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Despite the many years of reform since the Civil Rights movement, racial 
justice in the United States has remained elusive because of the endemic 
nature of racism and anti-Blackness at all levels of American society, includ-
ing the structures of the welfare state. Using a critical race theory approach, 
this article examines the evolution of structural social policies from the Great 
Society of the 1960s to the devolved entrepreneurialism of neoliberalism at 
the turn of the millennium. If the large-scale social programs of the American 
welfare state were seen as the only entity with sufficient capacity to collec-
tively change structural racism in the Great Society, neoliberalism brought 
an austere decentralized vision of social policy that sought to roll back col-
lective security in favor of individual responsibility and risk. Social enterprise 
emerged in the 1990s as a highly touted method to achieve social justice on 
the grassroots level amidst the rise of neoliberal ideologies that hollowed out 
many of the core programs of the American social welfare state. Many extolled 
the value of social enterprise as a rigorous way to apply efficient business 
methods to social welfare without taking into account the history of Black 
enterprise. The neoliberal logic of social enterprise ultimately deters systemic 
thinking because it focuses on individual abilities and uplift, rather than in-
stitutional and structural change. The article ends by reflecting on how the 
radical imagination of social movements like Black Lives Matter might 
contribute to achieving racial justice in the United States by re-envisioning 
collective welfare.
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Citizenship in the United States has been marked less by universality than by 
exclusions: Native Americans were not recognized as US citizens until the Snyder 
Act of 1924, women obtained the right to vote through the 19th Amendment to the 
Constitution in 1920, and the civil rights movement of the 1960s fought for Black 
suffrage. Full citizenship is based on the notion of equality and includes civil, 
legal and political rights, along with entitlement to the same socio-economic and 
cultural rights and privileges as other social groups without discrimination 
(Samito 2009). Yet, voter suppression, biased practices and structural oppression 
targeted at communities of colour continue to be significant factors in contempo-
rary American society that militate against equity (Anderson, Durbin 2019). De-
spite the many years of reform since the Civil Rights movement, racial justice has 
remained elusive because of the endemic nature of racism and anti-Blackness at 
all levels of American society. Adam Bledsoe (2020: 473) defines anti-Blackness 
as 'a societal logic which assumes the inhumanity and thus spatial illegitimacy of 
Black populations.' Social welfare policies have closely mirrored the dynamics of 
racial oppression, although they have often been narrated as instruments that 
enhance equal opportunities (Davis, Bent-Goodley 2004).

Racism is deeply woven in the fabric of US institutions and infuses every 
aspect of US public policy from law (Ackermann et al. 2015; Murakawa 2019) 
to housing (Glotzer 2020) to health (Hoberman 2012) to criminal justice (Alex-
ander 2017) to education (Leonardo, Grubb 2019) to the environment (Williams 
et al. 2018) to the leadership of philanthropic organizations (Villanueva 2018), 
creating deeply unequal life opportunities for people of colour. As Critical Race 
Theory (CRT) postulates, the US system is working exactly as it was designed, 
namely, to maintain racist hierarchies and practices that uphold whiteness (Del-
gado 2017).

This article considers how racial injustice in the US has been addressed in 
policy narratives of social uplift from the War on Poverty of 1964 to the Personal 
Responsibility and Work Responsibility Act of 1996. Rooted in an historical de-
scription of the shift from the welfare state to neoliberalism, namely from the 
notion of the role of the state as providing a safety net to the state as an austere 
driver of personal responsibility, the article argues that the policies and practices 
of social welfare have retained deep structures of racial oppression that militated 
against racial equity through an 'economy of oppression' that profited from sup-
pressing communities of colour (Reich 2020). The article then considers how the 
concept of social enterprise (SE) entered into global social policy discourse in the 
1990s. Arguing that the social memory of Black enterprise was erased through 
the presumed novelty of social enterprise during neoliberalism, the article cent-
ers the history of Black entrepreneurialism and the ferocious white backlash to 
its success. It ends with a reflection on emerging visions of racial justice organ-
izing in the 21st century. The analysis is guided by CRT, which places race at the 
center of critical analysis to challenge colourblind assumptions of social welfare 
and social uplift. CRT challenges 'the unproblematized Western normative gaze' 
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by exposing the deeper structures of racism that shape public policy narratives 
(Jones 2009: 24).

