peddling by some legislators to gain contracts for plans in which they themselves 

had a financial interest.112 Data from the Department of Health also supported the contention that 

PHPs may have either not been providing quality care or meeting the needs of their patients. In a 

satisfaction survey of PHP enrollees and traditional fee-for-service Medi-Cal recipients, it was 

discovered that only 76 percent of PHP enrollees were pleased with the care they received versus 

89 percent of traditional Medi-Cal recipients. Wait times were also significantly longer for PHP 

patients, with 33.5 percent waiting 60 minutes or more to see a primary care doctor while only 

23.6 percent of traditional Medi-Cal recipients had to wait that long. Likewise, only 84.7 percent 

of PHP enrollees said they received the care they went to the doctor for, while 94 percent of 

traditional Medi-Cal patients said the same.113 

 With the cost of PHPs compared to traditional fee-for-service Medi-Cal, patient 

satisfaction and quality of medical care in doubt, the value of PHPs was in question by the end of 

the Reagan administration. When evaluating the legacy left by the Reagan administration on 

welfare policy in California and the rest of the nation, the early adoption of prepaid health plans 

is one wanting in the existing literature. California still operates prepaid health plans today and 

has actually expanded the program in the decades since as part of a broader push towards 

 
111 "Prepaid California Health Plans Criticized on Care and Profits," New York Times, May 5 1974. 
112 Ibid. 
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“Managed Care Organizations.”114 Furthermore, prepaid health plans are still being utilized in 

providing Medicaid services elsewhere, as seen by North Carolina’s recent announcement of 

transitioning to a prepaid contract system for Medicaid provision.115 Furthermore, after 

observing their implementation in California, President Nixon took the concept of prepaid health 

plans national when he signed legislation in 1973 that was designed to demonstrate the feasibility 

of PHPs in the coming five years.116 Some of the other reforms contained in the Medi-Cal 

Reform Act are also worth evaluating.  

When the MRP was passed in 1971, it called on HEW to give California a waiver to 

introduce a small token copay in an effort to control program utilization. HEW granted 

California a limited waiver that allowed 30 percent of all beneficiaries, those from the medically 

needy category, to make copayments from January 1, 1972 to June 30, 1973.117 In an internal 

report on the successes of Medi-Cal reform released during the final year of Reagan’s time in 

office, it was found that the program had been a success. In addition to the copayment provision 

that received a waiver, the other cost control measures in the plan such as requiring prior 

authorization for a number of services, were found to save an average of $4.23 million a month 

at the cost of only $159,000 in administrative expenses.118 Following Medi-Cal reform, in line 

with the administration’s goals, recipients were limited in the amount of services they could 

receive per month. Unlike the previous system, where recipients would show their Medi-Cal card 

in exchange for service, Medi-Cal recipients were now mailed Medi-Cal Identification Cards that 

 
114 "Managed Care in California," accessed February 5, 2020, https://www.medicaid.gov/medicaid-chip-program-
information/by-topics/delivery-systems/managed-care/downloads/california-mcp.pdf. 
115 "DHHS Announces Prepaid Health Plan Contracts for Medicaid Managed Care," updated February 4, 2019, 
accessed February 5, 2020, https://www.ncdhhs.gov/news/press-releases/dhhs-announces-prepaid-health-plan-
contracts-medicaid-managed-care. 
116 Green, The Success of Medi-Cal Reform Plan (MRP): 14. 
117 Green, The Success of Medi-Cal Reform Plan (MRP): 18. 
118 Green, The Success of Medi-Cal Reform Plan (MRP): 11. 
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had 10 peel off labels on them. These new cards were reported by the administration as having 

lowered monthly Medi-Cal payments by as much as 10 percent.119 

When Ronald Reagan assumed the office of Governor of California on January 2, 1967, 

he faced a litany of issues, not least the state’s mental health care system and the newly minted 

Medi-Cal program. In both cases, the new administration often began by fumbling their way 

through these files and trying to learn their complexities through trial and error efforts on the job. 

As Lyn Nofziger, Reagan’s Communications Director said reflecting on the early years of the 

Reagan Governorship, “we were not only amateurs, we were novice amateurs.”120 This 

characterization is clearly visible on these two difficult files. Despite setbacks, the Reagan 

administration was able to achieve some important, even progressive, health policy 

improvements during its eight years in office. In the field of mental health, the administration’s 

effort to transfer mental health patients from the asylums of old, where patients were warehoused 

in subpar conditions to community treatment programs, was more than admirable. However, the 

effect of releasing thousands of mentally ill people without an adequate support network may 

have contributed to the rising epidemic of homelessness in the 1980s. While the causes of 

homeless are numerous and part of a broad constellation of structural and personal factors as 

well as public policy, studies have shown that a disproportionate share of the homeless suffer 

from mental illness.121 

While positive social policy outcomes such as shifting to community care for the 

mentally ill and bringing more people into the Medi-Cal program were overshadowed by a litany 

of mistakes and missteps, these policy goals represent an important break with the conservatism 
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of the New Right of the late 1970s and the 1980s. The investments made in California’s mental 

health care system, by millions of dollars each year from 1968 onwards, and expanding Medicaid 

coverage sound more like proposals that would come from a Democrat during these decades, not 

from Ronald Reagan. However, we also see the kernels of what would more broadly be 

considered mainstream conservatism as exemplified by Reagan in the 1980s. The divide between 

the “truly needy,” a favourite phrase of Reagan’s, and those believed to be cheats and 

undeserving came to the fore in these discussions. We also see these continuities in the semi-

privatization of Medi-Cal and in Reagan’s attempt to build resentment among the public towards 

Medi-Cal, by comparing the unlimited and expansive coverage offered by the program to the 

private insurance of the average working man and his family. It is here that we see the 

importance of studying New Right state government’s social policy. In the 1960s and early 

1970s we see a New Right that was still learning how to govern and was more malleable and 

flexible in its ideological approach to policy development. After years of railing against 

government, those like Reagan now had to come to grips with holding the reins of power. It is 

this stage in the development of the New Right that is missing from the existing historiography, 

with its focus on national politics, which overlooks these growing pains in state office and how 

these lessons would come to influence the national political scene in the coming years. 
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Chapter 4 

A Conservative Path to Welfare Reform: Reagan’s Challenge to Nixon 

Writing in the final months of Ronald Reagan’s Governorship, Los Angeles Times 

columnist William Endicott reflected on the self-styled citizen politician’s efforts to reform 

welfare during his time in office. After outlining early reform efforts and what mostly amounted 

to failure, Endicott concluded that “it took him five years and into his second term, but Gov. 

Reagan corralled California’s behemoth welfare system – and that probably will be recorded as 

his greatest achievement.”1 The details of how Reagan went from political newcomer to slayer of 

the welfare monster over the span of eight years is the focus of this chapter. Not only did Reagan 

gain a record of tackling the state’s rolls among the public, but he did so in a way that was an 

explicit challenge to alternative reform proposals, particularly President Nixon’s Family 

Assistance Plan (FAP). Reagan’s reform efforts were all encompassing in his attempt to bring 

welfare under control but his primary focus was the state’s AFDC program. Unlike most 

literature that discusses AFDC as a monolithic program, this thesis will discuss both of 

California’s AFDC programs. The primary program was AFDC-FG, the “family group” portion 

of the program. This was the largest of California’s public assistance programs and largely 

consisted of single parent households, usually headed by a mother. Years before Reagan came to 

power, California had opted into the optional “Unemployed Parent” AFDC program, known as 

AFDC-U. This program extended AFDC to intact, male headed households who were out of 

 
1 William Endicott, "Welfare Reform - a Promise is Kept," Los Angeles Times, September 29 1974. 



 

86 

 

work. Unlike AFDC-FG, whose caseload was more stable in the face of economic conditions, 

the AFDC-U caseload fluctuated with economic indicators.  

In addition to its AFDC programs, California also had a number of adult aid programs, 

including Old Age Security (OAS), which provided a state supplement to Social Security 

payments, and Aid to the Blind (ATB) and Aid to the Disabled (ATD), which provided for those 

adults whose self-sufficiency was in question due to physical disability. These welfare programs, 

and Reagan’s efforts to reform them in the face of alternative federal reform efforts, such as FAP 

or later the federalization of adult aid programs by the Nixon administration in 1973, would 

come to define Reagan’s approach to reforming welfare. The record he developed on welfare 

reform as Governor would come to serve as an important part of Reagan’s own political future, 

and as self-congratulatory documents such as Welfare Reform in California: Showing the Way 

would highlight, allowed for the creation of an avowedly conservative welfare reform option that 

was in clear opposition to the proposals of Democrats and Nixon’s more liberal reform 

approach.2  

 While Reagan’s reform efforts were largely unsuccessful during his first term, this period 

is worthy of brief study as many of the principles that would come to inform later successful 

efforts during his second term are present here. In a message to the legislature on welfare shortly 

after taking office in January 1967, Reagan communicated four overarching goals that would 

inform his efforts to reform welfare. These were to provide jobs to recipients wherever possible, 

assure adequate aid for the truly deserving, cut administrative costs and to return as much control 

of welfare programs to California’s 58 counties as possible.3 While a Democrat still occupied the 

White House in 1967 and 1968, the federal government and President Johnson’s War on Poverty 
 

2 Department of Social Welfare, Welfare Reform in California: Showing the Way (State of California, December, 
1972). 
3 "Gov. Reagan and Welfare Reform," Los Angeles Times, January 26 1967. 
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made for a convenient target in deflecting blame and anger for a growing welfare caseload. 

When commenting on the $288 million Californian taxpayers had thus far paid into the War on 

Poverty, Reagan said that he was in “combat” with Washington over these costs to the taxpayer 

and there was “no evidence of any basic change in our state’s poverty picture” as a result of these 

liberal welfare programs.4 While Reagan’s rhetoric of combat may have been hyperbolic, Reagan 

was right in recognizing the magnitude of welfare increases, especially over the previous decade. 

California spent less than $90 million on AFDC in 1956-57, but more than $400 million by 

1966-67, an increase of 350 percent. California’s second largest welfare program, OAS, only 

increased 47 percent during this same period.5 With such a disparity between the growth of the 

state’s two largest aid programs, and the former’s recipients being considered unworthy and the 

latter’s worthy in the eyes of the public, Reagan tasted political blood.  

 While the welfare rolls continued to rise after Reagan’s first year in office, his 

administration attempted to claim victory because “for the first time in 15 years, the 

Administration successfully checked the historic legislative pattern of extending and liberalizing 

welfare benefits at each session.”6 While this change was not encapsulated in a piece of 

legislation, executive order or departmental regulation, it nonetheless pointed to an important 

shift in the governing philosophy of the state. Aided by the Reagan administration’s belief that 

welfare under the “New Deal-Fair Deal-New Frontier-Great Society, [had] been a monstrous 

failure, condemning families up to a third generation to life on the dole, spawning hopelessness 

and advancing the concept that government owes everyone an equal living instead of an equal 

chance,” Reagan moved to revise the underpinning philosophy of California’s approach to 

 
4 "Reagan Derides Drive on Poverty," New York Times, September 24 1967. 
5 Spencer Williams, Welfare, Problems and Progress, April 29 1968, folder “Issues - Welfare Reportition (1 of 2),” 
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categorical aid programs and their recipients.7 By blurring the distinctions between Democratic 

reform efforts spanning three and a half decades and treating them as one continuous program, 

Reagan was attacking the very foundation of modern public assistance programs in the United 

States.  

The war on welfare and the rise of antiwelfare politics is generally believed to have 

begun in earnest in the wake of the 1973 Oil Crisis as the oil embargo “neatly sliced the 

underpinning assumptions of permanent abundance” out from underneath the American public.8 

As the 1970s and 1980s wore on and the public was forced to tighten their belts, welfare 

recipients came under increasing scrutiny. While there were outbursts of antiwelfare hysteria in 

the 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s, war and postwar prosperity for the mainstream of American 

society diverted their attention away from poverty.9 The myths that underlie antiwelfarism that 

center largely around the single welfare mother are based on the belief that there is an 

incompatibility between dependency and the ability to make sound moral choices.10 Believing 

that welfare recipients are morally inferior serves another, even more sinister purpose. When you 

demonize the welfare recipient, you validate the beliefs and attitudes of the broader public that 

they are the ones playing by the rules of society. It could be said then that “welfare rhetoric and 

policy are less concerned with reforming the recipients than with reinforcing majoritarian 

feelings of moral superiority.”11 This separation between the social mainstream and the welfare 

recipient inevitably leads to the rise of categorizations like the “underclass” and publications like 

 
7 Ronald Reagan, "How ‘Creative Society’ Works in California," Human Events, July 6, 1968. 
8 Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse: A Social History of Welfare in America, 287. 
9 Sar A. Levitan et al., Programs in Aid of the Poor, Eight ed. (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2003), 29; 
Reese, Backlash Against Welfare Mothers: Past and Present. 
10 Rickie Solinger, "Dependency and Choice: The Two Faces of Eve," in Whose Welfare?, ed. Gwendolyn Mink 
(Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1999), 11. 
11 Handler and Hasenfeld, Blame Welfare, Ignore Poverty and Inequality, 4. 
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Charles Murray’s Losing Ground that blames the poor for their own condition and advocates the 

dismantling of the welfare state.12 

Ronald Reagan’s governorship shows that antiwelfare politics was on the march prior to 

1973 and that many of the underlying myths of welfare dependency that would come to 

dominate public discourse in the latter decades of the twentieth century were already a central 

part of Reagan’s philosophy and politics as early as the mid-1960s. Michael Matini has argued 

that Reagan’s reforms show that, contrary to the existing historiography, he did indeed care 

about impoverished families and sought nothing more than to restore “public assistance to its 

rudimentary [New Deal] intent of providing provisional help to the less fortunate.”13 However, it 

is important to note that there has been an important historiographical reinterpretation of the New 

Deal’s legacy. While the New Deal included many new public assistance programs that were 

born out of necessity in the depths of the Great Depression, the New Deal was defined by its 

racial inequality as many African Americans were excluded from its programs.14 The Great 

Society and the War on Poverty were efforts to correct this inequality by focusing their programs 

on African Americans, and Reagan’s attack on the programs of the 1960s highlights the 

important racial undertones of his political philosophy. Much like we saw in Chapter 2, 

understandings of race were at the core of some of Reagan’s welfare rhetoric during his 1966 

election campaign.  

