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Ronald Reagan’s “Welfare Queen” Lie Has Been Resurrected

jacobinmag.com/2021/05/gop-unemployment-covid-reagan-welfare-queen

In the early 1980s, Ronald Reagan and the GOP settled on a strategy: Building off their
“silent majority” dog whistle that signaled a backlash to the civil rights movement,
Republicans conjured a racist “welfare queen” myth, pretending that too many lazy,
parasitic Americans were getting rich off of unemployment benefits that deterred them
from getting a job. That rhetoric was boosted by conservative Democrats, including Joe
Biden, who warned of “welfare mothers driving luxury cars.”

Republicans have spent decades trying to resuscitate Reaganism, to the point where one
Onion parody joked about GOP leaders trying to reanimate the former president and run
a zombie version of him for president. Only it’s no laughing matter, because forty years
after Reagan first took office, Republican politicians and business lobbyists have
resurrected a spectral version of his ideology.

They have exhumed the Gipper’s incendiary “welfare queen” language, alleging that
employers today are being oppressed by lazy unemployment beneficiaries who are
harming America by refusing to get off their ass and get back to work during a historic,
deadly pandemic.

“It will be a matter of time before showing up for work is a better-paying proposition than
remaining on the couch watching reruns of Gilligan’s Island,” said the California state
director of the National Federation of Independent Business in a recent press release
illustrating the pervasive rhetoric depicting the jobless as lazy loafers.

Andrew Perez & David Sirota, Jacobin, May 14, 2021

https://jacobinmag.com/2021/05/gop-unemployment-covid-reagan-welfare-queen
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/nixon-calls-on-the-silent-majority
https://www.businessinsider.com/biden-warned-welfare-mothers-driving-luxury-cars-1988-column-2019-8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SoCQO90-0zQ
https://www.nfib.com/content/news/california/local-comment-on-todays-national-jobs-report-findings/
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“Throughout my travels across Kansas I hear constantly how employers are struggling to
find people for open jobs because folks are staying at home due to the rich
unemployment benefits and the stimulus checks that Democrats continue to enhance,”
said freshman senator Roger Marshall (R-KS), a multimillionaire who has proposed
legislation to cut off federal COVID-19 unemployment benefits.

With other GOP senators, millionaire pundits, and millionaire lobbyists echoing this
narrative, the idea of the welfare queen has been reincarnated and willed into an
unquestioned notion, to the point that GOP governors are now moving to cut off federal
unemployment benefits to hundreds of thousands of Americans in the name of rescuing
families, communities, and the American economy.

Just as it was forty years ago, the story line is unsubstantiated bullshit. But it’s bullshit tied
to a specific corporate agenda that the millionaires on your cable TV news won’t admit.
The GOP goal is not to rescue communities or raise standards of living, but to instead
use welfare-to-work demagoguery to re-create the Reagan record of skyrocketing
business profits, boosted by subpar wages for workers. And this time around, that means
Republican politicians forcing people out of their houses and into low-paying, risky jobs in
which those same GOP officials have passed laws shielding employers from legal
consequences if their cost-cutting business practices expose people to COVID-19.

For all their talk of market economics, today’s Republicans don’t want to allow supply and
demand to force their business donors to compete for workers by offering higher wages,
better benefits, and safer workplaces. On the contrary, as they block a $15 minimum
wage, the GOP wants to cut off jobless benefits in order to continue what Politico rightly
identified during the pandemic as “America’s hidden economic crisis: widespread wage
cuts.”

"They want businesses to be able to continue paying workers as poorly as they did before
a pandemic changed the world."
They want businesses to be able to continue paying workers as poorly as they did before
a pandemic changed the world, and they want people to have little to no recourse if they
are infected with COVID on the job.