The shifting relationship of social work and the state: from 
the racialized welfare state to neoliberal social enterprise

One vision of fighting for racial justice in the US has been to challenge in-
stitutions through laws and policies to live up to the democratic egalitarian 
promises that they espouse. Since the end of slavery, the federal government 
made many pledges to ensure equality to African Americans from the policies 
of the Reconstruction to the 1868 adoption of the 14th Amendment which guar-
anteed equal protection under the law to the Supreme Court ruling in 1954 that 
outlawed school segregation. For example, Ida B. Wells, an African American 
journalist and activist in the late 19th and early 20th century, traveled abroad 
widely to present the moral argument against the extrajudicial murder of Black 
people by lynching, which was prevalent in the American South (Silkey 2015). 
Thurgood Marshall, who became the first African American Supreme Court 
justice in 1967, had a long career of fighting racial injustice through a myriad of 
local, state and federal court cases (Zelden 2013). Both of these historical figures 
were deeply engaged with fighting for racial justice by pointing out the hypoc-
risy of the policies, laws and institutions that proclaimed equality in the US but 
did not, in fact, ensure that African Americans were treated fairly. The complex 
lineage of working with and challenging institutions to socially engineer racial 
justice in the US took place through a myriad of organizations, such as unions 
(e. g. The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters) and political associations (e. g. 
The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) that used 
their collective influence to improve conditions for Black people.

As Michael Katz (2008) documents, the US welfare state emerged under 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt during the Great Depression as legislation that 
codified citizens’ mutual responsibilities and social rights. Providing a guaran-
tee against the risks of unemployment, disability, old age, and death, social 
welfare was initially seen as a collective good that met the needs of the people 
and mitigated conflicts between labour and capital. However, the welfare system 
was constructed within the racist social formation of the United States, meaning 
that the structures of care and support are embedded in longstanding bias 
(Bonilla-Silva 2001). As Shannon Monnat summarizes (2010: 648): 'Racial out-
comes do not come from individual racists per se then but from the crystalliza-
tion of racial ideologies and justifications for domination in the racial structure 
based on those ideologies.'

Social citizenship means equal inclusion in the whole range of political, 
civil and social rights that support equality in society (Revi 2014). Structurally, 
social citizenship has been undermined in the United States through various gov-
ernmental interventions that influenced the alleged neutrality of the market and 
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access to social rights. Mechanisms such as redlining, where government housing 
agencies colluded with banks to deny mortgages to black people in predomi-
nately white neighborhoods, reinforced deep patterns of racial segregation and 
inequality that were replicated in health, educational and economic outcomes 
(Hernandez 2009). Many populations have remained outside of social insurance 
protections due to racist and sexist structures in the labour market that also pay 
them far less and provide less economic security. Historically, women, people of 
colour and people with intersectional identities have faced far more structural and 
personal barriers to building wealth in American society than white males (Lui et 
al. 2006). From the beginning, the American welfare state was divided into two 
spheres: social insurance and anti-poverty entitlements. Social insurance pro-
grams, such as social security and unemployment benefits, were largely tied to 
employment. Anti-poverty benefits, such as aid to dependent children and fami-
lies, were means-tested and classified as last resort assistance. As Monnat (2010) 
points out, the US welfare system is infused with gendered and racist structures 
and practices enveloped in colourblind ideologies that justify differential treat-
ments to diverse racial groups which create stiff barriers to social citizenship.

Declaring a 'war on poverty' in his 1964 State of the Union address, Presi-
dent Johnson’s ambitious legislative Great Society program sought to support the 
nearly 20 % of Americans who were mired in deep poverty (Zelizer 2015). By 
greatly expanding the federal role in social services and entitlements and creat-
ing major programs such as food stamps and Medicaid, the Great Society sought 
to systematically reduce racial inequality in the US. Together with the 1964 
Civil Rights Act (US Public Law 88–352) and 1965 Voting Rights Act (US Pub-
lic Law 89–110), which outlawed discrimination, Great Society social programs 
aimed to mobilize the power of the federal government to institute major social 
change, overriding states that had long histories of racial segregation and dis-
crimination through slum clearance, urban renewal, and community investment 
(Quadagno 1994). It has been estimated that Johnson’s War on Poverty reduced 
the US poverty rate from 19.5 % to 2.3 % (Burkhauser et al. 2019). Ira Katznelson 
(2006: 544) argues that Johnson’s vision of racial justice failed because he did not 
recognize the degree to which public policy contributed to reinforcing disparities 
noting: 'The federal government, though seemingly race neutral, functioned as a 
commanding instrument of white privilege.' Local authorities maintained control 
over how programs were managed and often retained long entrenched hierar-
chies of race, gender, and sexuality in their implementation.

