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Humphrey and Hawkins: How a Jobs Guarantee in 1978 Could Have Revolutionized Civil
Rights and American Politics
Jon Shelton
Project Description

In the 2024 presidential election, former President Donald Trump won voters with an
income below $50,000 over Kamala Harris 50-48%, the first time since the advent of reliable
exit polling in which a Republican won the lowest income demographic in a presidential
election. Even Ronald Reagan in 1980, which was the last time a Republican won a true
landslide election, lost the lowest income bracket to Democrat Jimmy Carter.

Clearly, as | wrote for The Nation last December, working Americans’ votes were

increasingly up for grabs in a way they hadn’t been in some time. The average worker makes
less now, adjusted for inflation, than they did in the 1970s, and had their wages simply kept up
with the overall productivity of the workforce, the majority of Americans would not be living
paycheck to paycheck. Tens of millions of Americans face serious economic insecurity, and
inflation, particularly the rising cost of housing, is causing many voters to reassess their political
allegiances.

Indeed, if we look at the last three Presidential elections beyond the scope of the
individual candidates, a pattern has clearly emerged: in 2016, Hillary Clinton, an effective
incumbent, lost to Trump; in 2020, Trump, himself an incumbent, lost to Joe Biden; and in 2024,
Kamala Harris, the effective incumbent, lost to Trump again. The American voters who swing
elections are saying, quite loudly, that this widespread economic insecurity is not working for

them, and they are desperately voting for change.


https://www.thenation.com/article/politics/democrats-economy-election-working-class/

But these developments were not inevitable...far from it. In January 1977, Democrat
Jimmy Carter had just been elected president and Democrats had large majorities in Congress.
One of the major initiatives Democratic reformers sought was the Humphrey-Hawkins Act. The
brainchild of legendary Minnesota Senator Hubert Humphrey and Representative Augustus
Hawkins from California, the bill would have been an important step toward true racial equality
in the United States. Coretta Scott King, who led the lobbying effort in Congress, said that the
initial version of the bill would be her late husband Martin’s “legacy.”

Though a version of the law passed, conservative Democrats like Carter and corporate
interests watered it down to the point of irrelevance. In its initial iteration, however, the bill
would have created a jobs guarantee, backed by the federal government. By guaranteeing every
American a job, the bill would have eradicated the implicit competition working Americans
felt—along race, gender, and other identities—to gain an economic livelihood. Further, by
essentially eliminating unemployment, the bill would have forced private employers to raise their
wages to compete. In fact, a robust version of the Humphrey-Hawkins Act could have
dramatically changed the course of American history.

My new book project—Humphrey and Hawkins: How a Jobs Guarantee Could Have
Revolutionized Civil Rights and American Politics—tells the story of this bill using the lens of
the lives of Hubert Humphrey and Augustus Hawkins. Indeed, the careers of both Humphrey
and Hawkins, in tandem, parallel the rise of the idea that all Americans should be guaranteed a
good job, which rose to the center of American politics by the 1970s. Humphrey had been
instrumental in pushing the Democratic Party toward adopting Civil Rights in the 1940s and
pushing the Civil Rights Act, which outlawed racial discrimination in the labor market, through

the Senate in 1964. He then made a jobs guarantee his main goal after he returned to the US



Senate in 1971 (he had been the Vice President from 1965-69, unsuccessfully running for
President in 1968). Humphrey rightly understood the American promise of the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution as including the economic security of a job.

Hawkins, who represented the Watts neighborhood in Los Angeles, was a co-founder of
the Congressional Black Caucus. He had served in the California state assembly for decades
before that, and he authored the employment section of the groundbreaking Civil Rights Act of
1964 Humphrey fought so hard to get through the Senate. After witnessing urban insurrections
in Los Angeles and elsewhere in the 1960s brought on by urban poverty, Hawkins believed that
African Americans would only be truly equal when everyone had access to a good job. By
telling the entwined stories of Humphrey and Hawkins, a midwestern liberal and an urban
African American civil rights activist, respectively, we can see how much broad support there
was for the possibility of a jobs guarantee in the 1970s.