Recognizing the ruse at play, the Biden administration’s economic experts have been
spotlighting the basic facts showing that the economy is functioning normally and private-
sector pay has not unsustainably spiked. In fact, average hourly earnings increased from
March to April by less than the rise in the consumer price index — which suggests there
is less of a worker shortage, and more a shortage of employers willing to increase pay
even a little bit.

For his part, President Joe Biden has thankfully shed his past Reagan-appeasing habits
and has avoided echoing his own old “welfare queen” language. But he remains ever the
thumb-in-the-wind pol — and his rhetoric is now starting to subtly shift from calling out
GOP bullshit to trying to accommodate it . . . which never ends well.

https://www.marshall.senate.gov/press-releases/sen-marshall-introduces-get-americans-back-to-work-act-to-repeal-increase-in-unemployment-benefits/
https://www.opensecrets.org/personal-finances/roger-marshall/net-worth?cid=N00037034&year=2018
https://twitter.com/thehill/status/1392965627254562820?s=20
https://www.nytimes.com/1988/08/24/business/economic-scene-the-reagan-era-gains-and-losses.html
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/19/wage-cuts-economy-crisis-368508
https://www.whitehouse.gov/cea/blog/2021/04/19/the-pandemics-effect-on-measured-wage-growth/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/07/business/biden-economy.html
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/realer.nr0.htm
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That should terrify every worker caught between caring for family, struggling to make
ends meet, and getting screamed at by right-wing politicians trying to give their corporate
donors a never-ending supply of exploitable, disposable, low-wage labor during a lethal
pandemic.

The Unverified Stat Heard All Around the Media

The early 1980s was eerily similar to the current political moment. After his successful
presidential campaign depicting jobless welfare recipients as luxury-car-driving moguls,
Reagan proposed big cuts to extended unemployment benefits — and deployed a top
Labor Department official to justify the policy by complaining that he saw a Help Wanted
sign outside a laundromat near his home in Arlington, Virginia. Soon after, the Reagan
administration tried to cut off unemployment benefits if jobless people turned down any
work, even if it only paid the federal minimum wage. His crusade eventually culminated in
giant cuts to the welfare system, an explosion in poverty, and two-thirds of the public
telling pollsters that “welfare benefits make poor people dependent and encourage them
to stay poor.”

A 1981 New York Times headline.

Reagan’s reliance on anomalous anecdotes — his favorite being the one about a Chicago
welfare recipient — made for good politics at the dawn of the short-attention-span era,
when sound bites began substituting for macroeconomic facts.

Decades later, America’s attention span is even shorter in the age of the cable news
screamfest and the social media post — and so Republicans and their media allies have
predicated their grand plans to cut unemployment benefits on tweeted photos of some
fast food restaurants complaining they cannot find workers. That, and a study released by
the millionaire staff of the US Chamber of Commerce, which purported to show that the
additional $300 of pandemic benefits “results in approximately one in four recipients
taking home more in unemployment than they earned working.”

The data point is a self-own — the nation’s most powerful corporate lobby group is
effectively admitting how badly workers are getting paid in the world’s wealthiest country.
We’d love to see the Chamber analysis, but they did not respond to our request to review
it.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2019/05/21/she-was-stereotyped-welfare-queen-truth-was-more-disturbing-new-book-says/
https://www.nytimes.com/1981/04/08/us/reagan-sees-tighter-work-test-for-those-extra-unemployment-benefits-budget.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1981/04/30/panel-rejects-reagan-cuts-on-jobless-benefits/1edc6770-054f-41e3-a302-5319365631c5/
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2016/mar/02/bernie-s/sanders-welfare-reform-more-doubled-extreme-povert/
https://www.newamerica.org/weekly/rise-and-reign-welfare-queen/
https://newrepublic.com/article/154404/myth-welfare-queen
https://twitter.com/RepDavidRouzer/status/1388138766599086080
https://twitter.com/mcbyrne/status/1390697884635574272
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"The nation’s most powerful corporate lobby group is effectively admitting how badly
workers are getting paid in the world’s wealthiest country."
In the age of misinformation, the veracity of the number doesn’t seem to matter —
because the propaganda has already gone viral.

