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BLAME WELFARE, IGNORE POVERTY AND INEQUALITY

With the passage of the 1996 welfare reform, not only welfare but also poverty
and inequality have disappeared from the political discourse. The decline in the
welfare rolls has been hailed as a success. This book challenges that assumption.
It argues that although many single mothers left welfare, they have joined the
working poor and fail to make a decent living. The book examines the persistent
demonization of poor single-mother families, the impact of the low-wage market
on perpetuating poverty and inequality, and the role of the welfare bureaucracy
in defining deserving and undeserving poor. It argues that the emphasis on family
values — marriage promotion, sex education, and abstinence — is misguided and
diverts attention from the economic hardships low-income families face. The
book proposes an alternative approach to reducing poverty and inequality that
centers on a children’s allowance as basic income support coupled with jobs and
universal child care.

Joel F. Handler is a professor of Law, at University of California, Los Angeles,
specializing in social welfare law and policy, poverty, welfare bureaucracies, and
comparative welfare states. He has published several books and articles, has won
the American Political Science Association Prize for the best book on U.S. national
policy (1997), and is a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.
He has lectured in Europe, Israel, South America, and Asia.

Yeheskel Hasenfeld is a professor of Social Welfare at University of California, Los
Angeles. His research focuses on the dynamic relations between social welfare
policies, the organizations that implement these policies, and the people who
use their services. He has written extensively on human service organizations,
the implementation of welfare reform, and the nonprofit sector. With Benjamin
Gidron and Stanley N. Katz he edited the book Mobilizing for Peace, which won
the 2003 Virginia Hodgkinson Research Prize. He has been a visiting scholar at
several universities in Israel, Japan, and Singapore.
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1 Introduction

In 1996, Congress passed and President Clinton signed the Personal Respon-
sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). The presi-
dent claimed, “We have ended welfare as we know it.” The centerpiece of
the new legislation was Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF),
which replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), com-
monly referred to as “welfare,” the existing cash assistance program for single
mothers and their children. Among other things, welfare would no longer
be an entitlement: stiff, new work requirements were to be imposed on the
mothers, and the work requirements were to be enforced by time limits —
states must require recipients to work after a maximum of 24 month on aid or
less, and there is a cumulative lifetime limit of five years on receipt of aid. Var-
ious “family values” provisions were specified, such as marriage promotion,
child-support enforcement, and programs to combat teen pregnancy. State
control was increased substantially. Before the 1996 reform, welfare rolls had
been declining sharply, and this decline increased substantially in subsequent
years. It seemed as if President Clinton’s statement was true. Welfare as we
know it had finally been ended. Everyone claimed “victory.” “Welfare” has
dropped out of the political discourse and is virtually forgotten. Unfortunately,
discussion of poverty and inequality has nearly disappeared as well — even
though significant poverty remains, especially child poverty, and inequality
has been increasing over the past few decades.

From colonial times, cash assistance for the able-bodied was always miserly,
conditioned, and brief.! Single mothers were helped but not much. Starting
in the late nineteenth century, concern was raised about the well-being of the
children in these families. Children were placed in foster homes and sent to
farms in the Midwest. Then, Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), commonly
known as Mothers” Pensions (and subsequently, AFDC), was established by

' G. Nash (2004). “Poverty and Politics in Early American History.” In B. G. Smith (Ed.), Down
and Out in Early America. University Park.: Pennsylvania State University Press.
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the states during the early twentieth century. It became a federal grant-in-aid
program under the New Deal but remained a relatively small, restricted pro-
gram for white widows — “deserving” families. Mothers who were divorced,
deserted, never married, or nonwhite were mostly excluded. The program was
generally of low political visibility until the late 1950s and early 1960s when it
grew rapidly and the characteristics of the families changed to include dispro-
portionately unwed single mothers of color. This was the start of the welfare
“crisis,” which continued until the 1996 reform. “By the 199os, [welfare] was
the most disliked public program in America.”

The thesis of this book is that the country has demonized poor, single moth-
ers. “Welfare” has become the code word for the “welfare queen” — the inner-
city, young African American mother who has children in order to stay on
welfare and produces multiple generations of welfare recipients. These fam-
ilies are characterized by neglect, substance abuse, crime, and delinquency.
Poverty is the fault of the individual — in this case, the single mothers — rather
than the structural forces of society, and welfare has been construed as a major
cause of lack of work effort, unwed motherhood, promiscuity, teenage child
bearing, school failure, substance abuse, and other forms of deviant behavior.3
It is used to define ethnic and gender status. By stigmatizing the “other,” it
validates the righteousness of the majority.