At a presentation given to Reagan and his cabinet by John Montgomery, the Director of 

Social Welfare, in July 1969 on the status of the administration’s welfare reform efforts, these 

racial undertones became even clearer. Montgomery, summarizing the Governor’s welfare goals 
 

12 Charles Murray, Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950-1980 (New York: BasicBooks, 2015). 
13 Michael Matini, "Reagan’s Crusade in California: Welfare Reform and Public Assistance Parity" (Master of Arts 
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as expressed through his statements, speeches and legislative attempts thus far, concluded that 

Reagan was determined to bring costs under control “while at the same time assuring adequate 

aid and service to the truly needy.”15 This phrase, the “truly needy,” is elaborated on soon after 

by Montgomery who says Reagan would like to see “substantive changes” to the way welfare 

programs categorized recipients. Specifically, that administrators should divide recipients into 

two distinct groups. The first group is defined by what Montgomery calls the need for “Life 

Protection,” those who are permanently dependent based on age or disability. The second group 

is defined by the need for “Life Preparation,” which would place a particular emphasis on 

children “who are future producers and those present adults who are potentially self-sufficient.”16 

While the labels used to define these groups would be refined in subsequent years, this clear 

distinction between the worthy and unworthy was at the core of the administration’s reform 

efforts. In this respect, Matini was correct that Reagan embraced the core distinction at the heart 

of the New Deal, and indeed all welfare policy dating back to the Elizabethan Poor Laws.  

However, when Montgomery brings the cabinet’s attention to organizations that could 

inhibit their reform attempts, such as Welfare Rights Organizations, and the “powerful forces at 

work in our society as evidenced by campus militancy, increasing urban crisis, [and] the current 

social ferment,” it is evident that race is looming large in their understanding of welfare.17 As 

Professor Eileen Boris reminds us, Welfare Rights Organizations “became a movement of poor, 

single, mostly Black mothers on AFDC, who demanded dignity and income rather than jobs.”18 

To the Reagan administration then, nothing was more threatening to their traditional 

 
15 Outline Summary of Presentation to Cabinet by John C. Montgomery, Director of Social Welfare, July 28 1969, 
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understanding of the purpose of welfare than the organized poor engaged in direct action, 

especially when those groups were headed by African American women and calling for the right 

to adequate public income supports.  

The early years of the Reagan administration saw a number of other important themes 

come to the fore that revealed their philosophy of welfare. There was a growing emphasis on 

employment for all able welfare recipients, an effort to offer “a hand up instead of a handout.”19 

Attempting to bring private business and those with private sector experience into government, 

Reagan initially promoted the efforts of H.C. McClellan, discussed in Chapter 2, to bring a new 

jobs program to the state. Reagan appointed McClellan to expand a program that was patterned 

after the successful employment program he founded in Watts following the riots of 1965. 

Reagan claimed that the retired industrialist and former President of the Los Angeles Chamber of 

Commerce was able to enlist the aid of thousands of California industries to participate in the 

program and that it would be entirely funded by these private sector actors.20 Soon after the 

summer of 1968, all mention of McClellan and his program ceased from both Reagan and other 

officials. It is likely that the program never materialized as Reagan later admitted that McClellan 

“refuses to play the numbers game as to how many jobs have been filled” in his employment 

drive.21 While McClellan’s jobs program might have been abandoned, work programs would 

remain a central part of Reagan’s reform efforts. 

While encouraging welfare recipients to work, Reagan took issue with the existing 

incentives for recipients to engage in work. Reagan was particularly upset with the Thirty and a 

Third rule implemented in 1967 by President Johnson and Congress. The Thirty and Third rule 

was designed to provide AFDC recipients an incentive to work by exempting the first $30 they 
 

19 Williams, Welfare, Problems and Progress: 4. 
20 Williams, Welfare, Problems and Progress: 5; Reagan, "How ‘Creative Society’ Works in California." 
21 Reagan, "How ‘Creative Society’ Works in California." 
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earned in paid employment from affecting their welfare grants and to exempt one third of 

subsequent earnings in grant calculations. While an incentive to work would seem to be 

something strongly supported by Reagan, he took issue with the inequality it introduced into the 

welfare system. A letter from the Director of Social Welfare to a member of the California 

assembly made the administration’s position on the policy clear, saying that the Thirty and a 

Third rule “has increased costs considerably and moreover it has increased the differential in 

income levels between employed recipients and recipients who are not employed.”22 As we saw 

with concern over “fairness” in the previous chapter, Reagan’s conception of fairness was one 

defined by the relationship between the taxpayer and welfare recipient more so than between 

recipients. The Thirty and a Third rule allowed those with sufficient incomes that might 

otherwise have made them ineligible to stay on welfare and this was something Reagan could not 

abide by. As such, the administration’s proposals focused on forcing recipients to work for their 

grants, guised in the language of responsibility, otherwise they would face tougher sanctions.23 

Enforcing work requirements would come to be a core component of the 1971 reform legislation. 

The administration’s approach to welfare recipients and work is better characterized not 

by their attempts to encourage recipients to work while still remaining on welfare, but the 

creation of programs that sought to swiftly extricate recipients from the rolls and move them into 

permanent employment in the private sector. During his time as Governor, Reagan oversaw a 

dizzying number of reorganizations of the structure of state government, including the 

departments responsible for welfare services. While many of these are not worth mentioning, one 

that signaled the administration’s commitment to removing those from the welfare rolls by 

means of placing them in private sector jobs is evident with the opening in late 1969 of the new 
 

22 John C. Montgomery, Letter to Assemblyman Willie L. Brown Jr., March 17 1969, folder “Legislative Bills 
1969,” Health and Welfare Agency: Files, 1966-1974, Box H60, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
23 Outline Summary of Presentation to Cabinet by John C. Montgomery, Director of Social Welfare: 6. 
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Department of Human Resources Development and the creation of a Job Training and Placement 

Council. The new department was designed to help “the disadvantaged off their knees and on to 

their feet” through making “jobs, not welfare, the accepted way of life for the less fortunate 

citizens of this state.”24 Spencer Williams, who would oversee the new department as part of the 

Human Relations Agency, went even further proclaiming that “no other state in our country has 

yet dared to develop an attack on the ills of poverty, unemployment and burgeoning welfare rolls 

as is being prepared by this new department.”25 With a similar purpose, the Job Training and 

Placement Council was created by executive order to cut through the existing red tape to make 

training and placement in jobs easier and more efficient. This council was created because 

Reagan believed that the “hardcore unemployed and the disadvantaged wanted a helping hand – 

not a handout.”26 To Reagan and his team, the number of people on welfare who actually 

required government subsistence was small, and the answer was not work incentives like the 

Thirty and a Third rule, but to move as many recipients as possible into private sector 

employment. 

On the issue of costs, Reagan’s first term in office saw a number of attempts to decrease 

the cost of welfare in California. Recall the arbitrary ten percent cut initially called for across all 

departmental budgets in Reagan’s first budget as governor. Given the small amount of 

discretionary funding in the field of welfare programs as a result of federal requirements to 

receive matching funds, cost cutting efforts in the department centered heavily on administrative 

expenses. As Secretary of the Human Relations Agency Spencer Williams gleefully reported, the 

 
24 Office of the Governor, Release #591, October 28 1969, folder “Issues - Welfare (1 of 3),” Reagan, Ronald: 
Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P32, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, Sacramento, California. 
25 Williams, Statement by Spencer Williams, Secretary, Human Relations Agency to Senate Business and 
Professions Committee. 
26 Office of the Governor, Release #590, October 28 1969, folder “Issues - Welfare (1 of 3),” Reagan, Ronald: 
Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P32, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, Sacramento, California. 
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agency had been able to cut expenses by 13 percent from original budget requests and that efforts 

were underway to further streamline administration of the state’s welfare programs.27 Other 

proposals to reign in program costs ranged from the punitive to the unrealistic. In the vein of the 

former, a favourite reform principle of Reagan was responsibility. This included proposals to 

place liens on the estates of aged and disabled adult aid recipients in an attempt to compensate 

the state for payments rendered, to exclude disabled Californians from state disability programs 

if their parents had sufficient income to support them and to implement increased financial 

responsibility for stepfathers living with a family receiving welfare.28 The last of these, part of 

the flood of so called “man in the house” provisions many states implemented in the post-war 

years, was complicated by a court decision striking down such provisions as illegal because the 

extent of financial contributions the man made to the family could not be easily discerned.29 This 

decision complicated attempts to decrease welfare expenditures for the Reagan administration as 

a number of families whose grants had been decreased because of such income would now need 

to be increased to comply with the court’s ruling. 

Similarly, a court ruling striking down residency requirements for welfare recipients 

further complicated the state’s efforts to control costs. California had a one-year residency 

requirement prior to claiming aid until a 1969 court ruling, but this provision was ruled to 

infringe on the recipient’s freedom of movement.30 According to Spencer Williams, this decision 

would encourage “backward states” to lower their already inadequate aid payments in hopes that 

 
27 Williams, Welfare, Problems and Progress: 3. 
28 Williams, Welfare, Problems and Progress: 7; Department of Social Welfare, Memorandum - Preliminary 
Information on U.S. Supreme Court Decisions — Percy v. Montgomery; Lewis v. Stark, April 21 1970, folder 
“Issues - Welfare (1 of 3),” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P32, Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library. 
29 Welfare, Memorandum - Preliminary Information on U.S. Supreme Court Decisions — Percy v. Montgomery; 
Lewis v. Stark. 
30 Human Relations Agency, Release, April 21 1969, folder “Issues - Welfare Reportition (2 of 2),” Reagan, Ronald: 
Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P32, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
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their poor would move to states such as California. In effect, he expressed concern that the court 

was encouraging “recipients to shop for the best deal.” Williams estimated that this would 

increase the growth of rolls by 3,000 to 4,000 persons per month, with an additional cost of $35 

million per year.31  

Court decisions such as these would further liberalize welfare eligibility laws and 

subsequently increase costs for the state, which in turn frustrated Reagan’s attempts to move the 

state to a system of closed-end welfare appropriations. Welfare in California operated under a 

system of open-ended appropriations because despite the best models and estimates of yearly 

expenses, costs could fluctuate significantly throughout the year and necessitate increased 

funding in times of unanticipated need. In his January 1969 State of the State message to the 

legislature, Reagan called for the adoption of some of these aforementioned proposals, including 

eliminating administrative red tape, recovering money from welfare recipients’ estates and the 

adoption of a closed-end appropriation for welfare.32 While a closed-end appropriation would 

allow the legislature to approve a specific amount for welfare programs each fiscal year and 

increase pressure on the Human Relations Agency to keep spending within that yearly budget, as 

the Los Angeles Times pointed out, should a situation arise where additional monies were 

required, the proposal would include calling special sessions of the legislature to approve more 

funds and “prove extremely cumbersome” on the legislative process.33 Such an attempt at fiscal 

prudence could therefore result in regular legislative bickering. Despite Reagan’s zeal for closed 

end welfare appropriations, this proposal never made it past Democrats. 

Another important theme in the Reagan administration’s approach to welfare in its first 

term was a growing emphasis on welfare fraud and using isolated fraud examples as rhetorical 
 

31 Agency, Release. 
32 "The State of the State," Los Angeles Times, January 10 1969. 
33 Ibid. 
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tools to further stir public resentment towards recipients. While concern over welfare fraud was 

nothing new, it became something that Reagan increasingly focused on as he spent more time in 

the governor’s chair. Fraud is also a vague category of offence where welfare is concerned, 

ranging from those who lie about income and assets when initially applying to purposefully 

withholding information that could affect their continuing eligibility once already a recipient. 

Another form of activity that the Reagan administration typically treated as fraudulent activity 

were those engaged in so called “legal abuses of welfare programs.”34 The former, more 

traditional type of fraud was investigated in a number of studies during the period of 1967-1974. 

The first study occurred in the summer of 1968, when the State Social Welfare Board convened a 

number of hearings across the state and gathered testimony from recipient organizations, county 

welfare departments, district attorney’s offices, social workers and public legal foundations. 