CNN host Erin Burnett, for instance, read aloud the Chamber press release on the matter
to former Obama administration economist Austan Goolsbee last Friday, before asking
him to respond.

A few days later, CNN anchor Jake Tapper asked Biden’s COVID czar, Jeff Zients,
whether “the enhanced unemployment insurance, while obviously well-intentioned, is
creating a disincentive for some Americans.”

And now, a dozen Republican senators have cosponsored Senator Marshall’s proposed
legislation, called the “Get Americans Back to Work Act.” The bill “decreases
unemployment benefits to $150 per week at the end of May, and then fully repeals them
out at the end of June,” according to a press release from Marshall.

“Unemployment Insurance Has Saved Lives and Kept the
Economy Afloat”

The tall tale about unemployment benefits generating a labor shortage is reminiscent of
Republican-driven lies we’ve seen define so many past panics, from the hysteria over
Iraq’s nonexistent weapons of mass destruction to Donald Trump’s “stop the steal”
demagoguery.

In this new paroxysm of lies and half-truths about the job market, facts seem unable to
penetrate the discourse: facts like studies showing that providing more generous
unemployment benefits has little effect on overall employment. Or facts like a recent
survey showing that 43 percent of small-business owners who say they are having
trouble hiring workers admit that it isn’t because workers are languorously living off lavish
federal benefits — but because workers are seeking better-paying jobs, fearing COVID,
or unable to afford day care.

If, as Republicans insist, unemployment benefits had created a nationwide labor
shortage, then the laws of supply and demand that the GOP worships would produce a
significantly faster wage recovery for workers — especially since the first half of the
pandemic period was marked by widespread wage cuts.

In fact, there is recent evidence that when employers deign to pay employees better, they
can be flooded with eager job applicants.

"Republicans’ real goal is forcing workers back to unsafe, low-wage jobs — and helping
employers avoid having to raise pay."
“What we are witnessing with the myth of labor shortages is an attempt to ‘criminalize’
being unemployed, to force people into starvation to create a pro-business labor
bargaining position. Reporters repeating this myth are complicit,” tweeted AFL-CIO

http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/2105/07/ebo.01.html
http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/2105/09/sotu.01.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1555/cosponsors?r=1&s=1&searchResultViewType=expanded
https://www.marshall.senate.gov/press-releases/sen-marshall-introduces-get-americans-back-to-work-act-to-repeal-increase-in-unemployment-benefits/
https://mailchi.mp/0f861f0294eb/smb-re-opening-report-13365624?e=24bab80f62
https://www.businessinsider.com/wage-cuts-coronavirus-pandemic-twice-great-recession-fed-study-shows-2020-6
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/07/01/pay-cut-economy-coronavirus/
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/19/wage-cuts-economy-crisis-368508
https://twitter.com/PghBizTimes/status/1389614583288041477?s=20
https://twitter.com/WSpriggs/status/1392955266329612301
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economist William Spriggs.

New data from the US Census Bureau corroborates these points. The agency’s most
recent survey of people who are not working — a group that includes those on
unemployment as well as the much larger population of Americans who have dropped out
of the labor force — shows that far more people are now reporting that they cannot work
because they are caring for children or elderly relatives. The data indicates that many
Americans have retired, as well as that millions are still afraid of the coronavirus.

Sure, some people are less willing to work difficult, low-wage jobs that have become even
more stressful and dangerous due to COVID — but that is also because a safety net and
wraparound services are still vanishingly difficult to afford or find.

“Unemployment insurance has saved lives and kept the economy afloat during the
pandemic,” said Lindsay Owens, an economist and interim executive director of the
Groundwork Collaborative. “Responsible employers will not have trouble bringing people
back to work when the actual barriers to returning — access to childcare, inadequate pay,
and uncertainty about a health and safe working environment — are removed.”