The recent American past could have been very different had the robust version of the bill
passed. Instead, in the decades that followed, unemployment, underemployment, and low wages

for workers have continued to plague all Americans, and the racial wealth gap continues to

increase. But this book not only will allow us to see what might have been, but how, even today,
we can rekindle the promise of American democracy around the promise of a jobs guarantee.
My goal is to have this book published in early 2028, which would be the fiftieth anniversary of
Humphrey-Hawkins, and would facilitate promotion of the book.

Building from the work I did in my second book The Education Myth: How Human
Capital Trumped Social Democracy (Cornell, 2023), which includes a small section on the
Humphrey-Hawkins Act, Humphrey and Hawkins will bring to light the story of a major missed

opportunity in the trajectory of American civil rights and American democracy. The Education


https://www.brookings.edu/articles/black-wealth-is-increasing-but-so-is-the-racial-wealth-gap/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/black-wealth-is-increasing-but-so-is-the-racial-wealth-gap/

Myth was widely reviewed and I was interviewed about my work in a number of prominent

venues: my book has been cited or reviewed in /e Washington Post, the New Republic, Inside

Higher Ed, the American Prospect, and many other places. Given the attention that book has

garnered through an academic press, my goal with Humphrey and Hawkins is to break into the
trade press world, and I seek this fellowship so that I can prepare a competitive book proposal
next summer to The New Press, Beacon Press, Basic Books, and several others in addition to
shopping the book to agents. I also plan to work with the Office of Grants and Research to
secure external fellowships so that I can complete the actual work on the book after securing the
contract.

There is a great need for this book in the historiography of the postwar United States. A
few scholars have written books about Hubert Humphrey—arguably the most important
American political figure never to ascend to the presidency—but these books are not principally
concerned with the fight for a jobs guarantee or how Humphrey’s career culminated with that
trajectory after three decades of pushing for social democracy.! There are no biographies of
Hawkins at all, which is a major omission in our nation’s political history given the importance
of his legislative career and place in the struggle for racial justice.

There are some books that have treated the Humphrey-Hawkins Act on the periphery of
the dramatic rightward turn in American politics in the 1970s. Judith Stein’s Pivotal Decade:
How the United States Traded Factories for Finance in Seventies (2010), Lane Windham’s

Knockin’ on Labor’s Door: Union Organizing in the 1970s and the Roots of a New Economic

" Arnold Offner, Hubert Humphrey: The Conscience of the Country (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018);
James Traub, True Believer: Hubert Humphrey s Quest for a More Just America (Basic Books, 2024).


https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/05/08/how-to-reform-education/
https://newrepublic.com/article/172669/biden-public-schools-culture-war
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2023/03/14/new-book-argues-education-shouldnt-be-key-job
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2023/03/14/new-book-argues-education-shouldnt-be-key-job
https://prospect.org/podcasts/03-15-2023-education-myth-human-capital/

Divide (2017), Jefterson Cowie’s Stayin’ Alive: The 1970s and the Last Days of the Working
Class (2010), as well as my The Education Myth (2023) are prominent examples of these books.
There are also works that deal peripherally with Humphrey-Hawkins as part of the civil rights
movement or the broader question of federal policies to promote full employment. Examples of
these books include Steven Attewell, People Must Live By Work: Direct Job Creation in
America, from FDR to Reagan (2018), Margaret Weir’s Politics and Jobs: The Boundaries f
Employment Policy in the United States (1992), David L. Chappell’s Waking from the Dream:
The Struggle for Civil Rights in the Shadow of Martin Luther King (2016), and Michael Honey’s
Walking Down Jericho Road: The Memphis Strike and Martin Luther King Jr.s Last Campaign
(2008). But no single book has connected the trajectory of Humphrey-Hawkins, American
politics, and the civil rights movement. My book will rectify that.

I have written two books, and at the risk of immodesty, I will say that both of my books
have made an impact in the public conversation about politics in the US. I am a frequent guest
on Wisconsin Public Radio to talk about labor and education issues, as well as a frequent
commentator for news outlets across the country. I’ve informed stories for The New York Times,
the Wall Street Journal, the Los Angeles Times, the Washington Post, Education Week, the
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, the Chronicle of Education and many other publications. My work
on the Education Myth has been featured in over a dozen different podcasts. I plan to build on
this reputation to take the next step as a public intellectual: a book written for a trade press that is

geared for non-academic audiences.