Hearings are clearly not the most efficient use of time in investigating fraud of this sort, 

something the Board themselves recognized.35  

These inefficiencies notwithstanding, the Board’s report found that the two most common 

forms of fraud were unreported income and changes in family composition, with other common 

issues related to reconciliation with or concealment of a husband and children living outside the 

home.36 Despite taking a broad approach to their investigation and gathering testimony on all of 

the aid programs available in the state, the Board came to the conclusion that welfare fraud had 

become something viewed as “almost universally…being synonymous with the program of Aid 

to Families with Dependent Children,” and that efforts to crack down on fraud were more 

 
34 Outline Summary of Presentation to Cabinet by John C. Montgomery, Director of Social Welfare: 8. 
35 Department of Social Welfare, State Social Welfare Board Report on Welfare Fraud, July 1968, folder “[Welfare] 
- State Social Welfare Board - Report on Welfare Fraud, July 1968,” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-
74: Press Unit, Box P39, 10, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
36 Ibid.  
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prevalent in AFDC than adult aid programs.37 This was not only the result of differences in 

public perception of the undeserving and deserving, but was a legal distinction that had been 

embedded in the State Welfare and Institutions Code, the collection of laws governing welfare in 

the state. The Code dictated that AFDC recipients found to be engaged in fraud were guilty of a 

misdemeanor offense, while the Code allowed those on OAS, ATB and ATD the option of 

returning ill-gotten funds to the state prior to criminal action.38  

As noted previously, AFDC was a program comprised of recipients who were 

increasingly viewed as undeserving because of their race or marital status. Therefore, this 

distinction between how fraud was dealt with between AFDC recipients on one hand and adult 

aid recipients on the other, is an example of what Sociologist Herbert Gans has referred to as the 

“ideology of undeservingness.” This ideology is sustained by a belief that the poor, who do not 

behave according to the rules of mainstream society are undeserving, that women among the 

undeserving are unhealthy and immoral for their tendency for having too many children at a 

young age, and by a belief that if the poor are not altering their values and practices willingly, 

than they must be forced to do so.39 This last point is particularly salient in explaining the 

different treatment afforded AFDC recipients and recipients of adult aid programs. 

A more detailed, rigorous study of fraud in California’s welfare system occurred in 

January 1970 when the Department of Social Welfare delved into examining existing casefile 

documentation to reveal examples of fraud. While the 1968 report was tasked with investigating 

all welfare programs, the 1970 report was only concerned with AFDC fraud. The Department’s 

headline findings were that a total of 15.75 percent of sample cases studied contained fraud and 

 
37 Welfare, State Social Welfare Board Report on Welfare Fraud: 16. 
38 Welfare, State Social Welfare Board Report on Welfare Fraud: 16-17. 
39 Herbert J. Gans, The War Against The Poor: The The Underclass and Antipoverty Policy (New York: 
BasicBooks, 1995), 6-7. 
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that a total of 10 percent of all AFDC funds paid in June 1969 were determined to be associated 

with fraud.40 Of those cases that contained fraud, like the 1968 report, the two most common 

forms of fraud were unreported income and presence of an unreported man assuming the role of 

a spouse, which comprised 8.74 percent and 4.21 percent of the discovered cases of fraud 

respectively.41 The report summarized their findings as indicating a “serious problem” in the 

state’s welfare system and placed blame primarily on the recipient and the welfare caseworker.42 

Where the recipient was concerned, the report included recommendations that would see 

increased surveillance of recipient spending, more detailed reporting of income and an increase 

in the legal penalties for recipients engaged in fraud over $200 to the level of a felony.43 The 

report was even more harsh on the “recipient-oriented caseworker” who did not “realize that 

welfare cheating is a morally degrading act.”44 Professional social workers made for a convenient 

scapegoat. As journalist Lloyd Boles wrote in the Oakland Tribune, in one of a serious of articles 

“exposing” welfare fraud: 

Many of them [social workers] are total advocates for their clients 
and run their caseloads like their own personal fiefdoms, adopting 
their own rules of procedure, sometimes at greater expense to the 
taxpayers…some of the new social workers coming out of the 
various schools of social welfare in the past six years are an odd 
breed of cat. They’re really the New left, imbued with a peculiar 
philosophy which says, ‘Damn the Establishment, Damn the 
taxpayers…Forward with the new social revolution.’45 

 
40 The Fraud Review Panel of the Department of Social Welfare, The Recipient Fraud Incidence Study, Part I: Study 
and Findings, January 1970, folder “[Welfare] - The Recipient Fraud Incidence Study, January 1970,” Reagan, 
Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P39, 2, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
41 Welfare, The Recipient Fraud Incidence Study, Part I: Study and Findings: 16. 
42 The Fraud Review Panel of the Department of Social Welfare, The Recipient Fraud Incidence Study, Part II: 
Recommendations, January 1970, folder “[Welfare] - The Recipient Fraud Incidence Study, January 1970,” Reagan, 
Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press Unit, Box P39, 2, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
43 Welfare, The Recipient Fraud Incidence Study, Part II: Recommendations: 2-6. 
44 Welfare, The Recipient Fraud Incidence Study, Part II: Recommendations: 1, 6. 
45 Lloyd Boles, "Staggering Cost of Welfare," Oakland Tribune, September 30 1970. 
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In equating social workers with the popular conception of the New Left as campus radicals, 

militants and as another enemy of the taxpayer, Boles was attacking one of the last vestiges of 

advocacy for the poor operating within the state. That the origin of the professional social worker 

lay with Progressive Era reformers decades earlier and that social workers had always been 

informed by their activist roots, clearly escaped or did not interest Boles.46  

 These themes coalesced in late 1970 in the form of the Welfare Reform Act of 1970, 

better known as Assembly Bill 1360, or AB 1360. This administration sponsored legislation for 

the first time attempted to propose a wide array of changes to the state welfare system as 

opposed to smaller, focused reforms that never got off the ground. Not only was AB 1360 a 

concerted effort to accomplish reform, but it gave Reagan a public platform to take his welfare 

reform ideas into his reelection campaign. While Reagan was already extolling the dangers of 

welfare and using it as a political tool in his 1966 campaign as we saw in Chapter 2, by 1970 

there was a broader understanding of the ability of welfare to be used by politicians to gain 

favour with the public. As an article in the California Journal noted, “politicians, reflecting what 

they take to the be the mood of the public, have become increasingly critical of high costs and 

caseloads which weigh down state and county budgets.”47 If Reagan was ahead of the curve in 

recognizing welfare as a salient political punching bag in 1966, by his reelection bid in 1970 he 

was in the vanguard of the attack on the liberal welfare state. While some other states were 

ramping up the war on the poor as well, with Nevada beginning house to house searches for non-

supporting fathers, Kansas cutting welfare benefits by 20 percent and New Jersey ending benefits 

for unemployed fathers, the vast majority of states were waiting to see what would become of 

 
46 A history of the creation of professional social workers during the late Progressive Era can be found in Trattner, 
From Poor Law to Welfare State: A History of Social Welfare in America. Of particular interest would be the 
Chapter 11, “The Quest for Professionalization” and Chapter 12, “Social Work and Welfare in the 1920s.” 
47 "Welfare: Programs and Problems," California Journal, April, 1970. 
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President Nixon’s FAP before taking action.48 While a handful of other states were taking 

piecemeal action, Reagan would be the one to put forward a comprehensive reform alternative to 

that of the White House. 

 The role of welfare in this regard became clearer in the summer of 1970, as a number of 

welfare related issues came to the forefront. In June, Reagan’s deputies were blaming a growth 

in welfare rolls beyond original projections on organizations that advised potential recipients of 

the funds available to them if they were to go on welfare. What made these organizations worse 

in their eyes were that these organizations were apparently funded by the federal government 

through War on Poverty era programs.49 The following month also saw California and 14 other 

states informed by the federal Department of Health, Education and Welfare that they were not 

in conformity with federal guidelines regarding AFDC grant levels. Most of these states brought 

themselves into compliance in short order, with only California, Arizona, Indiana and Nebraska 

holding out.50  

At issue was the failure of these states to raise their AFDC grant levels to keep them in 

line with inflation. After Reagan had a characteristic outburst, where he complained about 

federal bureaucrats who “attempt to impose their interpretations from 3000 miles away” and 

compared the cruelty of California’s social workers to the “gas ovens and the Nazis” on another 

welfare matter, he argued that HEW’s focus on the state’s lagging grant levels alone failed to 

take into account other services offered to the poor.51 While Reagan was likely referring to 

California’s above average Medi-Cal program, HEW countered with a report that showed 34 

 
48 Cannon, Governor Reagan: His Rise to Power, 352. 
49 Verne Orr, Remarks before a Joint Meeting of the Senate Finance Committee and Assembly Ways and Means 
Committee, June 8 1970, folder “Issues - Welfare (1 of 3),” Reagan, Ronald: Gubernatorial Papers, 1966-74: Press 
Unit, Box P32, 1, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. 
50 "What Reagan’s Medi-Cal and Welfare Cuts Are All About: Welfare Cuts Draw State and US Fire," California 
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states were doing a better job than California in adjusting their AFDC payments to state specific 

needs.52 The California Journal pointed out that what was really at stake for the Reagan 

administration was that if cost of living increases were made to AFDC grants, it would increase 

the income eligibility threshold for admittance to the program and as a result, further increase the 

rolls and state expenses.53 While caseload growth was peaking around 1970, this was clearly an 

effort to keep expenses down more so than one of offering adequate aid to needy Californians.  

 Even under a Republican President, HEW was not making empty threats to California to 

increase its AFDC grant levels. The state was threatened that if it did not bring its grant levels 

into compliance, HEW would cut off nearly one billion dollars of federal welfare funds to the 

state.54 Therefore, a centre piece of the Reagan administration’s reform legislation was to raise 

AFDC payments. California’s AFDC grant levels had always been one of the highest in the 

nation but had not received a single cost of living increase since 1957.55 Other pillars of this 

comprehensive reform package were based on the themes of the first term reform efforts 

discussed thus far. The legislation would have seen the creation of a public works employment 

program for all employable welfare recipients not involved in the existing Work Incentive 

Program (WIN).56 AB 1360 also would have established liens against all recipients of adult aid 

programs, changed the cost of living calculation for multiple aid programs that would have 

lowered benefit levels, increased the Relative Responsibility Scale that required family members 

to pay more towards the upkeep of relatives on welfare, decreased adult aid standards, and 

increased power for the Department of Social Welfare to remove those who were able to work 

 
52 "What Reagan’s Medi-Cal and Welfare Cuts Are All About: Welfare Cuts Draw State and US Fire,"  196. 
53 Ibid. 
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55 "Welfare Conformity Merry-Go-Round Continues," California Journal, November, 1970, 314. 
56 Human Relations Agency Office of the Secretary, Memorandum - Press Briefing, August 10 1970, folder “Issues 
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but not doing so from the rolls.57 While these were only a few of the proposals contained in AB 

1360, they are important in so far as they represent a culmination of the ideas of Reagan’s first 

term. While AB 1360 failed to make it out of the state senate in November 1970, it would serve 

as the template for the Governor’s position in the reform discussions to come with the new 

Democratic majority following November’s election.  

 In November 1970, Ronald Reagan was reelected, defeating the long-time Democratic 

Assembly Speaker Jesse “Big Daddy” Unruh. Despite having already been governor for four 

years, the core issues of the 1966 election: soaring welfare costs, rising taxes, crime and campus 

violence, were not solved. As the Wall Street Journal remarked, “now that all those things are 

worse in California…it might be expected that the charismatic conservative would be in trouble 

in his reelection race. But he isn’t…”58 While Reagan was using the same issues and themes in 

his reelection, the public’s perception of the importance of these issues had shifted. By 1970, the 

campus violence of the 1960s had virtually disappeared, but the welfare rolls and their 

association with increasing taxes were of increasing concern. It is not surprising then that on the 

campaign trail, Reagan received “his strongest response from middle-class audiences when he 

denounces growing welfare costs…” and told audiences how he was going to fight on the 

taxpayers’ behalf against further expansion of the welfare state.59 While Reagan’s victory over 

Unruh was only half as large as his 1966 victory over the former Governor Brown, Reagan still 

performed well among the state’s democrats.60  

 
57 State Department of Social Welfare Report, 1970, folder “[Welfare] - State Department of Social Welfare Report, 
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59 Ibid. 
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Election night returns that saw the Democrats retake the assembly and senate would have 

seemed grim for Republicans, especially because Reagan’s 1970 welfare reform program failed 

to pass the legislature despite the Republican’s controlling both houses prior to the election. In a 

surprise move however, by early 1971 there was an air of optimism to the relationship between 

the executive and legislative branches in California’s government as both Reagan and the 

Democratic leadership “expressed [a] desire to foster cooperation” and it was believed that “the 

prospects [of cooperation] are far better than might have been expected.”61 It was in this 

environment that Ronald Reagan and the newly minted Speaker of the Assembly, Bob Moretti, 

would come face to face to hammer out a welfare reform bill. 

 Reflecting his confidence in his reelection and his propensity for task forces, in August 

1970 Reagan instructed a group of aides to “secure an accurate picture of the welfare structure in 

California, to identify the problems, determine the casual factors and submit recommendations 

for immediate, short and long-term improvement.”62 In a memo to members of cabinet and senior 

staff sent under Reagan’s name by his executive assistant Edwin Meese, it was declared that 

“this is our NUMBER ONE priority. We must bring all our resources to bear on this endeavor. 