Towards the end of his life, Martin Luther King increasingly recognized the 
'arbitrary power' of 'abusive' local welfare bureaucrats (Laurent 2015: 18). King 
was working on the Poor People’s Campaign for economic justice when he was 
killed. As anti-poverty benefits grew through Great Society programs, recipients 
became increasingly racialized and gendered (Winter 2006). The term 'welfare' 
thus became stigmatized and viewed as a handout to unmarried women and peo-
ple of colour, while social insurance programs like social security were widely 
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seen as an earned right by white workers. The advances of the Great Society to 
extend many of Roosevelt’s New Deal social programs through poverty allevia-
tion were nonetheless filtered through the patchwork of particularistic state poli-
cies. These policies often retained local practices of supporting racial disparities 
by excluding some categories of workers that have a disproportionate amount of 
people of colour, such as farm labourers, child minders and housekeepers, from 
full inclusion in benefits and protection systems.

As the American welfare state ramped up anti-poverty programs, explana-
tory theories emerged in the 1960s to examine why poverty in African American 
communities remained despite governmental efforts. Postwar American social 
work theories often focused on culture as a driver of behaviour, many times at the 
expense of social structural analysis (Curran 2003). The 'culture of poverty' held 
that the values, beliefs and attitudes of people determine their behaviour, even if 
structural conditions might change (Lewis 1959). Further, the 1965 Moynihan 
report on Black families saw them as entangled in social pathologies due to the 
historical trauma of slavery and structural poverty. The Moynihan report fo-
cused largely on the need to support patriarchal family structures as a remedy for 
structural white racism (Geary 2011). These scholars were criticized as maintain-
ing a 'blame the victim' approach to poverty (Briggs 2019). Mario Luis Small et 
al. (2010: 9) noted that while there were many different cultural values that influ-
enced behaviour, 'the greatest barrier to middle-class status among the poor is 
sustained material deprivation itself.' Sandra Susan Smith (2007) argued that the 
belief in individualism as the main determinant of success in the American 
Dream often undermined people in their quest for achievement because they did 
not utilize networks or social connections.

When Ronald Reagan ran for president in 1980, the racialized image of the 
'welfare queen in designer jeans' firmly linked public welfare recipients with 
race and gender, discrediting those who received social support while offering 
tax cuts for the wealthy (Dudas 2009). Reagan’s vision of a slimmed down neo-
liberal government associated with economic liberalization as the core of the 
American Dream eventually crossed party lines reifying the individual over the 
collective. By 1996, Democratic President Bill Clinton sought to 'end welfare as 
we know it', gutting the American safety net with the Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (Chappell 2011). This wel-
fare reform fundamentally changed how social welfare was distributed, dis-
mantling collective notions of social rights and common responsibility by in-
creasing the depth of inequality, especially among racial minorities. Instead of 
the federal government distributing funds as part of social rights, it now gave it 
in largely unrestricted devolved block grants to states to administer as they saw 
fit according to local standards and traditions. Further, Clinton’s welfare reform 
introduced the elimination of the statutory entitlement to poverty relief, created 
time limits on assistance over a lifetime, and restricted eligibility for food 
stamps. Clinton’s neoliberal restructuring brought a return to the model of the 
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poorhouse, forcing people to 'earn their subsistence in a labour market which, 
prior to welfare, had already rejected them' (Patriquin 2001: 73). Neoliberalism 
thus reversed the social protections of the welfare state, emphasizing individual 
risk over collective responsibility, which fundamentally retrenched efforts to 
address racial equality in the United States.

Taking responsibility – constructing social enterprise 
as a color-blind solution to endemic racism

There have always been a wide variety of faith-based and nonprofit organi-
zations throughout American history, but the notion of SE which emerged in the 
US during neoliberalism tended to focus on individual business models that 
sought to make a social impact through corporate responsibility and creating so-
cial value (Defourny, Nyssens 2010). Arguing that neither government nor char-
ity was sufficient to solve poverty, social business was seen as an enterprise that 
sought to retain a capitalist profit-maximizing model, while employing workers 
and creating products consistent with a social objective (Yunus 2007). This per-
spective viewed the marketplace as the source of competition and excellence, but 
also rendered the economy of oppression invisible through an ahistorical view of 
how capitalism emerged in the US. White wealth was extracted from the enslaved 
labor of black bodies, siphoned from the exploited work of new immigrants and 
transferred from stolen Indigenous lands (Nummi et al. 2019). As described in the 
previous section, racialized structures of social citizenship maintained firm bar-
riers that mitigated against leveling the playing field of opportunity.