Statement on Scholarly Expectations for Democracy and Justice Studies

Democracy and Justice Studies is an interdisciplinary unit, so the scholarly expectations
in our unit vary based on our respective disciplines. Nevertheless, it is not a requirement for
faculty in any field in our unit to publish a solo-authored book for tenure or promotion to full
professor. Though we have had faculty publish books, typically, peer-reviewed journal articles
and/or book chapters have sufficed both for promotion to associate or full professor. I've
published two books, however, and I am the only DJS faculty member who has published a solo
authored book, and the only one with plans to publish another on the horizon. I am already a full
professor, and with a range of other scholarly activities (including conference papers, book
chapters, and book reviews), I already continue to contribute to scholarship in my unit. A third
book, however, very much exceeds the expectations of DJS for either pre-tenure or tenured

faculty in our unit.



Statement on Scholarly Expectations for Democracy and Justice Studies

Democracy and Justice Studies is an interdisciplinary unit, so the scholarly expectations
in our unit vary based on our respective disciplines. Nevertheless, it is not a requirement for
faculty in any field in our unit to publish a solo-authored book for tenure or promotion to full
professor. Though we have had faculty publish books, typically, peer-reviewed journal articles
and/or book chapters have sufficed both for promotion to associate or full professor. I've
published two books, however, and I am the only DJS faculty member who has published a solo
authored book, and the only one with plans to publish another on the horizon. I am already a full
professor, and with a range of other scholarly activities (including conference papers, book
chapters, and book reviews), I already continue to contribute to scholarship in my unit. A third
book, however, very much exceeds the expectations of DJS for either pre-tenure or tenured

faculty in our unit.



Project Timeline
Summer 2025:

I have already done some preliminary archival research at UCLA, where the Augustus Hawkins
papers are located, and at the Minnesota Historical Society, where Humphrey’s papers are
located. I will do analysis of this research, and if necessary, travel to one or both archives for a
short research trip. At the end of the summer, I anticipate having a book proposal in place to
submit to major publications.

2025-26:

My plan is to secure a book contract and to seek external fellowships. At the same time, I plan to
complete any additional archival research by the end of the summer 2026, and will begin drafting
the MS.

2026-27:

Ideally, I’ll have external funding in place to get time for research, either through external
funding (as I did with my second book in calendar year 2020) or sabbatical and will finish the
book this year. If not, I anticipate another year to complete the book if I am unable to secure any
leave

2027-28 (if necessary):

Without research leave of some kind, it will likely take another year for me to cobble together
the time to write this book. However, my goal is to have the book come out by 2028, which
would be the 50 anniversary of the Humphrey Hawkins Act.



As the current chair of Democracy and Justice Studies, I affirm my approval for this project! I am certain
that I will have the capacity to do this work, as I have with my first two books, in addition to my teaching
and service obligations.



Jon Shelton
Professor
Democracy and Justice
Studies

ACADEMIC APPOINTMENTS
Professor, Democracy and Justice Studies, University of Wisconsin-Green Bay, 2023-

Associate Professor, Democracy and Justice Studies, University of Wisconsin-Green Bay,
2018-23

PUBLICATIONS
Books:

The Education Myth: How Human Capital Trumped Social Democracy (Cornell
University Press), 2023

Teacher Strike! Public Education and the Making of a New American Political Order
(University of Illinois Press/Working Class in American History series), 2017

e Winner, 2018 First Book Award, International Standing Conference for the
History of Education

Recent Peer-reviewed Book Chapters:

“The Meaning of Teachers’ Labor in America’s Public Schools” in Frederick
Gooding and Eric Yellin (eds), Public Workers in Service of
America: A Reader (University of Illinois Press, 2023)

“Walker’s Wisconsin and the Future of the United States,” Jasmine Kerrissey, et. al.
(eds.) Labor in the Time of Trump: Challenges and Responses (Cornell
University Press, 2020)