Therefore, I am asking you to make available your best employees including directors for this 

all-out war on the tax-taker. If we fail, no one will ever again be able to try. We must succeed.”63 

In many respects the results of this investigative effort were not new or remarkable, and reflected 

the underlying philosophies of the reform proposals put forward over the previous four years.  
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In this all-out war, some of the ideologues the administration unleashed to study the 

welfare system did come to some outlandish conclusions, such as the belief that welfare mothers 

who had more children should be forced to put new children up for adoption and that 

“incompetents” should be sterilized if they wanted aid. Other aspects of their report echo 

Reagan’s position going into the negotiations on the necessity of work as a condition for aid 

payments.64 The question of a work requirement, and other reform proposals soon to be 

introduced by Reagan were destined to be a point of contention with the Nixon administration 

because “the governor may find himself flying in the face of both the family assistance plan 

being pushed by President Nixon and existing federal regulations.”65   

 On March 3, 1971 Governor Reagan unveiled his welfare reform program, titled Meeting 

the Challenge: A Responsible Program for Welfare and Medi-Cal Reform.66 The Wall Street 

Journal characterized the plan as “deep and painful surgery on the entire state welfare structure,” 

while Reagan’s lieutenants lauded him for demonstrating a “rare political courage in undertaking 

this massive effort to reform welfare.”67 The challenge Reagan sought to tackle was one that he 

described when unveiling his program as “a $3 billion moral and administrative disaster, a way 

of life without a goal, a road that can only lead to bankruptcy unless we have the courage to turn 

in another direction – before it’s too late.”68 To reform this “disaster,” Reagan’s reform plan had 

three overarching goals. These were: 

 
64 Governor Ronald Reagan’s Welfare Inquiry: 7. 
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1) “To Increase our assistance to the truly needy who have nowhere else to turn to meet 

their basic needs.” 

2) “To require those who are able to work to seek work, train for a job, or serve their 

community, if asked, as a reasonable condition for receiving welfare.” 

3) “To strengthen family responsibility as the basic element in our society.”69 

To achieve these goals, the plan declared that a two-fold approach was necessary, to reduce 

welfare growth by changing eligibility criteria and moving people into private sector 

employment through work and training programs and by closing “all possible legal loopholes 

that lead to abuse.”70 The plan contained dozens of proposals that involved each categorical aid 

program in the state, so to avoid discussing each of these in turn, as some would not make it 

through negotiations with the Democrats, focus on the negotiation process and the major reforms 

at issue will instead be the focus of this thesis. 

 In short order, Republican members of the legislature introduced Governor Reagan’s 

welfare proposals in the form of three bills carrying such Orwellian names as the Family 

Responsibility Act, the Fair Share Act and the Accountability Act.71 Initially the prospects for 

their passage, even if heavily amended, seemed in doubt. Despite the optimistic talk of 

cooperation in January, by March Democrats were expressing reluctance to engage with 

Reagan’s proposals and it was expected that the measures would probably be defeated. Even the 

Republican Senator that introduced the legislation on Reagan’s behalf in the state senate, Clair 

Burgener, admitted that the legislation might not even constitute a very effective reform 

program. He told the New York Times that “I don’t think anybody, or very few, will be removed 
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from [the] welfare rolls, but the growth of [the] rolls will stop.”72 The legislation languished for 

the better part of three months, until Moretti approached Reagan expressing a willingness 

cooperate to tackle the big issues facing the state.73 While Reagan waited for Moretti to extend 

this olive branch, he did not push the issue during this period as he was focused on dealing with 

continued demands from the federal government to bring California into AFDC grant 

compliance.  

The welfare reform stage in early 1971 was set not only for a Reagan-Moretti showdown 

in California, but a tense relationship between Reagan and Nixon. While Reagan did not release 

his Welfare Reform Program until March 1971, he ran into trouble with the White House and 

HEW in January. California had failed to bring their AFDC grants into conformity with HEW 

cost of living regulations after Reagan’s 1970 reform legislation died. In November 1970, in an 

effort to appease HEW, California passed regulations that increased maximum AFDC grant 

levels, but imposed a payment limit of 69 percent.74 This meant that in effect, despite raising 

maximum grants on paper, actual grant payments would not increase at all. HEW did not find 

this approach satisfactory and continued to pressure California to raise grant levels in a way that 

would actually pass those increases on to recipients. It was not until a late night conversation 

between Reagan and Vice President Spiro Agnew on January 7th, 1971, that California won an 

extension in their deadline to raise grants.75 A federal law from 1967 required California to make 

cost of living adjustments in the standard of need for welfare families by July 1969, but 

California maintained its January 1966 maximum payment for a family of four at $221 a month, 
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at a time when federal statistics showed the federal standard of need for a family of four was 

$432 a month.76 HEW officials, following Reagan’s conversations with the White House, were 

confident that California would bring itself into compliance.77 This would ensure that AFDC 

grant levels would play a central role in the coming welfare reform negotiations. 

In late March, California’s attempt to raise grant levels but limit the payment limit was 

found illegal by the California Supreme Court. Similar to other court cases involving Reagan’s 

welfare policies, it was a lack of research and planning prior to implementation of regulatory 

changes that was at issue. The act of increasing grants through regulation was not illegal but 

placing a limit on the grants was found to contravene existing law.78 Therefore, greater planning 

and research by staff could have avoided these legal troubles for the state. With continued 

pressure from HEW and now the California Supreme Court, Governor Reagan and President 

Nixon held a meeting to discuss a number of welfare issues at Nixon’s “Western White House” 

in San Clemente. The two came to a broad agreement that saw Nixon give California an 

extension and overrule his HEW Secretary Elliot L. Richardson, who had been pushing for 

California to be cut off from nearly $700 billion in matching federal welfare funds.79 Nixon also 

agreed that HEW would give Reagan a number of waivers to allow the program of mandatory 

employment for able-bodied welfare recipients contained in Reagan’s welfare reform plan.  

In return, Reagan would agree to ensure that California brought itself into compliance 

regarding its AFDC grant levels and stop his frequent public criticisms of Nixon’s FAP.80 The 

latter concession from Reagan was particularly important for Nixon as the White House was 
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worried about Reagan’s growing political clout.81 Other state Republicans around the country 

were not undertaking welfare reform at the time as they were waiting to see whether Nixon’s 

FAP would be passed by Congress. This left Reagan as one of the only prominent Republic state 

office holders who publicly opposed FAP.82 Recognizing the threat Reagan posed to Nixon’s 

agenda, he was given a direct line to Nixon to discuss FAP, something that was done because the 

“White House was worried about Reagan.”83 Keeping Reagan’s public criticism of FAP under 

wraps was essential to ensuring his national ambitions remained under wraps until at least 1976. 

While the California Welfare Rights Organization would begin legal action days after the 

Reagan-Nixon meeting, alleging the two were “conspiring to violate Federal welfare laws,” 

Reagan and Nixon viewed the meeting as a success.84 Having achieved a successful détente with 

the Nixon administration, Reagan was now able to turn his attention back to Bob Moretti and the 

legislature’s Democrats. 

The new relationship with the Democrats was not always productive. After Reagan 

announced his reform program in March and Republican legislators introduced legislation to 

enact the program, Democrats introduced an alternative program. One of the leading figures of 

the Democrat’s counterattack was state Senator Anthony Beilenson. When the reform bills 

endorsed by Reagan came to the senate committee dealing with welfare, Beilenson put together a 

compromise bill that included some of his own ideas as well as parts of Reagan’s program.85 

When the compromise bill emerged from the committee, Reagan went on television and attacked 

Beilenson. This was despite the two Republicans on the committee joining the Democrats in 
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supporting the compromise bill and Reagan’s welfare point man, Robert Carleson, being present 

during these committee hearings. In his outburst, Reagan “angrily rejected the idea that [the bill] 

represented a compromise” and claimed that it carried a price tag significantly larger than his 

original proposal.86 In early June, when Beilenson’s compromise bill came to the floor, the 

debate lasted hours, a rarity in the California legislature at the time, and saw efforts by 

Republican Senator Burgener to amend the bill into something that would once again resemble 

Reagan’s program. With voting along partisan lines, the bill that passed was largely the 

Beilenson compromise legislation.87 With Reagan already making his displeasure with this bill 

evident, the bill seemed like set to not get pass the Governor’s desk. 

After trading political jabs with one another throughout the first half of 1971, it was in 

late June that Moretti sent Reagan a letter asking for serious talks on the welfare file. This “now-

legendary letter,” in historian Garin Burbank’s words, “led to a mutual effort to clear the partisan 

underbrush” of welfare reform in California.88 Throughout his governorship, Ronald Reagan 

never paid the legislature much attention and did not view it as a coequal branch of state 

government. Instead, he focused on executive and regulatory action as much as possible. The 

Republican leader in the Assembly, Robert Monagan, has pointed to this as one of the primary 

inhibiting factors in Reagan’s inability during his first term to achieve substantial legislative 

victories, even when the Republicans were in control of both chambers of the legislature in 1969-

1970.89 The year before the Republicans gained control of the legislature at the 1968 Republican 

Presidential Convention, Reagan destroyed whatever goodwill he had cultivated with Republican 

legislators after he fainted a favourite son run for the presidential nomination. Monagan recalls 
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how Reagan told the California delegation at the convention that he was not a candidate, and 

then within the span of an hour went to another state delegation’s room and told them he was a 

candidate for the nomination. Monagan said that Reagan’s treatment of Californian Republicans 

“just destroyed a lot of his relationship with legislators” in the years to come.90 Ironically then, 

following the 1970 elections, it was with the Democrats that Reagan would have to work if he 

wanted to pass any significant welfare reform legislation. Monagan confirms this as the time that 

Reagan finally realized that he had to work with legislators, especially Democrats. It was only at 

this point he says, that Reagan “got very skillful at working on…a compromise.”91 

This new spirit of compromise became apparent after Reagan met with Moretti for a one 

on one meeting to discuss reform. For Reagan, who usually delegated such matters to aides, this 

signaled his commitment to reaching an accord with Moretti on welfare reform. Reports suggest 

that Moretti was surprised that Reagan was genuinely interested in reaching a productive 

outcome to negotiations as he was. Likewise, Moretti’s efforts to secretly meet with Reagan, 

without press coverage, signaled to Reagan that he was genuine and within minutes of their 

meeting, they agreed to hold a series of meetings to come to a welfare accord.92 Both sides then 

proceeded to appoint a number of negotiators, and despite the agreement on the necessity of 

reform by Reagan and Moretti, the negotiations were anything but easy. On the first day of 

negotiations, as Robert Carleson tells it, the administration worked through their reform 

program, explained what they believed the problems and solutions were. Moretti, to Carleson’s 

surprise, began agreeing to everything the administration was putting forward, and recalled that 
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it was a “fantastic day.”93 Having observed the horror on the faces of liberal Republicans like 

Assemblyman William Bagley and Democrats, Carleson believed that the following day when 

Moretti wanted to revisit some things they had agreed to on the previous day, it was the result of 

immense pressure from these forces.94 After four to five days of discussion and negotiation with 

Moretti and Reagan present, the broad overarching principles of the reform program were agreed 

to and the two leaders turned the negotiations over to their aides and legislators to hammer out 

the specifics. 

With Reagan’s executive assistant Edwin Meese and Robert Carleson now leading the 

negotiations for the administration, the negotiations became more tense. The Democrats simply 

did not trust Carleson, seeing him as the type of person to “give a 40-page answer to a question 

that demanded a yes or no, and a yes or no to something that demanded 40 pages.”95 Beilenson 

likewise described Carleson as gruff, abrasive and a confrontational person who no one liked to 

be around.96 Carleson for his part, believed that over the 10 days of negotiations that followed, 

the Democrats became much more ideological and began wrangling over every detail, including 

details previously agreed to.97 The remaining negotiations included a number of outbursts, fists 

slamming on tables and walkouts. Additional pressure was placed on the negotiations when it 

became known that there was a secret effort to create a ballot initiative that would have put the 

Governor’s original reform plan directly to the people. Showing why many did not like being 

around him, Carleson described this initiative effort, “Operation Crossfire,” as being timed so it 

would purposefully occur during the primary ballot in 1972 so those halting reform like 
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Assemblyman Bagley would have to face voters at the same time as voting on this initiative.98 

This possibility horrified those such as Bagley, who recalled that:  

Governor Reagan came up with an initiative which had its genesis, 
I believe, in Bob Carleson’s shop. It was so outlandish that it 
would have pitted the taxpayer versus the poor on the ballot. The 
taxpayer would have won. I mean it would have passed and, to 
exaggerate a little bit, some of us were running around saying, 
“My god, this is fodder for class warfare…99 

This fear of economic friction Bagley believed, played a role in motivating Democrats and 

liberal Republicans like himself to reach a compromise as quickly as possible to avoid an 

initiative campaign. Likewise, Carleson believed that the proposal to begin an initiative 

campaign was leaked to those like Bagley precisely because he was “really on the other side,” 

and because it would put pressure on him and the Democrats.100 This pressure, coupled with a 

genuine belief from those like Beilenson and Moretti to reform the system, led to an agreement 

soon being reached.101 

Historian Garin Burbank has summarized the agreement between Reagan as the 

Democrats succinctly when he remarked that, “the compromise welfare bill that emerged from 

these tense confrontations was neither ‘liberal’ nor, for all of Reagan’s political prestige and 

weight, distinctively ‘conservative.’”102 It was then perhaps, as Moretti commented at the 

conclusion of the negotiations, that the reform program achieved what both sides had sought.”103 

Governor Reagan did receive a number of items from his wish list, including a long list of anti-

fraud controls including a controversial power for the Department of Social Welfare to inspect 
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recipient’s state tax records, as well as increases in relative responsibility payments, reductions 

in special allowances in grant calculations and a number of administrative changes.104 The 

Welfare Reform Act also saw the inclusion of the Community Work Experience Program 

(CWEP) that required able-bodied individuals to work for their benefits, the tightening of 

eligibility, and the inclusion of a one year residency requirement.105 The Democrats were able to 

win a number of victories as well, including regular cost of living increases to grants beginning 

in 1973, open-ended funding for welfare, as well as a significant expansion in child care and 

family planning services.106  

The Welfare Reform Act of 1971 (WRA) was finally passed in August, with the majority 

of provisions slated to go into effect in October of 1971. Reagan hailed the reform package as 

“probably the most comprehensive reform of welfare ever attempted, not only here in California 

but in the United States.”107 However, the scale of the reform was not as grand as Reagan 

initially proposed. Reagan’s program announced in March would have cut $700 million from 

California’s welfare budget, while the final compromise legislation was estimated to reduce 

expenses by $300 million.108 While the reform legislation was slated to decrease expenses and 

projected moderate caseload decreases, perhaps the real victory for liberals was the effect the 

legislation would play in political discourse in the state. Both Moretti and Bagley expressed the 

sentiment that they believed that the legislation would “defuse” welfare as a major political issue 

in California.109 Unfortunately for them, their hope was ill founded. While a battle in the war on 
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the tax taker begun by Reagan had concluded, the Welfare Reform Act was no Versailles and the 

war was not over. 