According to a blog post by the Economic Policy Institute (EPI), sporadic labor shortages
“do seem to have popped up in the leisure and hospitality sector,” but there is little
evidence that the federal unemployment benefits are to blame.

Restaurant wages have started to rebound, but only enough to offset their dip last year as
employers cut workers’ pay or reduced their hours. As such, restaurant wages are
essentially at “where they would have been based on pre-COVID trends,” wrote EPI’s
director of research, Josh Bivens, and Heidi Shierholz, a senior economist and director of
policy at EPI.

“Any signs that the more-generous UI [unemployment insurance] benefits included as
part of the American Rescue Plan (ARP) are driving wages higher in this sector are very
faint — far too faint to justify a scaling back of these benefits or to justify state-level
policymakers depriving their own workers of a needed boost to the safety net,” they
wrote.

GOP Slashes Jobless Aid and Worker Protections While
Demanding Cash for Tax Cuts

All these facts are being ignored in service of a good narrative — to the obvious delight of
Republican politicians and their wealthy benefactors.

Since last week, at least sixteen Republican governors have announced that their states
will stop paying out the federal unemployment benefits early, with end dates in June or
July. At the same time, twenty-one Republican attorneys general have been demanding
the Biden administration allow states to use stimulus money to finance new tax cuts.

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2021/demo/hhp/hhp28.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/05/07/jobs-report-labor-shortage-analysis/
https://eoinhiggins.substack.com/p/the-pandemic-gave-retail-employees
https://www.epi.org/blog/restaurant-labor-shortages-show-little-sign-of-going-economywide-policymakers-must-not-rein-in-stimulus-or-unemployment-benefits/?utm_source=Economic+Policy+Institute&utm_campaign=6639f90874-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_02_22_11_12_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_e7c5826c50-6639f90874-55948929&mc_cid=6639f90874&mc_eid=e9e9cc9b1e
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/19/wage-cuts-economy-crisis-368508
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/05/13/more-than-1-million-will-lose-unemployment-benefits-early-in-13-states.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/us-policy/2021/03/16/republicans-threat-stimulus/
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The GOP governors are trying to win yet another one for the Gipper’s right-wing ideology
— and their moves were a big victory for the US Chamber of Commerce, which has
dumped $850,000 into the Republican Governors Association since 2018, according to
data from Political MoneyLine. It was a huge loss for hundreds of thousands of jobless
people in Alabama, Arkansas, Arizona, Georgia, Iowa, Idaho, Mississippi, Missouri,
Montana, North Dakota, Ohio, South Carolina, South Dakota, Tennessee, Utah, and
Wyoming.

A new Century Foundation fact sheet found that nearly 1 million workers will be affected
— and that was before several more states announced Thursday that they will also stop
paying federal unemployment benefits. The majority of the workers losing the federal
benefits will not be eligible for any unemployment aid, according to HuffPost.

One of these states, Ohio, made headlines last year for offering employers an area on its
unemployment website to “report COVID-19 work refusals” when workers refused to
come back to jobs for fear of being killed by COVID.

If that doesn’t convince you that Republicans’ real goal is forcing workers back to unsafe,
low-wage jobs — and helping employers avoid having to raise pay — then remember that
many of these same states have also gone out of their way to link health care benefits to
employment, and to let employers evade stringent safety measures.

"Many of these same states have also gone out of their way to link health care benefits to
employment, and to let employers evade stringent safety measures."
For instance, Republicans in half of the sixteen states cutting off unemployment benefits
have continued to refuse federal funding to expand Medicaid and provide health
insurance coverage to their states’ poorer residents, even more than a decade after the
passage of the Affordable Care Act.

Meanwhile, nearly none of the sixteen states shutting off benefits currently requires
people to wear masks in public or inside businesses. Ohio is the only one with a mask
mandate, and that requirement will end in June.

