
Reagan, like many conservatives, was a modern 
heir to a states’ rights perspective that dated back 
to the Anti-Federalist movement. This means he 
believed that government should be as close to the 
voters as possible—in the city hall or the state cap-
itol—rather than far away in Washington, D.C. Yet 
believing that government should be closer to the 
people in the abstract is far different from putting 
that belief into practice. Taking power from the 
federal government did advance a core philosoph-
ical belief of the Reagan administration, but it also 
created problems for Reagan supporters, who were 
not shy about voicing their displeasure.

Such core conservative constituencies as busi-
ness and industry quickly realized that dealing 
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FIGURE 2-5

Federal Grants to States, 1940–2014 (in billions)

*Data for 2014 are estimated.

Source: U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States, Historical Tables, Table 12.2, “Summary Comparison of Total Outlays for Grants to State 
and Local Governments: 1940–2019 (in Current Dollars, as Percentages of Total Outlays, as Percentages of GDP, and in Constant (FY 2009) Dollars).”

with one government was much less of a headache 
than dealing with 50 governments. They almost 
immediately began to put counterpressure on the 
movement toward expanded state policymaking 
authority. The result was something of a push and 
pull, with the Reagan administration trying to 
shove power onto the states with one set of legisla-
tive priorities and yank it back to the federal gov-
ernment with another. Ultimately, Reagan did 
succeed in cutting grants-in-aid. He consolidated 
57 categorical grants into 9 new block grants. 
General revenue sharing and another 60 categori-
cal grants were eliminated entirely. This reduced 
the amount of money sent to the states while 
increasing the states’ ability to act independently.12 

46 Governing States and Localities