If the large-scale social programs of the welfare state were narrated as the 
only entity with sufficient capacity to collectively change structural racism in 
the Great Society, neoliberalism brought an austere version of social policy that 
placed the burden of change on individuals. SE was viewed as a means to em-
power diverse communities through market-based solutions to racial injustice 
in response to the seeming failure of large-scale systems to adequately redress 
inequality. However, SE has also been criticized as piecemeal and inadequate to 
make systemic change because it does not challenge the status quo due to its 
entrenchment in capitalism.

The use of market-based language in social policy narratives eroded the col-
lective social justice mission of government by placing the burden of economic 
uplift on individuals themselves, relegating social workers to bureaucratic mana-
gerial positions (Pollack, Rossiter 2010). Social enterprises sought to fulfill needs 
unmet by social welfare interventions by applying a neoliberal logic that human 
welfare can best be served by liberating human freedom by unleashing the 
power of entrepreneurial market freedom. In this logic, welfare is less about the 
redistribution of resources than the responsibility of the individual to get aid in 
exchange for work in a competitive environment (Amable 2011). While SE offers 
the promise of resilience and self-sufficiency through enterprise, it also forces 
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individuals to adapt to the conditions of the market rather than providing mutual 
aid to support one another. SE uses words like risk, accountability, engagement, 
and responsibility. Social enterprises are nonetheless limited by the structures 
that shape the playing rules of business. Many studies have pointed out that 
structural factors such as social networks and access to resources have a dispro-
portionate impact on ethnic minority-run enterprises (Portes, Rumbaut 2006).

The rise of social entrepreneurship as a policy construct in tandem with 
market-oriented ideologies during neoliberal political regimes at the end of the 
1990s reflected less a novel way of understanding social uplift than a way of con-
structing entrepreneurialism as the solution to complex community social issues. 
Neoliberal ideologies in the 1990s rolled back welfare state policies repackaging 
narratives of racial equality as the responsibility of the individual. Viewing the 
welfare state as based on a static and archaic model of full employment with het-
eronormative male heads of household, SE underlined the need for nimble and 
innovative solutions to pressing social problems in complex societies that increas-
ingly lack social cohesion. Charles Leadbeater (1997: 3) argued that social enter-
prise offers opportunities for diverse communities to develop critical social capital 
to empower self-reliance through non-hierarchical and non-traditional leadership. 
SE advocated for the use of business methods for altruistic reasons to resolve so-
cial issues such as homelessness and poverty through microfinance, philanthropy, 
and businesses that employ vulnerable people. Narratives of social enterprise, 
however, often existed in a historical vacuum that did not take into account the role 
of structural racism both in creating the social problems and preventing solutions. 
As Michael Perez and Phia Salter (2019) summarize, neoliberalism promotes a 
color-blind ideology by reducing racial injustice to individual deficits.

There are deep historical roots of communitarianism through self-reliance 
within African American communities. As Ashanté Reese (2018: 411) points 
out: '"Black communities" investment in self-reliance as a political and cultural 
framework for communal uplift has been central to intellectual thought and 
activist strategizing.' As such, Reese argues that African American entrepre-
neurialism has never really been seen as solely an individual enterprise but also 
embodied dimensions that provided social uplift in Black communities. Mag-
gie Lena Walker (1867–1934), the daughter of a slave, became the leader of a 
fraternal organization dedicated to black social and economic advancement as 
a teenager and later founded the first black bank in the US. The aim of Walker’s 
work was to uplift the Black community through entrepreneurialism: '[she] 
emphasized the racial uplift aspect of business and the type of community or-
ganization she thought was needed to support economic and social develop-
ment. … Like many leaders of her time, Walker called for racial unity, racial 
pride, racial love, and racial cohesiveness' (Marlowe 2003: 63–64).