Even worse, nearly all of these GOP governors have signed immunity laws in their states
broadly shielding businesses from COVID lawsuits by substantially raising the bar for
liability lawsuits. Only one of the states, Missouri, doesn’t yet have a coronavirus
immunity law, but state lawmakers there can still pass a bill before their legislative
session ends.

And then there is the issue of worker pay: in ten of these states, the minimum wage is still
$7.25, and in the other states, it is only higher because voters passed ballot initiatives.

What’s particularly obscene is that some of the poorest states in America, such as
Alabama, Arkansas, and Mississippi, led the charge to slash unemployment rather than
allow a tight labor market to push up workers’ pay.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_e7rmpjBSR8
https://www.axios.com/covid-alabama-unemployment-benefits-8512b8dc-0c0e-496d-9d95-a0b081e5baf9.html
https://governor.arkansas.gov/images/uploads/21.05_.07_Dr_._Childers,_DWS,_Federal_Unemployment_.pdf
https://www.kgun9.com/news/local-news/ducey-to-shift-federal-unemployment-assistance-to-arizona-back-to-work-program
https://www.fox5atlanta.com/news/georgia-to-end-participation-in-additional-unemployment-benefits
https://governor.iowa.gov/sites/default/files/documents/2021-05-10%20--%20MEMORANDUM.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://gov.idaho.gov/pressrelease/its-time-to-get-back-to-work-gov-little-ends-idahos-participation-in-all-federal-pandemic-unemployment-compensation-programs/
https://twitter.com/tatereeves/status/1391852962025201665/photo/1
https://governor.mo.gov/press-releases/archive/governor-parson-announces-missouri-end-all-federal-pandemic-related
https://news.mt.gov/montana-to-launch-return-to-work-bonuses-return-to-pre-pandemic-unemployment-program-to-address-workforce-shortage
https://www.nd.gov/news/north-dakota-restore-pre-pandemic-unemployment-programs-address-statewide-workforce-shortage
https://www.cleveland19.com/2021/05/13/gov-dewine-announces-end-date-ohios-weekly-unemployment-assistance-payments/
https://www.axios.com/covid-unemployment-benefits-south-carolina-governor-ae457497-49e6-4b07-acf2-b993f69bf8da.html
https://news.sd.gov/newsitem.aspx?id=28056
https://www.axios.com/tennessee-end-federal-covid-unemployment-benefits-4c6d2135-5d15-4004-91c1-fc0aff9a42ab.html
https://governor.utah.gov/2021/05/12/gov-cox-to-end-pandemic-unemployment-payments/
https://content.govdelivery.com/accounts/WYGOV/bulletins/2d8bab9
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/fact-sheet-whats-stake-states-cancel-federal-unemployment-benefits/?agreed=1
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/unemployment-benefits-states_n_609d3509e4b0daf2b59e42f0
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/04/us/virus-unemployment-fired.html
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/status-of-state-medicaid-expansion-decisions-interactive-map/
https://www.multistate.us/issues/covid-19-mask-mandates-by-state
https://www.jdsupra.com/legalnews/georgia-s-move-to-eliminate-face-8917448/
https://www.cincinnati.com/story/news/politics/2021/05/12/today-coronavirus-ohio-gov-mike-dewine-evening-address-end-pandemic/5056074001/
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/daily-labor-report/states-prolong-covid-19-liability-shields-as-pandemic-persists
https://www.natlawreview.com/article/south-carolina-governor-signs-liability-shield-legislation-law
https://www.governor.nd.gov/news/burgum-signs-hb-1175-providing-covid-19-liability-protection-health-care-providers-businesses
https://themissouritimes.com/republicans-should-quit-virtue-signaling-and-pass-covid-liability-protections/
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Indeed, Mississippi, where Reagan demonized welfare in his infamous “states’ rights”
speech, has the highest poverty rate in the country. While politicians there have been
insinuating that jobless workers don’t need more unemployment benefits, the Mississippi
Clarion-Ledger reported that former NFL quarterback Brett Favre still hasn’t paid back
$600,000 in state welfare money he was paid for speeches he didn’t show up to give.