In United States, the rhetoric of blaming the poor and discrediting income
support policies represents what Albert Hirschman terms “the perversity the-
sis.” Itargues that policies to alleviate poverty and improve the economic well-
being of the poor actually have the opposite effect. These policies increase
welfare dependency, erode the work ethic, and reinforce the social patholo-
gies associated with poverty.’ Hirschman says that the perverse-effect doctrine
is closely tied to the idea of self-regulating market, where any social policy
that tries to change market outcomes, such as income assistance or the mini-
mum wage, is assumed to be counterproductive.® Using the perversity thesis to
attack the legitimacy of income assistance has a long history. In the eighteenth
century, the English Poor Laws, particularly the Speenhamland system (179s),
which supplemented low wages, were attacked by Malthus as being the very
cause of poverty. The same argument was made in Charles Murray’s attack
on AFDC in his book Losing Ground (1988): “We tried to provide more for

* M. B. Katz (2001). The Price of Citizenship: Redefining America’s Welfare State (1st ed.). New York:
Metropolitan Books, p. 1.

3 M. R. Rank (2004). One Nation, Underprivileged: Why American Poverty Affects Us All. Oxford;
New York: Oxford University Press.

+ A, O. Hirschman (1991). The Rhetoric of Reaction: Perversity, Futility, Jeopardy. Cambridge, Mass.:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

5 M. R. Somers & F. Block (2005). “From Poverty to Perversity: Ideas, Markets, and Institutions over
200 Years of Welfare Debate.” American Sociological Review 70: 260-87.

® Hirschman (1991), p. 27.
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the poor and produced more poor instead. We tried to remove the barriers to
escape poverty and inadvertently built a trap.”” Lawrence Mead (1986) in his
influential book Beyond Entitlement has made a similar argument.® Embrac-
ing the idea of the self-regulating market, the perversity thesis assumes that
a social order free of government intervention optimizes the well-being of
all through the choices and actions of individuals. Therefore, the perversity
thesis reverses the causation of poverty by shifting the focus from poverty as a
structural condition to poverty as a behavioral and moral deficiency.? It thus
provides the ideological justification to distinguish between the “deserving”
and “undeserving” poor.

Demonizing welfare allows the country to ignore the economic and social
conditions that produce poverty and inequality — class, race, gender, the econ-
omy, and the inadequacies of the low-wage labor market. From time to time,
proposals are made to address the structural causes of poverty and inequality
but they are quickly abandoned because they undermine American “values.”
The War on Poverty, in the 1960s, fit this pattern. Although this was a liberal
period, and poverty did become a national issue, poverty was defined in terms
of individual behaviors rather than structural conditions. As part of the civil
rights era, welfare was declared an “entitlement” with due process guaran-
tees. Although this may have facilitated access to welfare, it did not by itself
address the fundamental issues of income support and equal opportunities.
Poverty and welfare continued to grow, and the War on Poverty was declared
a failure.

The 1970s ushered in three decades of reaction to what was considered to
be the permissive welfare system, which culminated in 1996 with PRWORA.
The major policy thrust throughout the three decades has been to trans-
form welfare from a program considered to corrupt individuals and families
into a program enforcing work requirements and “family values” — which,
we point out, is the contemporary version of the age-old themes of deterrence
and reformation. The current “work first” strategy assumes that there are suf-
ficient jobs in the economy for current and potential welfare recipients, that
any job is better than no job, that by taking a job and sticking with it the
exrecipient will move up the economic ladder and escape poverty, and that
there is sufficient child care support. It assumes that the problem with welfare
recipients is their poor work ethic. By working instead of receiving welfare, the
mother will be a proper role model for her children. The children will learn
the values of responsibility, education, and family life. The children will not
become welfare recipients. The other sure route out of poverty and into proper

7

4 Quoted in Hirschman (1991), p. 29.

L. Mcad (1986). Beyond Entitlement: The Social Obligations of Citizenship. New York: Free
Press.

9 Somers & Block (2005), p. 276.
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family life is marriage. In addition to marriage promotion programs, welfare
mothers have to cooperate in establishing the paternity of their children, chil-
dren born to mothers on welfare will not be supported, teenage mothers have
to live with their parents, and sanctions are imposed for unsatisfactory school
performance.