The Greenwood District of Tulsa, Oklahoma was also known as 'Black 
Wall Street' in the early 20th century due to its abundance of economic activity. 
As a local Black newspaper of the time proclaimed: 'Let us make employment 
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for our own. To do so means race independence and progress … Keep as much 
wealth as possible within the race. The future will take care of itself' (Tulsa 
Star 1918). However, in 1921 one of the deadliest race riots took place when 
whites stormed Greenwood inflicting mass casualties and destroying the thriv-
ing community (Messer et al. 2018). Similar pogroms took place throughout 
the US where white mobs, who felt their hegemony was threatened, extin-
guished Black economic progress. African Americans were not compensated 
for their losses. What this history demonstrates is that the entrepreneurial 
spirit and drive of Black communities has never been sufficient to withstand 
the violence of the racist structures of the US economy of oppression. Despite 
the War on Poverty and the 'empowerment' of individual responsibility through 
over 30 years of neoliberal governance, racial wealth disparities remain as pro-
found as ever (Sullivan, Meschede 2018). The historical amnesia and neoliberal 
orientation of SE fruitlessly constructs colour-blind peace and discriminatory 
justice as solutions to racial injustice (Perez, Salter 2019: 281).

Black Lives Matter and the radical imagination

The recent protests that have rocked the United States may prove to be a 
turning point in how racial justice is discussed and remedied in American soci-
ety. Nearly a half million people in over 550 places across the US protested on 
6 June 2020 and 15–26 million people have participated in Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) demonstrations since the murder of George Floyd (Buchanan et al. 
2020). As Jozie Nummi et al. (2019: 1043) point out: 'This historical resistance 
is necessary because in the U.S. case, systemic racism is based on a broad white 
racial frame (worldview) that penetrates all social institutions, public con-
sciousness, and political bodies.' The 2020 protests for racial justice in the US 
have come at the confluence of the global COVID-19 pandemic, encroaching 
climate crisis, intensifying white supremacist violence, and massively growing 
inequality. These protests are firmly embedded in the trajectory of a long tradi-
tion of Black resistance to anti-Blackness, white supremacy and the failure of 
American society to tackle racial injustice.

Initiated by three Black women, Black Lives Matter (BLM) represents a 
decentred and non-hierarchical movement emerging from the tradition of the 
Black radical imagination, bringing a critical lens to community organizing by 
centring intersectional inequality (Méndez 2016). BLM thus does not represent a 
singular voice or view but opens up a rich intersectional conversation on how to 
remedy the anti-Blackness at the core of societal structures in the United States. 
Through the disruption of everyday life to draw attention to anti-Black issues, 
deep engagement in how anti-Blackness plays out in complex practices on local 
levels, and strategic organizing for resistance, BLM has trained a spotlight on 
state-sanctioned violence against Black people catalyzing a broad movement for 
racial justice. In assembling a decentralized coalition of groups organizing 
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against police violence and racism, BLM is united by principled beliefs including 
accountability, empathy, collective value, restorative justice, queer affirming, 
black women, and loving engagement (Taylor 2017). As activist Charlene Carru-
thers (2018: 139) wrote: 'Our collective imaginations must burst open to believe 
liberation is possible.' Firmly following in Black traditions of 'self-help, race, 
pride, mutual aid and social debt' (Carlton-LaNey 1999: 311), BLM has organized 
to elect representatives to local, state and federal offices and challenges tradi-
tional strategies of addressing racial injustice through social policy or social en-
terprise. BLM represents an emancipatory leap of moving towards a radically 
reimagined society in calling for decolonizing American history, recognizing and 
embracing the diversity of identities of people living in the US, and seeking new 
solutions to social injustice and wellbeing that have not been met through the so-
cial welfare efforts of the Great Society or social enterprise of neoliberalism.

Conclusions

In her book on the Black Lives Matter movement, eminent Black historian 
and activist Barbara Ransby (2018: 163) quotes cultural theorist Homi Bhabha’s 
observation that 'a state of emergency is a state of emergence' to reinforce the 
significance of the current transformative moment. If the trajectory of 20th cen-
tury American society was to bolster white supremacy by parcelling out limited 
support to Black communities through circumscribed social policies that heaved 
blame on the backs of the most oppressed while doling out limited resources, the 
1990s neoliberal turn towards a discourse of 'personal responsibility' through 
competing in the 'free market' masked the deeply unequal structural position of 
Black people in the U. S. Throughout American history, Black communities have 
actively challenged the multitude of barriers to accessing resources as well as the 
invidious nature of anti-Blackness at all levels of society. According to Rob-
in D. G. Kelley (2002), the radical Black imagination has deep roots in the long 
history of Black resilience, resistance and joy in the continuing struggle for full 
emancipation. Its central message that a socially just society cannot emerge 
within structures that are fundamentally unjust, such as racism, patriarchy, heter-
onormativity and capitalism, opens possibilities to radically reimagine how we 
live together through accountability, empathy, and restorative justice.
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