You have to pay attention and connect a few disparate dots like that to see the GOP’s
true colors. But every now and again, a prominent right-winger gets a bit sloppy, drops the
pretense, and lets slip that the real goal here isn’t preventing a labor shortage, but instead
keeping pay as low as possible for anyone who isn’t a big donor or a wealthy celebrity.

“Finding people to take jobs as they reappear, however, has become daunting if not
impossible, particularly at the lower end of the pay scale,” wrote the Washington Post’s
columnist Kathleen Parker. Her statement’s last clause made clear that she and her fellow
conservatives cannot countenance the idea of raising wages for people who serve them
food, cut their lawns, and deliver their Amazon packages.

“A shortage is a condition with excess demand *at the market price*. Wages have yet to
reach the new equilibrium,” tweeted Georgetown University economist Hal Singer.
“Calling it a ‘labor shortage’ puts on the onus on workers, when employers insist on
paying subsistence wages.”

“You Are Obligated to Ensure This Aid Gets to Workers”

As Republicans intensified their new version of the old “welfare queen” story, on Tuesday,
Biden pushed back, saying administration officials “don’t see much evidence” that
unemployment benefits are incentivizing people not to work.

But as the GOP fable coursed through elite media, he threw conservatives and business
groups a bone, issuing a directive to his labor secretary demanding he work with states to
reinstate requirements that people receiving unemployment benefits search for jobs, a
condition that most states waived at the outset of the pandemic.

“We’re going to make it clear that anyone collecting unemployment who is offered a
suitable job must take the job or lose their unemployment,” Biden said, in a statement that
doubled down on his press secretary’s similar jeremiad.

It was a disappointing and unexpected development, given that one of Biden’s first moves
as president was to allow workers to collect unemployment if they refuse a job in a
workplace that is “not in compliance with local, state, or national health and safety
standards directly related to COVID-19.”

Biden’s wavering did not go unanswered: a few days later, progressive senator Bernie
Sanders (I-VT) wrote to Biden’s labor secretary, Marty Walsh, to remind him of his
“congressionally-mandated requirement” to make sure people continue to receive
benefits under one of the COVID-related unemployment programs — Pandemic
Unemployment Assistance (PUA), which provides aid to independent contractors, gig
workers, and freelancers who are excluded from state unemployment programs.

https://neshobademocrat.com/stories/ronald-reagans-1980-neshoba-county-fair-speech,49123
https://www.gulflive.com/news/2020/03/mississippi-still-nations-most-poverty-stricken-state.html
https://twitter.com/tatereeves/status/1391852962025201665
https://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/local/2021/05/10/brett-favre-mississippi-welfare-funds-temporary-assistance-needy-families/4976646001/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/lets-get-vaccinated-and-back-to-work/2021/05/07/3b9401b6-af6d-11eb-b476-c3b287e52a01_story.html
https://twitter.com/HalSinger/status/1391900834779303940
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/07/08/states-add-work-search-rules-to-qualify-for-unemployment-benefits.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2021/05/07/press-briefing-by-press-secretary-jen-psaki-and-secretary-of-the-treasury-janet-yellen-may-7-2021/
https://www.constangy.com/assets/htmldocuments/UIP%20Letter%20No.%2016-20.pdf
https://twitter.com/SenSanders/status/1392888579005853698
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“Congress did not grant states the ability to strip PUA benefits away from vulnerable
workers,” Sanders noted, adding: “As secretary, you are obligated to ensure this aid gets
to workers.”

Whether or not the Biden administration does so is a life-and-death issue for those million
people threatened by Republican governors’ unemployment cuts.

It is also the moment when the president will decide whether to bury the “welfare queen”
myth once and for all — or let it haunt American politics for another generation.

 
 