The effectiveness of the WRA would remain under debate over the coming years. The 

WRA’s efficacy is not only important as a means to evaluating what Reagan called the most 

comprehensive welfare reform in United States history, but as an alternative approach to 

President Nixon’s FAP. As there were dozens of changes to California’s AFDC and adult aid 

programs, as well as a number of administrative changes, every detail cannot be recounted in this 

study. Therefore, it is best to examine the reforms on four counts. We will begin by examining 

the trends in welfare in California, before and after the passage of reform to first answer the 

question: does it appear, even at the most superficial level, that the Welfare Reform Act was 

successful in lowering welfare caseloads and costs? Following this, analysis will focus on what 

Reagan pointed to as the three essential goals of reform: to increase aid to the truly needy, to 

emphasize work programs for welfare recipients and to increase family responsibility. What will 

become clear is that despite Reagan and his aides touting the effectiveness of the Welfare 

Reform Act, the legislation’s role in actually lowering welfare caseloads is not clear. Despite the 

at best questionable effect of the WRA on decreasing California’s welfare caseloads and costs, as 

we have seen previously, rhetoric was core to Reagan’s governing. While the actual effect of the 

legislation was questionable, he and his supporters made people believe that it was the cure they 

had been looking for to solve the welfare “crisis.” Regardless of its actual effectiveness, because 

of the rhetoric of the WRA’s success, it created such a stir that it is regarded as having driven 

“the final nail into the coffin” of President Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan.110 
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One of the simplest ways to judge whether the WRA was effective is to examine the 

primary raison d'etre for the legislation, that is, to lower the number of welfare recipients. As 

Figure 1 shows, the number of recipients in California’s largest welfare program, the family 

group portion AFDC, was steadily rising throughout the 1960s, came to a peak in 1971, before 

declining slightly until 1974. This would seem to suggest that the WRA had a slight impact on 

decreasing the number of recipients in California. As a Democrat won the Governorship again in 

the 1974 election and took office in January 1975, Reagan and his allies could claim that his 

reform program was working before it was undone by Democrats. However, Reagan’s successor, 

Jerry Brown, who in a twist of fate was the son of the former Governor Pat Brown that Reagan 

defeated in 1966, had in large part adopted the same philosophy on welfare as Reagan despite 

being a Democrat. During the 1974 election, Jerry Brown boasted that “it is popular to reduce aid 

expenditures.”111 That is not to say that there were not tweaks under the redux of a Brown 

Governorship, but that the fundamentals established by Reagan remained the same.  

Of course, California does not operate in a vacuum and contrasting the situation in 

California to that in the United States at large offers an interesting point of comparison. When 

examining trends in AFDC-FG caseloads in the United States over the same period, as seen in 

Figure 2, there is an almost identical trend in caseload increases and decreases. The one 

exception of course is that the trend in California featured a more defined peak in 1971-72 before 

slightly dropping, whereas the United States as a whole reached a peak around 1971 and 

remained there throughout the 1970s. This would seem to indicate that the changes that Reagan 

affected in California’s welfare system did have some impact on caseloads that were not 

mirrored in nationwide figures. 
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Figure 1: AFDC-FG Caseload in California, 1960-1980 

 

Figure 2: AFDC-FG Caseload in the United States, 1960-1980 

 

Sociologist Herbert Gans has stated that “homelessness is a disease of the housing 

market, just as being on welfare is a disease of the job market.”112 While there are a multitude of 

reasons and circumstances that can lead one to the welfare rolls, one indicator that signals the 
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overall health of the economy is the unemployment rate. One would expect that in times of low 

unemployment, the number of welfare recipients would be low and vice versa. As Figure 3 

shows, the number of both AFDC-Family Group and AFDC-Unemployed Parent recipients does 

not bear any strong correlation to the unemployment rate during the period of 1964 to 1979. The 

Reagan administration recognized the uncoupling of unemployment rates from welfare growth as 

one of the concerning trends of welfare as early as 1969.113 At that time, as Figure 3 shows, the 

administration’s concern seems to have been warranted. The unemployment rate in California 

had been steadily decreasing throughout the 1960s, while the growth of the welfare rolls, 

especially AFDC-FG, were already climbing at a regular rate year over-year.  

Figure 3: AFDC Recipients and Unemployment in California, 1964-1979 

         Source: Office of Family Assistance, AFDC Caseload Data 1964-1979 and California Statistical Abstracts, 1970-1979 

 

The reason for this trend in California was part of a larger national trend in the 1960s 

across the United States. Professors Gertrude Goldberg and Sheila Collins have put forward six 

reasons for the “explosion” of welfare in the 1960s: the increasing incidence of single 

motherhood, rising welfare benefit levels, the “rights consciousness” of the Civil Rights era, 
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programs funded through the War on Poverty and Office of Economic Opportunity that 

expanded welfare rights, the creation of the Welfare Rights Movement to advocate on behalf of 

recipients and the anti-poverty politics of the Democratic party, who expanded welfare out of 

fear of disorder and to reward African Americans for their political support.114 None of these 

factors were something that Ronald Reagan, or any individual governor could counteract from a 

Governor’s desk.  

Based solely on caseload data, it would seem then that the WRA did have an impact, if 

modest, on the AFDC rolls in California. There is a decrease from the high of 1971-72 in 

caseloads in California that was not evident in the United States writ large at the time, despite the 

California and national trends otherwise mirroring each quite closely over the period of 1960 to 

1980. The Reagan administration jumped on this differential as early as 1972 when they 

published the self-congratulatory Welfare Reform in California: Showing the Way. Declaring that 

the Governor’s program was so successful that it “has proven to be a source of growing 

embarrassment to those who have opposed it,” California was declared to be well on the way to 

solving the welfare crisis.115 According to the document, as a result of the WRA, there were 

253,000 fewer people on the rolls by late 1972 than there were in March 1, 1971 and there were 

750,000 fewer people than projected on the rolls had there not been reform.116 Regardless of the 

administration’s attempts to inflate their success by also discussing projected figures, what was 

clear was that California had stemmed the fiscal bleeding. California was adding an additional 

40,000 people a month to welfare rolls in the years leading up to the WRA, so halting this 
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growth and reducing the caseload slightly gave Reagan all of the rhetorical ammunition he 

needed to tout his success.117  

In terms of savings, the WRA’s effect is clearer. In February 1971, a month before 

unveiling his welfare reform program, Reagan proposed a $6.7 billion budget for 1971-1972. In 

the words of the Sacramento Observer, it was a budget that was “precariously balanced by 

massive hoped-for cuts in welfare and medical services for the poor.”118 When the budget was 

proposed, there were projected welfare savings of between $201 and $283 million, although this 

total was revised down to $78 million after WRA negotiations with the Democrats were 

concluded, leaving the total expenditure for social welfare at $647.6 million for the year.119 In the 

following fiscal year, the state was spending almost exactly the same, at $647.7 million, an 

increase of only $113,300 or 0.2 percent. This balancing act was achieved by increasing AFDC 

payments by $15.4 million and decreasing payments to the adult aid categories (OAS, ATB, 

ATD) by $15.3 million.120 By the 1974-75 fiscal year, the total state budget had reached $9.8 

billion, while expenses for categorical aid payments had held to $864.7 million.121 In other 

words, while the state budget had increased over 46 percent from 1971-72 to 1974-75, welfare 

expenses had increased only 33.5 percent. From a fiscal perspective then, the welfare monster 

had been at least restrained. 

By the final year of Reagan’s administration in 1974, internal position papers praising the 

success of the administration were being produced in droves and attempts at revisionist history 
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were on full display. One of these papers claimed that the 1971-72 fiscal year saw California 

spend $352 million less than anticipated on welfare.122 By 1974, in boasting of the successes of 

his reform program, Reagan had somehow come to a figure of $2 billion in welfare savings for 

the people of California as a result of his reform.123 Like the caseload figures themselves, even if 

there were apparent victories in cutting and holding the line in welfare expenditures, the actual 

facts of the situation did not matter as much as the alternative facts Reagan and his aides 

repeated ad nauseum in public. If Reagan repeated that he saved the state $2 billion in welfare 

expenses often enough, people would stop questioning whether this was indeed true and simply 

accept it as fact. As it is clear that there were some savings and there was a slight decrease in the 

welfare caseload, the question of how this was achieved can now be examined. 

 The nebulas phrase “truly needy” permeated Reagan’s welfare vocabulary throughout his 

time as governor. While he never clearly defined the phrase himself, beyond discussing the aged, 

the disabled and those who through no fault of their own could not support themselves, we can 

see his conceptualization of the truly needy in practice through the changes to grant levels as a 

result of the WRA. Generally, benefit levels for existing programs increased on average. As part 

of Reagan’s agreement with President Nixon to bring California into compliance regarding 

AFDC grant levels, these increases formed a central part of the legislation. The WRA created a 

new grant schedule for AFDC recipients that would see recipients with no other sources of 

income have their grants increased, while those with outside incomes, including through existing 
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employment incentives, would see their grants reduced.124 As a result of these changes, some 

100,000 recipients saw their grants reduced and another several thousand were dropped from the 

rolls altogether as a result of eligibility changes.125 For an average family of four, the new grant 

schedule would see their monthly grant increased from $221 to $280, with regular cost of living 

increases beginning in 1973-74.126 The Unemployed Parent portion of AFDC also saw an 

increase, one greater than the Family Group recipients. The average monthly AFDC-FG grant 

per person was increased from $54.85 to $61.59 between April 1970 and September 1972, while 

AFDC-U average grants per person increased from $45.22 to $56.93 per month over the same 

period.127 The larger increase for AFDC-U recipients is likely an indicator of who was deemed 

truly needy, as those on AFDC-U were more connected to the mainstream of American society 

as they had previously worked or continued to work part-time. Unlike AFDC-FG recipients, who 

were increasing families headed by single black mothers, AFDC-U recipients fit more clearly 

into Reagan’s conception of welfare as a system for those falling on hard times, and not for those 

in permanent hardship.128 

Given Reagan’s focus on the aged, blind and disabled as truly needy recipients, it is 

perplexing that those receiving aid from such programs only saw cost of living increases to their 

grants as a result of the WRA. This meant that OAS recipients received a negligible increase in 

between April 1970 to September 1972 as the average monthly payment increased from $109.27 

to $109.83.129 Of course, almost all of those receiving OAS payments in California were 
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receiving it as a supplement to federal programs such as Social Security, but those who were 

blind and disabled were wholly dependent on the state’s programs at this point as the 

federalization of adult aid would not occur until the beginning of 1974.  As such, the average 

monthly grants of $162.63 for ATB and $143.56 for ATD recipients by late 1973 were the extent 

of public aid they received.130 

By 1974, the state of welfare recipients’ grants was precarious at best. By this time the 

average Californian family had an annual income of $12,000 and the poverty threshold was 

roughly $3,900 per family.131 The average annual grants for welfare recipients were below this 

threshold. Annual grants ranged from a low of $1,670 for OAS recipients to a maximum of 

$3,300 for an AFDC-U family.132 The State worked around paying poverty level welfare grants, 

even for Reagan’s “truly needy” recipients, by pointing to the value of other programs recipients 

had access to such as free medical care through Medi-Cal or Medi-Care, federal food stamps and 

existing exemptions for personal incomes. When including these in-kind services, the average 

annual incomes for recipients were calculated as: $4,600 for AFDC-FG, $5,900 for AFDC-U, 

$3,600 for OAS, $4,500 for ATD and $4,300 for ATB recipients.133 These figures obscured the 

fact that the Reagan administration did not believe that welfare recipients deserved a better 

standing of living. As one report put it, “most people would agree that welfare recipients should 

not live at the level of the average ‘working family.’ Clearly, this goes beyond our ‘basic 

subsistence’ responsibility…[increasing grants to such a level would] result in a state entirely 

composed of welfare recipients with a reduced or nonexistent work inventive.”134 Concern with 
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proper incentivizing of work was a central component not only of Reagan’s own philosophy of 

welfare, but was at the core of the WRA.  