This book will show that just about every one of these policies is based
on myth."> Although welfare recipients increasingly included more persons of
color, the program was never “black.” African Americans were always in the
minority. Although there were increasing proportions of teenage mothers, they
were always a very small percentage of the recipient population. Although
there were some large families, the average size of the welfare family is not
that different from the nonwelfare family. Rather than long-term dependency,
most families are on welfare a short time; the most common form of exit is
through a job, but because of the instability of the low-wage labor market and
a multitude of family and personal problems, welfare mothers are in and out
of the paid labor force. Still, long-term dependency, including generational
dependency, applies only to a small proportion of the caseload. School failure
is a serious problem, but teen welfare mothers are no different from their
peers. The failure of child support is not unique to fathers of children on
welfare, although poverty and lack of stable earnings increase the problems
of fathers of poor children.

This is not to say that no cases fit the myth. However, this is the ceremony that
validates the myth. The press and politicians dwell on the extreme examples.
The public buys into the story because the message serves to validate its beliefs
and attitudes: “They are playing by the rules.” Thus, welfare rhetoric and
policy are less concerned with reforming the recipients than with reinforcing
majoritarian feelings of moral superiority. This not only makes majoritarian
society feel better but also allows the country to avoid confronting the difficult
structural questions of inequality, poverty, and the suffering of children. It is
more comfortable to blame the victim.

Myth and ceremony allow politicians and the public to paper over the mas-
sive contradictions of welfare policy. Welfare policy purports to address poverty
and inequality but refuses to deal with the structural causes of poverty and
inequality or the reality of welfare recipients. Welfare policy requires recipients
to enter the paid labor market and improve their well-being but most remain
in poverty. Welfare supposedly supports and protects children but deterrence
and reformation punish parents and, hence, the children. Work is required
because, among other things, an employed parent provides a positive role
model for the child, but the child suffers from inadequate child care. Welfare
programs have huge numbers of guidelines and detailed rules, yet rely on the

'©]. Meyer & B. Rowan (1977). “Institutional Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and Cere-
mony.” American Journal of Sociology 83: 340-63.
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discretion of field-level caseworkers to interpret these rules and guidelines.
They are applied in terms of the individual families” circumstances, as long
as the caseworkers conform to bureaucratic imperatives, not necessarily in
accordance with the goals of the laws and policies. New programs, such as
work requirements, are enacted by the legislature and thrust on local welfare
offices without adequate resources and implementation. If programs become
too harsh, and families break up, then local governments are forced to pay
for expensive foster care, group homes, and other forms of child protection,
often to the detriment of the children.

Rather than resolve the contradictions, the typical legislative response is
delegation or devolution to lower units of government — from the federal gov-
ernment to the states, from the states to the counties, and from the public to the
private sector. We have a new faith that private enterprise can solve the prob-
lems of welfare administration. Instead of the cumbersome public bureau-
cracy, for-profit or not-for-profit agencies will handle welfare cases accurately
and efficiently. These private agencies will deal with ground-level conflicts
through low-visibility discretionary decisions. The goal is to assure the con-
flicts will remain at the local level. From time to time, however, conflicts boil
over and reappear on the political agenda. The legislative level purports to
resolve the problem through general provisions, but, in effect, re-delegates the
issue. By concentrating on the “evils” of the welfare system and delegating
low-visibility decisions to the state and local level, politicians, policy makers,
and the general public can ignore the serious, corrosive problems of poverty
and inequality.

Since the 1990s (and before the 1996 welfare reform), welfare rolls have
declined dramatically. Political leaders, the media, and the public have
claimed victory. Since 1996, welfare has ceased to become a political issue.
The contrast between this post-1996 lack of welfare discourse and the anti-
welfare political rhetoric of the previous decades is startling. Now that these
families are no longer on welfare and are in the paid labor force, the near-
universal assumptions are that welfare and poverty are no longer an issue. The
absence of welfare means the conquest of poverty, and all is well.

The Argument

This book takes a different approach. The issue is poverty and inequality, not
welfare. “Poverty” is generally not discussed, but when it is considered (e.g.,
“X% are no longer in ‘poverty””), it is grossly misleading because the poverty
line is far too minimal. It is assumed that once a family exceeds the official
poverty threshold, then everything is okay. We are constantly told about the
percentage of families and children thatare in “poverty” or are above “poverty.”
We are still using the official federal poverty threshold. Although the threshold
is adjusted for changes in the cost of living, its composition is deeply flawed.