“Teacher Unions and Associations,” in Tanya Fitzgerald et. al. (eds). International
Handbook of Historical Studies in Education: Debates, Tension, and Direction

(Springer, 2019)

Recent Peer-reviewed Publications:

“The Teacher Uprising, 2010-21,” Oxford Encyclopedia of American History (2021)

“Civil Rights and Titletown: Green Bay and the Open Housing Ordinance of 1968,” with Greg
Lutz and Joseph Taylor, Voyageur: Northeast Wisconsin's Historical Review (Winter


https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007%2F978-981-10-0942-6_25-1
https://oxfordre.com/americanhistory/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199329175.001.0001/acrefore-9780199329175-e-960

2019)

Recent Research Honors/Fellowships

National Academy of Education/Spencer Foundation Postdoctoral Fellow, 2019-20
($70,000)

International Standing Conference for the History of Education First Book Award,
2018

National Endowment for the Humanities, Summer Stipend, 2015 ($6,000)

Recent Media Interviews/Expert Commentary (Selected)

Expert commentary, Beatrice Lawrence, “Act 10 Faces Another Legal Challenge: This Time, It
Might Stick,” Wisconsin Public Radio, Jul. 10, 2024

Expert commentary, Joe Schulz, “2023 Was a Big Year for Unions. Wisconsin Labor
Leaders Want to Keep the Momentum Going.” Wisconsin Public Radio, Feb. 1, 2024

Guest, “Jon Shelton and Neil Kraus on Labor, Education, Inequality, Human Capital, and the
Creative Class,” Cultural Studies Podcast, Jan. 31, 2024

Expert commentary, Liam Knox, “No End to Wisconsin’s Higher Ed Budget Standoff.” Inside
Higher Ed, Dec. 8, 2023

Guest, “Why Some Universities Are Cutting Curriculum,” A/l Sides with Anna Staver, Nov. 16,
2023

Expert commentary, Madeline Will, “Teacher Strikes, Explained: Recent Strikes, Where They’re
Illegal, and More” Education Week, Oct. 30, 2023

Guest, “The Education Myth w/ Professor Jon Shelton,” KC Morning Show, Sep. 26, 2023

Guest, “Jon Shelton, The Education Myth,” The FreshEd Podcast, July 24, 2023

Guest, “If We Want to Save Public Education, We’ve Got to Talk about It Differently’” Have You
Heard?, June 1, 2023

Guest, “Confronting the Education Myth with Dr. Jon Shelton,” Trending in Education, May 1,
2023


https://www.wpr.org/news/act-10-faces-another-legal-challenge-this-time-it-might-stick
https://www.wpr.org/news/act-10-faces-another-legal-challenge-this-time-it-might-stick
https://www.wpr.org/economy/2023-was-a-big-year-for-unions-wisconsin-labor-leaders-want-to-keep-the-momentum-going
https://www.wpr.org/economy/2023-was-a-big-year-for-unions-wisconsin-labor-leaders-want-to-keep-the-momentum-going
https://culturalstudies.podbean.com/e/jon-shelton-and-neil-kraus-on-labor-education-inequality-human-capital-and-the-creative-class/
https://culturalstudies.podbean.com/e/jon-shelton-and-neil-kraus-on-labor-education-inequality-human-capital-and-the-creative-class/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/state-policy/2023/12/08/wisconsin-board-rejects-funding-and-dei-deal-legislature
https://news.wosu.org/show/all-sides/2023-12-27/why-some-universities-are-cutting-curriculum
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/teacher-strikes-explained-recent-strikes-where-theyre-illegal-and-more/2023/10
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/teacher-strikes-explained-recent-strikes-where-theyre-illegal-and-more/2023/10
https://podcasts.adorilabs.com/show/e?eid=IWuCaQFUzMdssazq
https://freshedpodcast.com/shelton/
https://soundcloud.com/haveyouheardpodcast/education-myth?si=fd826cdb75e1446eb70374771006e898&utm_source=clipboard&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=social_sharing
https://soundcloud.com/haveyouheardpodcast/education-myth?si=fd826cdb75e1446eb70374771006e898&utm_source=clipboard&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=social_sharing
https://trendingineducation.com/2023/05/confronting-the-education-myth/
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