The question of appropriate work incentive for welfare recipients was not only something 

Reagan was preoccupied with but was also a preoccupation of the federal government and 

Democrats. The focus of federal welfare efforts had shifted throughout the 1960s. In the early 

1960s, efforts were focused on “soft” social services, such as War on Poverty programs that 

sought to build communities and develop the skills of the poor. In 1967, Congress repealed 

theses existing social service amendments to the Social Security Act and for the first time created 

a federal work requirement, the Work Incentives Program (WIN).135 Social services were 

replaced by employment related services and rehabilitation and prevention programs were 

replaced with job placement and on the job training.136 The 1967 Amendments saw the creation 

of the Thirty and a Third rule that allowed working welfare recipients to keep the first $30 they 

earned, as well as one third of subsequent earnings without penalty. Despite these changes, by 

the end of the 1960s there was a growing belief among conservatives that the current welfare 

system was not working, and that the system, especially AFDC, was encouraging dependency 

and reducing incentives to work and marry, especially among African Americans.137  

This anger culminated in further amendments to the Social Security Act in 1971, known 

as the Talmadge Amendments. The Talmadge Amendments further increased focus on 

employment services including requiring women whose children were over six to now 

participate in WIN. In a sign of the competing views of welfare by the early 1970s, the National 

Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) was demanding that “poor women, regardless of race, be 

allowed to perform motherwork, even if that meant providing them with an adequate income in 
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lieu of a breadwinner’s wage and dependence on a man.”138 In forcing mothers to enter job 

training programs, the Talmadge Amendments became known among groups such as the NWRO 

as the “slave labor law.”139 The NWRO was fighting a losing battle to have the work of welfare 

mothers recognized as legitimate employment. At the time the Talmadge Amendments were 

passed, the broader American public was increasingly skeptical of welfare recipients. By 1969, 

84 percent of Americans believed that welfare recipients should work.140 As the national 

economy began to falter in the early 1970s, such sentiments would only increase as “majority 

whites resented government efforts to come to the aid of blacks.”141 

Reagan was in step then with larger national trends in emphasizing employability of 

welfare recipients. The proposals Reagan put forward in his initial reform plan were largely 

adopted in the WRA, but they went a step further than simply requiring recipients to register for 

job training through programs such as WIN. One of the most innovate measures of the WRA was 

the new approach to work for welfare recipients. Aided by federal waivers that President Nixon 

agreed to in his welfare summit with Reagan at the Western White House, California sought to 

divide recipients into two clearly defined groups, those who were employable and those who 

were not. Those who were unemployable due to age or disability would continue to receive their 

existing grants and other forms of aid through existing programs. Meanwhile, those who were 

declared employable were transferred from the jurisdiction of the state Department of Social 

Welfare and placed under the jurisdiction of the Department of Human Resources Development, 

who would help them find work. If no existing public or private sector job was available, the 

recipient would be referred to a job training program such as WIN. If no training was available, a 
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recipient would be referred to the new Community Work Experience Program (CWEP).142 If 

some welfare activists conceived of WIN as slave labour, they had to brace themselves for 

Reagan’s CWEP program. 

Reagan’s “employables” program, this nexus of identifying the able bodied, then training 

or making them work, was core to Reagan’s efforts to bring California’s welfare costs under 

control. In speaking to the United States Senate Finance Committee in February 1972, Reagan 

said that the primary purpose of the employables program was “to place employable AFDC 

recipients into self-sustaining employment under a program which combines welfare social 

services and manpower employment services.”143 In theory, California’s goal of moving as many 

people as possible from welfare into employment made perfect sense. As one position paper on 

the topic put it, “the goal of reducing welfare costs requires that recipients become self-sufficient 

permanently, not just while employed in a temporary work training project or in government 

positions created solely for the purpose of employing welfare recipients.”144 It was to this end 

that the goal of the program was to expose welfare recipients to the work force as much as 

possible, to familiarize them with the ecosystem of private enterprise and give them a work 

history that they could use to find permanent employment. However, the employables program 

was more of an aspirational vision than reality as it was implemented over the coming years.  

The problems with the employables program were numerous. The most straightforward 

component of the program was the identification of who was employable and who was not. In 

essence, everyone on the AFDC-U rolls, as previously employed or employed part time, would 

be deemed employable. In the wake of the Talmadge Amendments, many on the AFDC-FG rolls 
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could also be considered employable. The problems emerged with the next two stages of the 

program, training and work experience. California had a number of training and manpower 

programs in place, but the primary program was WIN. The problem with WIN was that it had a 

limited capacity and its efficiency in training and placing recipients in permanent employment 

was murky at best. A report to Congress in September 1971 found that “WIN has achieved some 

success in training and placing AFDC recipients in jobs [but] the complete results of the program 

cannot be determined readily,” and as the program was not a job creation program, it especially 

struggled during periods of high unemployment in aiding recipients to find permanent 

employment.145 Studies of California’s WIN program from the Legislative Analyst’s Office, the 

California Taxpayer’s Association and think tanks came to the same general conclusion. 

Furthermore, the WIN program only operated in 30 of California’s 58 counties.146  

The WIN program’s purpose was to find jobs or training for employable AFDC 

recipients and provide them training and counselling to improve their employment potential. 

After a recipient was enrolled in the program for two weeks, they would begin receiving a 

special monthly “incentive pay” of $30.147 Employers were also incentivized to employ WIN 

enrollees. The 1971 Revenue Act established a 20 percent tax credit on wages paid to a WIN 

enrollee, and 3,244 California employers took advantage of this incentive in fiscal 1972.148 As a 

sign of the shifting relationship between government and business in the post-war period, the 

California Department of Employment Development recognized that “unlike previous attempts 
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to encourage employers to hire the disadvantaged which appealed to an employer’s sense of 

social responsibility, the WIN Tax Credit is aimed at the employer’s self-interest: A lower tax 

bill.”149 

WIN’s effectiveness was limited by its high dropout rate and low success in affecting 

long term change for recipients. 68 percent of WIN enrollees dropped out of the program at some 

stage and only 28 percent of enrollees who completed the program were placed in a job and 

retained it for a period of at least 90 days.150 In fiscal 1972, the California Employment 

Development Department reported that only 25,448 recipients were enrolled in WIN manpower 

training.151 Knowing that many would drop out and less than one third would be placed in and 

retain employment, the California Assembly Ways and Means Committee published a report in 

January 1972 that plainly stated “WIN is failing in the basic goal of preparing people for work 

and finding them jobs.”152 The WIN program then, was the first weak link in Reagan’s 

employables program. 

The Community Work Experience Program was designed to “expand the basic concept of 

the WIN program.”153 CWEP “was developed with a stated purpose of providing a system by 

which employable or potentially employable AFDC recipients, for whom regular employment or 

training is not immediately available, accept work assignments with government and private, 

non-profit, non-sectarian, charitable organizations as a condition of continued eligibility for 

welfare.”154 When WIN was not an option, recipients were referred to a program that forced them 

to work in exchange for continuing to receive their welfare grants. Once a welfare recipient was 
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enrolled in CWEP, they were to work 80 hours a month in “useful public service projects” in 

fields such as health, social service, environmental protection and recreation.155 CWEP enrollees 

would be paid the minimum wage, and then have this amount deducted from their monthly 

welfare grant.156 If welfare activists believed the Talmadge Amendments were equivalent to slave 

labour, Reagan’s program was even more heavy handed. Appropriately then, state Democrats 

began referring to Reagan’s work or else program as “slave labor” as well.157 

After CWEP was implemented, the Democrats and other officials began investigating the 

program and they discovered that it was not effective in its publicly stated goals of building a 

work experience history for recipients. CWEP became operational in 1973, and by April, the 

legislature’s Auditor General found that in Ventura County, more than 90 percent of the jobs 

were maintenance positions that required “no particular skill.”158 This report concluded that 

CWEP was of little use and that the program was merely used to harass recipients. A follow up 

report by the Auditor General in May 1974 found that the program was not even reaching those 

it was designed to assist as it reached less than four percent of its target participants. In the first 

year, the program was expected to have 30,000 participants, but enrolled only 1,134. In its 

second year, the projected number of participants was lowered to 5,000, but it reached only 

1,040. During the program’s peak year in 1974, only 4,760 recipients participated in the 

program, despite more than 182,000 recipients being deemed available for assignment.159 In 

summarizing the sorry state of the program, a Democratic Assemblyman said the program could 
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not even be adequately measured because of “inadequate, experimental controls, inadequate 

reporting and inaccurate and inadequate cost accounting.”160  

Of course, the Reagan administration had an alternative set of facts on CWEP that 

showed it to be a smashing success. While the Auditor General pointed to the program’s 

implementation in Ventura County as being a failure, the administration pointed to the program’s 

success in this county, stating that 40 percent of those registered with the employables unit there 

left the rolls as a result of the program.161 Likewise, despite very low enrollment in the program, 

by September 1974 Reagan was boasting that the program had placed 47,000 recipients in jobs 

during the past year alone.162 When the WRA was passed, the legislature intended that CWEP be 

a demonstration project, but as the Reagan administration implemented the program, there was 

no control group, no reporting system to monitor how many entered and left the program and no 

records were kept of how much state and local staff time was used to administer the program. 

Furthermore, it is estimated that no more than six-tenths of one percent of California’s welfare 

recipients were ever placed in the program. In the words of the California Auditor General, 

“considerable additional evidence suggests the insignificant impact of the program.”163  

Given its lack of success and shoddy administration, the legislature brought forward 

legislation in May 1974 to end CWEP following another report where it was found that the 

program was “so poorly run that it is impossible to tell if it works.”164 Reagan vetoed the 

legislation, saying that he had “no hesitation” in doing so because the program should be allowed 

to continue.165 However much Reagan might have wanted to continue the program, CWEP’s fate 
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was all but assured. Jerry Brown soon won the governorship and in 1975, as he was putting 

forward his budget for approval from the legislature, the program died after he requested no 

funds for its budget and other lawmakers willingly agreed.166 Despite appearing to be an 

objective failure, perhaps the goal of the program was never to build recipients’ skills while 

working for their welfare grants. The Reagan administration’s document, Welfare Reform in 

California: Showing the Way, makes it very clear that “the welfare reform work requirement has 

created a psychological atmosphere intended to encourage employable persons to seek other 

legitimate means of livelihood before applying for welfare. It is no longer possible for an 

employable recipient to remain comfortably on the dole.”167 Much like the workhouses of the 

19th century, CWEP was designed as an exercise in state coercion covered in the trappings of 

self-help. It was designed to make the prospect of applying or staying on welfare scarier than 

testing the waters of the job market. 

Conservative intellectual Lawrence Mead’s 1986 book, Beyond Entitlement: The Social 

Obligations of Citizenship, directly builds on Reagan’s CWEP experiment. Mead advocated the 

mandatory placement of welfare recipients in jobs, or “workfare,” as a condition of receiving aid 

as part of a larger attack on what he saw as the permissive character of American social policy. 

Instead he argued, the state should force welfare recipients to work because employment is 

expected in America culture, and recipients should not be exempt from this obligation. To that 

point he says, “American equality seems to entail common obligations, not only rights as 

politicians and intellectuals tend to assume. Equality is not so much an entitlement, a status, as 

an activity. To be equal an American must do things, not just claim them.”168 While Mead 
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brought workfare to the national conversation in the mid 1980s, state experiments like Reagan’s 

CWEP program were testing this concept already in the early 1970s. 

The third area of focus for the WRA was to shore up the family unit. A set of measures 

under the umbrella “family responsibility” were designed to support the nuclear family. Not only 

were these measures a way to reinforce the traditional family structure, but they were also 

designed to save the state on welfare costs. Showing the Way declared, “in its simplest form, the 

argument is that every dollar contributed by the relative of a person on the welfare rolls is a 

dollar saved by the taxpayer.”169 One of the largest areas where both of these goals were pursued 

under the banner of family responsibility was in regards to absent fathers. Prior to the passage of 

the Welfare Reform Act, only 14.7 percent of estranged fathers were paying any support of their 

children.170 As a result, the remaining 85 percent were supported through welfare programs, 

usually AFDC. The failure to collect child support was largely the result of a strange division of 

powers between the state and county governments. It was the responsibility of county welfare 

departments to identify welfare non-support cases and act as a referral agency to the local district 

attorney’s office to pursue legal action. The issue was that counties did not pursue the vast 

majority of these cases because it would lead to them spending more money on enforcement than 

they would receive in compensation for their efforts. Prior to the WRA, 50 percent of recovered 

money would go to the Federal Government, with 33 percent going to the state and the 

remainder going to the county. In an effort to strengthen county enforcement efforts, the WRA 

would see counties receiving 75 percent of the State-County portion of recovered funds.171  
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In incentivizing absent father support collection, Reagan was attacking existing War on 

Poverty welfare programs and supports that he believed encouraged family breakup. The State 

Social Welfare Board summarized this fear in a comical manner when it stated “there are many 

agencies which operate as a backup provider of services generally rendered by the family. In 

their quest to do a better job they may often encourage family breakup as they replace traditional 

aspects of the family. The teen-age father, for instance, may be frightened away by comparing 

his ability to provide for a wife and child with that of public agencies.”172 By getting tough on 

absent fathers, the WRA would now allow the teenage father who was intimidated by the welfare 

state to contribute towards the upkeep of his children. 

The other type of family responsibility promoted by the WRA concerned relative support 

for unwed pregnant minors and for seniors collecting aid from the state’s OAS program. These 

“responsible relative contributions” for AFDC and OAS recipients would allow the state to save 

by reducing grants on a dollar for dollar basis.173 In regard to unwed pregnant minors, there was 

growing concern among California conservatives over what they saw as a loophole in the welfare 

system that allowed teenage mothers to apply for welfare based not on their own economic 

status, but on the basis of her unborn child’s need. This would allow young women, even from 

wealthy families, to apply for welfare. Once on welfare, they would then qualify for Medi-Cal 

and be eligible to receive a “therapeutic abortion.” As Reagan’s initial reform proposal put it, 

this was “an ironic and indefensible abuse” where “the state which generously allows welfare aid 

on the basis of an unborn child, finds itself legally in the position of financing an abortion which 

eliminates the fetus (unborn child) which allowed the pregnant minor to become eligible for 
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welfare.”174 To this end, the WRA sought to develop regulations that would deny welfare 

eligibility for an unwed pregnant minor if her parents were deemed capable of financially 

supporting their child. 

The approach to relative contributions for California’s seniors was notably different. It 

began with a similar tough approach but saw an important about face following its 

implementation. If a senior citizen had children with “adequate incomes,” they would be 

required to contribute a “reasonable” amount to the support of their parents.175 California already 

had an OAS Responsible Relative Scale prior to the passage of the WRA, but it was extremely 

low and in practical terms allowed many to not pay anything towards the upkeep of their aged 

parents. The justification for increasing the Responsible Relative Scale was that under the current 

system of minimal payments, “the entire burden falls on the taxpayers, including local property 

taxpayers. This is not fair and should be changed.”176 In this case, Reagan’s tough approach 

would not last long. 

The Welfare Reform Act came into effect on October 1, 1971 and a court challenge 

against the requirement to contribute more towards the upkeep of elderly parents was brought 

forward by mid-October. While the court ruled in favour of the state, the outcry over increased 

contributions was not over.177 Over the next two years, an increasing “storm of public criticism” 

from California’s middle-class families ensued as they found themselves having to take over the 

financial burdens of their elderly, poorer relatives.178 Despite Reagan’s attempt to use the power 

of the state to reinforce family responsibility, he signed legislation in late 1973 that repealed the 
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new Responsible Relatives Scale implemented in the WRA and returned the contribution levels 

to their pre-reform requirements.179 This saw OAS relative contributions fall by roughly half, 

from $7.1 million in 1972-1973 to an estimated $3.5 million by 1974-1975.180 Therefore, unlike 

absent fathers and unwed pregnant minors where Reagan’s California took and maintained a 

tough approach, when middle-class Californians’ were told to contribute more towards their 

relatives upkeep, they revolted and Reagan walked back his reforms. The important difference is 

that absent fathers, unwed pregnant minors or as we saw previously, those recipients forced to 

engaged in CWEP, were the poor and the marginalized. Their concerns were dismissed as they 

were politically powerless compared to the middle-class, who were essential to Reagan’s 

electoral victories. Reagan’s principles then, were flexible and deferential to the wealthier in 

California, while his fury at the injustices and lack of “fairness” in the welfare system 

increasingly focused on the already marginalized in America. It’s telling that as he moved to the 

national political stage, Reagan stopped discussing responsible relative contributions and instead 

fixated on the “welfare queen.” 

Reagan’s welfare reform also signaled an important shift in his approach to the existing 

system of welfare in the United States. Reagan, who frequently decried the American welfare 

state, became a staunch defender of tightening up the current system while simultaneously 

defending that system against the reform efforts embodied by President Nixon’s Family 

Assistance Plan. When speaking to the U.S. Senate Finance Committee about his welfare reform 

program, Reagan told them that “the important thing is, we didn’t find any new magic formula. 

We simply overhauled the present structurally sound welfare system.”181 Reagan no longer 

sought to destroy the welfare state but in the face of radical reform proposals, attempted to retain 
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the current system, albeit with reforms, because this outcome was more palpable than the 

alternatives. Meanwhile, President Nixon, who talked tough on welfare rhetorically, sought to 

provide a guaranteed income for American families through his FAP. Nixon’s FAP would, in 

essence, federalize the American welfare state, create a uniform standard of eligibility across all 

states and shift costs to the federal government. While this was not something Nixon campaigned 

on in 1968, prominent Republicans such as New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller began 

proposing a federal takeover of the welfare system by December 1968.182 By August 1969, when 

Nixon’s administration had prepared their first incarnation of the program, it would provide an 

income of $1600 for a family of four per year. The program would have reached not only those 

on welfare already, but the “working poor,” including households headed by males. This initial 

FAP proposal did not please Reagan and his team in California.  

At an early August 1969 briefing on FAP at the White House with the Governors of a 

number of major states, California began to register its displeasure at the President’s plan. 

Reagan sent his Secretary of the Human Relations Agency, Spencer Williams, in his place to this 

briefing. The California delegation raised concerns about including the working poor in the 

program and the increase in Federal power that the program would entail. In a memo to Reagan 

following the briefing, Williams proclaimed that “the real ‘kicker’ came in the proposal for 

Federal administration,” as it ran counter to Nixon’s New Federalism proposal that sought to 

devolve more power to the states.183 In a sign of the debate over FAP that was soon to ensue, 

Williams noted that the other Governors present gave a mixed response to the program, with 

some claiming it did not go far enough while others questioned the wisdom of widening the base 
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of welfare recipients. As Williams conveyed to Reagan, “the Federal staff seemed concerned – 

but almost too far down the track to make any major reversals.”184 Williams prediction would 

prove accurate as while there would be tweaks to FAP over the coming years as it became 

bogged down in Congress, its core component of a guaranteed income administered by the 

federal government would remain the same.  

In his own dealings with President Nixon and the Family Assistance Plan, Reagan had to 

walk a fine line in voicing his opposition to the program. In 1969 he created a new office in 

Washington that would represent California’s interests in the nation’s capital. Reagan appointed 

James Jenkins to this office, and soon Jenkins would become the “team leader” on California’s 

efforts to combat Nixon’s FAP.185 Jenkins recalls that despite the concerns Spencer Williams 

raised after the White House’s briefing on FAP, he later issued an endorsement of FAP on behalf 

of the California Health and Welfare Agency. As Jenkins had been working against FAP in 

Washington, he was taken aback and travelled to Sacramento and confirmed with Reagan’s 

Executive Secretary Ed Meese that Williams was mistaken, that Reagan indeed opposed FAP 

and that Williams issued the endorsement without consulting either himself or Reagan.186 While 

California was denouncing FAP in the capital through Jenkins, Reagan was maintaining a neutral 

stance in public as he issued a “carefully-worded” statement on Nixon’s plan that praised its 

objectives but avoided commenting directly on the plan’s probable effect on California. Privately 

however, Reagan had been making FAP a priority at his cabinet meetings as he was increasingly 

concerned about the costs of the program and that it would be denying the states their proper role 

 
184 Secretary, Memorandum to Ronald Reagan re: Report on White House Briefing - President’s Welfare Reform 
Proposal: 5. 
185 James Jenkins, "Public Affairs, Welfare Concerns in Washington and Sacramento," interview by Gabrielle 
Morris, Government History Documentation Project - Ronald Reagan Gubernatorial Era, 1983. 
186 Jenkins, interview. 



 

137 

 

in guiding welfare programs.187 While maintaining his neutrality in public in 1970, behind the 

scenes Reagan was writing letters to President Nixon detailing his rigorous opposition to FAP.188  

Reagan was not alone in raising the alarm over FAP among Republicans. Ben Blackburn, 

a Republican Representative from Georgia raised similar concerns over FAP, also known as HR 

1, when he wrote in Human Events that “I find myself in virtually complete agreement with the 

President on this issue, except at the point where he identifies HR 1 as carrying out his 

desires…”189 This concern points to the disconnect between Nixon’s hardnosed rhetoric on 

welfare “chiselers” and the reality of FAP, that it would provide a guaranteed income. While 

Reagan was walking a fine line publicly in 1970, his Director of Social Welfare, Robert Martin, 

began articulating California’s opposition to the program in more concrete terms. Martin said 

that he feared FAP was going to “completely federalize and institutionalize poverty” because it 

did not offer strong employment incentives and would in effect offer no hope for the recipient, 

provide no new jobs and did not tackle the fundamental issues of the American welfare 

system.190  

When Reagan introduced his welfare reform proposals in March 1971 and set California 

on a course of intense welfare discussion for the next six months, President Nixon’s FAP was on 

everyone’s mind. According to Reagan’s welfare point man Robert Carleson, he believed that 

liberal Republicans in the state legislature were purposefully trying to obstruct welfare reform 

negotiations because they wanted reform efforts to fail as they supported Nixon’s national 
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solution to the welfare crisis.191 Conservative commentator James Kilpatrick captured the spirit 

of the dueling proposals at the time when he declared that “The welfare war has been joined [in 

California] and my guess is that Reagan will win it…Mr. Nixon is proposing a vast new Family 

Assistance Plan that would add 10 to 15 million persons to the rolls at an added cost of at least 

$5 billion the first year. Mr. Reagan, meanwhile, is proposing cutbacks instead. Who is the wiser 

politician?”192 Sensing the continuing shift in the public’s attitude towards Nixon’s proposal, 

Reagan began to speak out more publicly about the successes of his reform program in the 

coming year and started to more vigorously advocate for his state-centric approach to welfare 

reform. 

Beginning in November 1971, as Reagan was touting decreases in welfare caseloads, he 

began to make proclamations declaring that California’s success showed that welfare reform 

belonged to the domain of the states, not the federal government. In November 1971, Reagan 

proclaimed that “what we are accomplishing in California to bring welfare back under control 

constitutes a dramatic answer to those who claim that a massive and costly federally controlled 

program is the only solution to the welfare problem. Handing over the welfare dilemma to the 

federal government is not the answer.”193 In December, Reagan continued this line of reasoning 

as he declared that “the fact that we have been able to bring welfare back under control in 

California in such a dramatic way shows that our approach to reform is sound, that it really 

works, and that the states are able to do the job.”194 While not all were convinced that the states 

could get the job done, including the Los Angeles Times that concluded in an editorial that “what 
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California has done is good but not good enough. The welfare reform proposed by President 

Nixon is better,” the tide was beginning to shift against the President.195  

Historian Michael Katz has commented that Nixon’s FAP failed because it threatened “to 

aid the unworthy poor and breach[ed] the distinction between public assistance and social 

insurance,” and therefore “violated the structural foundations of American welfare.”196 From a 

philosophical perspective, this may be true. However, this common understanding of the failure 

of FAP dismisses the challenge that state’s such as California put forward not only in opposing 

FAP but providing an alternative method of reform. As Reagan’s reforms gained increasing 

national attention, the Nixon administration itself began to turn away from FAP and began 

adopting Reagan’s approach.  

In early 1973, the Nixon administration appointed Casper Weinberger, who was 

Reagan’s Director of Finance from 1967 to 1970, as the new Secretary of Health, Education and 

Welfare. Once Weinberger was in command of HEW, Reagan and his executive secretary Ed 

Meese saw the opportunity to push their reform program on to the national stage.197 Weinberger 

subsequently named Robert Carleson, one of the architects of Reagan’s reform, as the United 

States Commissioner of Welfare. As the Los Angeles Times commented in September 1973, after 

the Nixon administration had spent the preceding years opposing Reagan’s approach to welfare, 

it had “fully embraced it now that two of the California governor’s former aides are in command 

at the Department of Health, Education and Welfare.”198 With Reagan’s people now effectively 

in command of the federal welfare bureaucracy, Nixon’s FAP died an unceremonious death.  
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HR 1, the legislation that contained Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan, was retooled to 

accomplish something completely different, the federalization of aid for the aged, blind and 

disabled. The newly minted Commissioner of Welfare proudly proclaimed that FAP was no 

more. Carleson said that the federal government was “saying now to the states that the family 

welfare program is not about to be federalized. The real solution lies at the state and local level. 

We are working to take off the federal straightjacket so that local officials can improve the 

system very similar to the way it is being done in California.”199 Nixon’s FAP may have run up 

against the American philosophical tradition that defined the bounds of what was acceptable 

welfare policy as Katz has suggested, but it was literally scuttled by Reagan acolytes who carried 

his welfare reform proposals and philosophy from the laboratory of California to the national 

stage. 

Buoyed by his success in killing FAP and considering his 1976 Presidential prospects, 

Reagan became increasingly consumed with federal welfare issues in the final years of his 

governorship. Some of these battles were chosen by Reagan and some were not. Reagan found 

himself embroiled in a fiery debate over the federal takeover of adult aid programs as a result of 

the reworked HR 1 and after this hurdle was overcome, he picked a new welfare fight with the 

federal government over the Food Stamp program. The mechanics of paving the way for the 

federal government to take over control of adult aid programs should have been straight forward. 

States like California had to pass legislation that formally recognized the transfer of 

administration of these recipients to the federal government, but the sticking point came in 

deciding the extent to which California would supplement the basic federal grant payment. With 

the federal program for adult aid to begin on January 1, 1974, California was still debating the 
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path forward by late 1973. There were 500,000 elderly, blind and disabled on state programs in 

late 1973, and they faced cuts in their assistance cheques if Reagan and the legislature could not 

come to an agreement. The basic federal grant for the aged, blind and disabled was to be $130 a 

month, but the existing programs were already providing an average of $212 per month for 

individuals.200 Legislature Democrats were proposing legislation that would see payments for the 

adult aid categories equalized and pay $255 per individual and $460 per couple, while Reagan 

was proposing a more modest increase of $221 and $394 respectively that he thought was more 

in line with the goals of the Welfare Reform Act.201  

Typical of the largely dysfunctional Reagan-legislature relationship we have seen thus 

far, bickering between the two ensued and gridlock occurred. Part of the issue was that the 

Reagan administration did not believe they required the legislature to move ahead after they 

sought legal advice from the state Attorney General who confirmed they could administratively 

set the supplemental grant levels.202 This position was further supported by HEW that confirmed 

that California could implement the new federal welfare program “with or without” legislation.203 

Little movement from either Reagan or the legislature was apparent and by late November an 

agreement had not yet been reached on supplementing the Federal government’s Supplemental 

Security Income (SSI) grant levels. The federal government had made clear to California that if it 

was not in a position to allow the takeover of the program by the federal government by January 

1, at least tens of millions of federal funds to the state would be cut.204 While Reagan was out of 
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the state in early December, the Lieutenant Governor Edwin Reinecke and the legislature 

reached a compromise that would pay $235 for single aged and disabled recipients and $265 for 

the blind.205 With the Reagan administration reluctantly accepting this deal with the Democratic 

legislature, California had created a new welfare program to supplement the Federal SSI. 

California’s new supplement to SSI would reach more recipients than the previous state 

programs and allowed California SSI recipients to be paid more than other leading states.206 

Throughout Reagan’s time as Governor, particularly in the final years of his 

administration, the federally administered Food Stamp program became an increasing obsession. 

The Food Stamp program’s origins date back to Depression era measures to distribute food 

surpluses, but the modern program was created as part of President Johnson’s War on Poverty in 

1964 and no longer focused on distributing surplus agriculture but was an explicit effort to 

reduce poverty, hunger and malnutrition.207 While a federally funded program, the United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) contracted with states to operate the program. In turn, the 

state gave each county control over the program and then provided them guidance and assistance 

in operating the program. In states like California, this led to uneven implementation of the 

program. Of California’s 58 counties, as of May 1969, only 16 were operating a Food Stamp 

Program, 12 had requested and were approved by the USDA to begin a program, and four had 

requested to begin the program but had not been approved yet. This left three counties, including 

 
205 William Endicott, "Reinecke Signs Compromise on Aid to Blind, Aged, Disabled," Los Angeles Times, 
December 6 1973; "Welfare Showdown: Reagan over a Barrel," California Journal, January, 1974. 
206 The Aged: Income Maintenance, January 14 1974, folder “Social Affairs - The Aged: Income Maintenance 
(13B1),” Governor’s Office, 1967-1975: Files, Box GO22, 2, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library; Employment 
Development Department, Position Paper: The Aged - Income Maintenance, January 15 1974, folder “Social Affairs 
- The Aged: Income Maintenance (13B1),” Governor’s Office, 1967-1975: Files, Box GO22, 2, Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library. 
207 Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse: A Social History of Welfare in America, 262-63. 



 

143 

 

the heartland of California conservativism, Orange County, not operating a food program for the 

needy.208 

By 1969, the USDA was pushing hard to see the program adopted in more of California’s 

counties under threat of court action, but the Reagan administration resisted putting pressure on 

California’s counties to implement the program, believing it was not an “appropriate role” for 

them to demand participation.209 By 1970, the Reagan administration was becoming increasingly 

agitated at federal Food Stamp regulations that they saw as inhibiting their ability to reform the 

program, specifically that federal law allowed states to “establish standards to determine the 

eligibility” for the program, but as these standards were subject to the approval of the USDA 

Secretary, changes put forward by states were almost never approved.210 California put forward 

multiple amendment proposals for the Food Stamp program including making pensioners and the 

working poor ineligible, preventing the “voluntarily unemployed” from enrolling, preventing 

“hippies,” students and strikers from accessing the program by including a work requirement and 

tightening eligibility for those already on welfare.211 Like with other areas of welfare policy, the 

Reagan administration defined their position on reforming Food Stamps as seeking to “restore a 

balance between the legitimate needs of our less fortunate and those of the taxpayers.”212 
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By 1974, there was an increasing focus on Food Stamp abuse in California, both from 

Reagan and the press. Reagan declared that the Food Stamp program was “the newest nesting 

place for welfare abuse and fraud.”213 The San Rafael Independent-Journal was raising concerns 

that the Food Stamp program was encouraging migrants to come to California and then engage 

in buying “cartloads” of food on the public dime.214 The Orange County based The Register was 

raising even more serious and outlandish concerns. They believed that the Maoist Revolutionary 

Union in San Jose was subsisting on Food Stamps, and that this meant, “if you’re part of the 

establishment you are helping to pay for your own demise.”215 While Reagan’s alarmism did not 

go this far, his increasing anger over the food stamp program led him to release a policy 

document titled California’s Blueprint for National Welfare Reform: Proposals for the Nation’s 

Food Stamp and Aid to Families with Dependent Children Programs. Many of the proposals 

contained in this document sought to continue the work of the Welfare Reform Act. The 

document states that “we never intended that the welfare reform program of 1971 would, or 

should, be the final chapter in California’s efforts to prevent abuses, close loopholes, and 

eliminate red tape.”216 Therefore, the proposals for AFDC reform sought to largely address issues 

with federal law and regulation that impeded Reagan during the preceding years and likewise the 

food stamp proposals sought to give states more flexibility in administering the program.  

All of Reagan’s tried and true welfare rhetoric is present in California’s Blueprint for 

National Welfare Reform and having been released at the end of Reagan’s time as Governor, 

served as a launching pad for his foray into national politics that begin with his first run for 
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President in 1976. Some have attempted to portray Reagan’s welfare policies as Governor as 

“modest” and an “incremental revolution.”217 This characterization is faulty in two regards. First, 

it does not examine the full scope of what Reagan accomplished on the subject of welfare reform 

during the entirety of his time as Governor. Most academic examination has thus far limited 

itself to the Welfare Reform Act of 1971 and ignores everything outside of this narrow scope. 

Second, this characterization does not analyze the extent of Reagan’s goals for reform, which 

were much more expansive than what he was able to accomplish, some of which is hinted at in 

documents such as California’s Blueprint for National Welfare Reform. This thesis has corrected 

these errors in the historiography by examining the entirety of Reagan’s Governorship and 

compared his proposals and philosophy with final legislation.  

During his time as Governor, Ronald Reagan offered Conservatives an alternative to 

Richard Nixon. Both talked a big game on welfare and decried abuses, fraud and the unworthy 

recipient. However, Nixon championed a guaranteed income, expanded social security payments 

for the nation’s elderly, federalized adult aid programs and increased in kind benefits such as 

food stamps. Reagan meanwhile was proposing a conservative alternative to FAP and reforms to 

the existing liberal programs created by Presidents Kennedy and Johnson and expanded by 

Nixon. While it is true that Reagan’s reforms did not always live up to this high conservative 

standard, either because of ineptitude in his administration or because of negotiation with 

Democrats in the legislature, the difference between Reagan’s rhetoric and action is nowhere 

near as jarring as Nixon’s. As Reagan told a gathering of the National Young Republicans in the 

waning months of his time as Governor, “welfare’s excesses are like a double-jointed octopus 

with remarkable regenerative powers. When you wriggle free of one tentacle, another grows in 
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its place and squeezes the public’s purse strings a little tighter.”218 As Reagan was trying to 

wriggle California free from these tentacles, Nixon was encouraging the growth of new ones, 

that is until Reagan’s people took over control of the federal welfare bureaucracy. From 1967-

1974, Ronald Reagan showed Californian and American conservatives what real conservative 

welfare reform could look like at the state level and on his way out of the Governor’s mansion, 

the possibilities for such reform at the national level. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 Writing in early 1966, after Ronald Reagan officially threw his hat into the ring of the 

1966 California gubernatorial election, journalist Gladwin Hill wrote that it was only in 

California’s “loose-jointed political system that actors, tap dancers or individuals of other 

irrelevant qualifications can put forward legally plausible applications to be public servants.”1 

How Reagan, and the New Right movement that he represented, went from being dismissed in 

1966 to gaining increasing national prominence by the mid-1970s has been the journey traced in 

this thesis. Central to this rise from obscurity was the New Right’s articulation of welfare policy. 

For the New Right, welfare policy was increasingly used as a tool to sow resentments and fuel 

the flames of mistrust among white, middle-class citizens towards those less fortunate. Reagan 

combined the issues of welfare, crime, big government and taxes into a potent mix that aroused 

the ire of many Californian’s. As a columnist in The Nation put it, “the time was right and it all 

jelled perfectly.”2 

 Once in office, Reagan was up against two ideological foes. The first became apparent 

the moment he entered the state capital of Sacramento, the existing constellation of liberal 

programs, interests and roadblocks erected over the previous three decades. Policy momentum is 

hard to reverse, and while Reagan may have achieved some of his reform goals during his eight 

years in office, he faced long odds in achieving the degree of reform that he and his team would 

have liked to see. For most of his time as governor, Reagan would have to work with the 
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Democrats, the very creators of the system he found himself up against, to achieve any lasting 

policy reforms. The second obstacle that Reagan faced was one he had realized would be a 

problem since Goldwater’s loss in 1964, the more liberal wing of the Republican Party. While 

Reagan was prone to lashing out against his liberal foes, he was perhaps more effective in 

pushing the Republican party further to the right. Throughout his time as governor, Reagan 

found himself in constant conflict with liberal Republicans in California’s state legislature, as 

well as the liberal welfare programs coming out of the Nixon White House. Reagan and his team 

consistently attacked these programs and put forward what they saw as true, conservative policy 

alternatives. While Reagan damaged Democratic electoral prospects by wooing conservative 

Democrats to his banner, he crushed the liberal wing of the Republican Party’s influence, first in 

California and by the time he won the Presidency, in the national Republican party.  

 Ironically, a common theme among evaluations of Reagan’s governorship was that he did 

not live up to his billing as an arch conservative, with TIME magazine writing that “during his 

two terms as Governor of California, Ronald Reagan has never quite lived up to his billing of 

‘Mr. Conservative,’” and The Nation referring to his administration as a “fraud.”3 These 

arguments are sound from the perspective that they analyze Reagan’s anti-welfare, anti-

government and anti-tax rhetoric, and point to Reagan’s failures to significantly reform the 

welfare system, the growth of California’s budget and the multiple tax increases Reagan signed 

into law as proof that he was a “fraud.” From this perspective, Reagan certainly does not live up 

to the conservative bar that he played a role in creating. However, as journalist and later frequent 

Reagan biographer Lou Cannon wrote in an 1974 article titled “The Reagan Years: An 

Evaluation of the Governor Californians Won’t Soon Forget,” perhaps the best way to think of 
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Reagan’s governorship is one that left a “conflicting legacy.”4 As Cannon points out, Reagan 

really believed he could affect the changes that he sought, and despite being rebuffed and 

embarrassed more than once, he continued trying. While Reagan may not have achieved all of 

the substantial policy changes he desired, he succeeded in shifting the Overton window in what 

the role of government could and should be in the decades to come. As noted in the previous 

chapter, even the son of the former liberal Governor Pat Brown who succeeded Reagan as 

governor accepted the premise of Reagan’s welfare policy. Reagan had not only changed the 

future of the Republican Party but had pulled the Democrats further right as well.  

 Despite looming large as a figure in postwar conservatism, the reality is that Ronald 

Reagan was just one man. He may have been symbolic of the New Right as a movement but was 

nonetheless only one piece of a much larger mosaic of a reinvigorated conservatism. Reagan 

may have been one of the early leading Republican politicians to recognize the changing political 

winds, but even in California he was not alone. As Lisa McGirr’s Suburban Warriors details, 

Ronald Reagan was the result of many long years of grassroots conservative organizing in 

Southern California. As shown in Chapter 2, Reagan was also fortunate to have the support of 

wealthy campaign donors and political apparatchiks that recognized the increasing vulnerability 

of the Democrats on the toxic mixture of welfare, race and taxes. As Chapter 3 demonstrated, 

Reagan championed conservative principles of local control in the field of mental health care, 

sometimes to disastrous results. He also pushed for the privatization of the state’s Medicaid 

program because of his conviction that the free market was better equipped to meet the health 

care needs of vulnerable Californians. And as Chapter 4 exemplified, California put forward a 

conservative welfare reform alternative to President Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan, an 
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alternative that contributed to the demise of FAP and the adoption of Reagan’s welfare 

philosophy on the national stage. Reagan may have been the leading man, but he was supported 

by a cast of true believers. His executive assistant Edwin Meese and his welfare point man 

Robert Carleson believed in these conservative principles just as much as Reagan and fought to 

see them put into action as they grappled with learning the ropes of government themselves. 

 Given the scope of this work, it is impossible to sketch the full picture of the New Right’s 

first forays into government. While this thesis has shown how the New Right kicked in the doors 

of Sacramento and grappled with governing and welfare policy in California, the story in other 

states remains unwritten. If this thesis has demonstrated anything, it is that despite all of the 

restrictions placed on states’ welfare programs and state politicians reform impulses by federal 

legislation, the states’ served as the testing ground for New Right conservatives. To understand 

how America got the Reagan Revolution in 1980, a better understanding of the conservative 

counter-revolution against the Great Society and the War on Poverty during the 1960s and the 

Nixon administration’s liberal tendencies in the 1970s, must be reached. To that end, this thesis 

is hopefully the beginning of future study into how conservative activists and politicians cut their 

teeth in state governments across the United States prior to 1980, not only in the field of welfare 

policy but on a number of policy fronts. For to truly understand the shift in American politics 

that occurred in 1980, one must look to the states, the laboratories of the nation, to understand 

how the New Right experimented and refined their philosophy prior to their prime-time debut.  
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